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Foreword

I welcome Richard Leete’s comprehensive examination of Malaysia’s
demographic transition for two reasons. The first is personal. I immersed
myself in the study of the country’s demography and its population
trends for three years, from 1959 to 1961, examining the situation up to
the 1957 census. Although occupational vicissitudes quickly and
unexpectedly took me elsewhere in the following years, I have always
maintained a strong interest in the demographic and other fortunes of
Malaysia. Summing up the research of those years, I noted the change
in population structure from a prototypal colonial one to that of a settled
society, the occurrence of a major mortality transition, an upward trend
in the age at which women first married, and some pointers to the poss-
ibility of fertility decline. At that time, fertility was falling nowhere in
mainland Asia, indeed hardly anywhere in the Third World, and I
overcautiously concluded that ‘in the terms of the period immediately
ahead—that time which would be covered by four more five-year
plans—it would be unwise to overestimate the relevance of any specula-
tion about the possibility that a major fertility transition has already
begun’ (Caldwell, 1963a: 92). In self-defence, I might add that I had
earlier, in a doctoral thesis, speculated that a government family
planning programme might well produce a significant fertility decline,
and I calculated a low fertility projection showing what this would mean
in terms of population growth, but finally shielded my examiners
from apoplexy by presenting only the high and medium projections
(Caldwell, 1962). Richard Leete has now documented the foolishness of
my caution. Within twenty years, the fertility of Peninsular Malaysia had
fallen by one-third, with steep decline occurring from about 1964, and it
is now little more than half the level of 1957.

The second reason is the demographic and social importance of
Malaysia. Apart from the city-states of Singapore and Hong Kong,
Peninsular Malaysia is the only country in mainland Asia which has had
a sufficiently complete birth and death registration system over the last
four or five decades to record the year-by-year movements of the
components of demographic transition. It is also possibly the world’s
best example of a plural society, with the population made up of distinct
Malay, Chinese, and Indian communities, each recorded separately in all
population data. Finally, it competes economically with the Asian
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‘tigers’, with an average annual growth in Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) close to 7 per cent for the last thirty years, a period which saw
total real GDP multiply by more than three times while population only
doubled. This has been achieved in spite of some educational and other
imbalances between the treatment of Malays, on the one hand, and the
‘immigrant’ races, on the other—or possibly because of it if we accept
the argument that Britain’s industrial revolution was partly the product
of constraints on the nonconformist population which forced even its
leaders into industry and commerce rather than public life.

Malaysia, is, in another sense too, an important experiment. Provoked
by Richard Leete, I wrote a chapter in the book he co-edited on The
Revolution in Astan Fertiliry (Leete and Alam, 1993), arguing that the
fertillity decline in a great arc of Asian countries, extending from India
through South-East Asia to China and Korea, had been accelerated not
only by better developed national family planning programmes than
those found anywhere else in the world, but also by the moral leadership
towards smaller families provided by governments (Caldwell, 1993). For
this argument to be convincing, it is necessary to be able to show what
happens when such leadership reverses its direction. Malaysia provides a
laboratory for such an examination as is demonstrated by Leete’s treat-
ment of ‘the stalling of the Malay transition’. Family planning activities,
carried out by voluntary organizations with government subsidies,
intensified in Peninsular Malaysia in the early 1960s, and culminated in
1965 in the establishment of a national family planning programme. The
1966-70 Five-Year Plan was definitely anti-natalist. Although Chinese
and Indian fertility was falling prior to 1965, Malay fertility declined
only after that date, dropping almost 30 per cent by the late 1970s. But
by that time, the government’s enthusiasm for further fertility decline
was obviously faltering; by 1982, it was expressing pro-natalist views,
and by 1984, it had proclaimed a pro-natalist policy. During the first
half of the 1980s, Malay fertility rose (while Chinese and Indian rates
maintained a decline), and, although there has been a reversal since, the
last dozen years have witnessed a further fall of only 10 per cent, and
Malay fertility is now higher than the national figures for any of the
prosperous South-East Asian countries. The Malay reversal contra-
dicted the demographers’ dictum that, once fertility has fallen more than
10 per cent, it is likely to continue downward until replacement levels
are reached (another exception was the West during the ‘Baby Boom’
years after the Second World War).

This reversal in both government views and Malay fertility trends is a
fascinating, but complex, issue. These years witnessed a fundamentalist
Muslin revival, which probably influenced both the government and the
Malay people. Certainly, the Malay use of modern contraception declined
steeply. Nothing of the kind happened among the Chinese and Indians,
providing perhaps a parallel to the situation that my colleagues and I
discerned in India where the Hindu population identified more with the
government’s population policy than did the Muslim population
(Caldwell and Caldwell, 1984). Nor did anything similar occur in
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neighbouring Thailand or, perhaps more pertinently, in neighbouring
Malay and Muslim Indonesia. However, there was a similar trend—but
at a below replacement fertility level-—among Singapore’s Malay popula-
tion. This may have been the product of the influence of Islamic funda-
mentalism or an echo of Malaysia’s new attitudes. Or it may be further
evidence of the role of government, for Singapore, too, was modifying
its draconian population policy, and soon the fertility decline ceased
among each of its three races. But, the difference is that in Singapore
these changes occurred at below replacement levels of reproduction, and
only its Malays have since climbed back to bare replacement level. In
contrast, the reversal occurred among the Malays of Peninsular Malaysia
when their families were double the size needed for replacement.

There are further riches in this book, some of them regional in scope.
Perhaps the most interesting is the demonstration of close parallels in
the demographic transition of all of Asia’s Chinese populations, among
whom both mortality and fertility have fallen steeply. There has also
been, to employ Leete’s term, ‘a flight from marriage’. Between the late
1950s and 1990, female age at marriage rose from 22-23 years to
26-27 years in Taiwan and Hong Kong and among both Malaysia’s
and Singapore’s Chinese. By this measure, their demographic transition
has surpassed that of the West.

Richard Leete presents valuable demographic insights into a country
which, by 1994, had passed most of Eastern Europe (and all of Asia
except Japan, Taiwan, and the two city-states) in per capita income and
life expectancy, and competed in educational attainments. It has been
more successful in terms of demographic and economic goals than I had
dared to predict over thirty years ago.

Australian National University Joun C. CALDWELL
Canberra



Preface

MAILAYSIA is a country with an abundance of land and natural resources
but with a long history, spanning through pre-independence times to the
present, of shortages of people and human resources. Traditionally,
these shortages have been overcome by turning to three of Asia’s
population- and labour-surplus countries. As a result, Malaysia has a
fascinatingly diverse demographic context whereby its three largest
communities—Malays, Chinese, and Indians—can be viewed as
representing samples of three of the world’s most populous countries—
Indonesia, China, and India. A study of Malaysia’s demographic trans-
ition has, therefore, a wide international relevance.

This book is a study of the demographic changes that have occurred
in Malaysia since the country attained independence from British
colonial rule in August 1957. The main focus is on changes and differ-
entials in fertility behaviour, their causes and their consequences. A
detailed analysis is made of the dimensions of the fertility changes that
have occurred, at differing paces and to differing degrees, among the
three major communities in the states of Peninsular Malaysia since
independence in 1957. An analysis is also made of the demographic
changes that have occurred among the main communities in the lesser
developed states of Sabah and Sarawak since 1960. The book concludes
with an outline of a likely demographic scenario that Malaysia will follow
as it progresses towards becoming a fully developed nation targeted for
the year 2020.

The study shows the importance of culture and subculture in
changes, or lack of changes, in reproductive behaviour, even in the
context of sustained and rapid development. The study also shows the
key role that government population policy, particularly official family
planning programmes, can play among specific cultural groups in the
process of fertility transition. One implication of these conclusions is the
need for culture and government population policy to be more centrally
incorporated into theories which attempt to explain Asian fertility
declines.

This book has benefited enormously from my long involvement and
stay in Malaysia. I first became interested in Malaysia’s demography in
1980 when I was invited by the Department of Statistics Malaysia, as a
short-term consultant, to assist with the analysis of the country’s 1980
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population census. Subsequently, in early 1985, I was asked, and gladly
accepted, a long-term assignment as an adviser in demography to the
government of Malaysia, initially for two years with the Department of
Statistics (DOS) and then for almost eight years with the Economic
Planning Unit (EPU) in the Prime Minister’s Department. Now, with
my term with the Malaysian government recently completed, it is a
tremendous pleasure for me to have had the opportunity to put together
this analysis of Malaysia’s past and prospective demographic changes.

During the past decade or so, numerous people, far too many to
mention here, have contributed to my knowledge and understanding of
Asia’s demography in general, and that of Malaysia in particular. I
would like to thank my former colleagues at the DOS, especially Kwok
Kuan Kit for his helpful comments and suggestions on earlier research
which formed the basis of Chapter 6. I am also indebted to my former
colleagues at EPU, especially Bakar Karim, Annuar Ma’aruf and Rabbi
Royan, for their support and for enlightening me on so many matters
about Malaysia, as well as Cheng Fan Soon for his expert computer
assistance. Whilst serving the Malaysian government I had the privilege
of working closely with several outstanding international economists and
social scientists engaged on other projects. I learnt much from their
differing disciplinary perspectives. In particular, I would like to mention
and thank Lionel and David Demery, Frank Harrigan, Andrew Chesher,
and Henry Lucas.

I am happy to thank Siti Norazah, Tan Boon Ann, and Zainal Aznam
Yussof for reading and making helpful comments on an earlier draft of
this book. Outside of Malaysia, I must also thank Igbal Alam for his
continued encouragement, and Gavin Jones and Warwick Neville for
reading and making pointed comments on every chapter. Thanks are
due to my doctoral supervisor, Tim Dyson, and to John Cleland and Ian
Thomas for their helpful comments.

I would also like to record my sincere appreciation to the Overseas
Development Administration of the government of the United Kingdom
for supporting my services to the Malaysian government between 1985
and 1994, as well as to the staff of the Aid Section of the British High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur. Thanks are also due to the Simon
Population Trust for providing me with a grant to undertake additional
research for this book in the second half of 1994, and to the Demo-
graphy Department of the Australian National University for inviting
me as a Departmental Fellow for three weeks during December 1994.

Finally, it is a pleasure to also acknowledge the understanding and
patience of Eda throughout the period during which I was preoccupied
with the writing of this book.

Of course, I alone am responsible for any errors of interpretation, as
well as for the views and opinions expressed in this book.

Kuala Lumpur R.LEETE
Fune 1995
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1
Introduction and Background

MALAYSIA has long been of fascination to social scientists studying
changes and diversity in human behaviour. Its multiethnic, multi-
religious and multicultural population composition, coupled with sharp
contrasts in levels of social and economic development between its
states, provoke considerable interest among social scientists in general,
and among demographers in particular. Malaysia can be viewed as a
microcosm of Asia, with the three largest communities in its heterogen-
eous population—Malays, Chinese, and Indians—representing samples
of Asia’s three most populous countries—Indonesia, China, and India.
Further interest in Malaysia’s plurality stems from the differing ethnic
mix of the people in the East Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak—
although differences in the availability and quality of statistical data
between these states and those of the Peninsula greatly complicate
comparisons of their demography.

Malaysia is a federation of thirteen states and two federal territories—
Kuala Lumpur in the Peninsula and Labuan in Sabah. It is located in
the heart of South-East Asia (Map 1.1). Peninsular Malaysia, covering
some 132 000 square kilometres, is separated from Sabah and Sarawak,
which cover some 200 000 square kilometres, by about 500 kilometres
of the South China Sea (Noor Laily et al., 1982). South of the country
lies Singapore, which is joined to the Peninsula by a narrow causeway
through the Straits of Johore. To the south and west of Malaysia lies
Indonesia, to the north is Thailand, and to the east is the Philippines.
Sabah and Sarawak are in the north of the island of Borneo, bordering
Indonesia’s Kalimantan.

Scope and Organization

The primary focus of this book is on Malaysia’s demographic transition,
in particular on changes and differentials in fertility behaviour, their
causes and consequences. The study makes a detailed analysis of the
dimensions of the fertility transition that has occurred, at differing paces
and to differing degrees, among the three major ethnic communities in
the states of Peninsular Malaysia since the country became an independent
nation in 1957. An analysis is also made of the demographic changes
that have occurred among the main ethnic communities in Sabah
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 3

and Sarawak. Changes in marriage and fertility that have occurred in
Malaysia are compared and contrasted with those that have taken place
among similar groups in East and South-East Asia. These changes are
also assessed in relation to their relevance to, and advancement of,
theories of fertility decline. Central to the exposition of this study is the
view that trends in fertility in Malaysia have been determined as much
by cultural and political factors as by the country’s rapid development.

This first chapter provides an account of the formation of Malaysia,
the country’s people, the economic, political, and religious background,
population growth and composition, and the size and distribution of the
population at the state level. Chapter 2 reviews some of the main
theories of fertility transition and advances fresh hypotheses that are
subsequently used to help explain trends in reproductive behaviour in
Malaysia. Chapter 3, which starts with a discussion of changes over time
in the economic and social characteristics of the population, gives a
broad overview of trends and differentials in marriage and fertility
behaviour of the main ethnic groups in Peninsular Malaysia since
independence. The next two chapters make a detailed study of these
trends on a state-by-state basis using similar, albeit more disaggregated,
measures to those employed in the Princeton study of the European
fertility decline, known as the European Fertility Project (Coale and
Watkins, 1986). Chapter 6 assesses demographic changes in Sabah and
Sarawak since 1960 using a range of indirect estimation measures.
Chapter 7 examines the relationship between the changes observed in
demographic behaviour among the Chinese and Malays in Malaysia
with those of similar cultural groups elsewhere in East and South-East
Asia. Chapter 8 summarizes the main empirical findings of the study
and assesses their implications in relation to the hypotheses advanced in
Chapter 2 and for theories of fertility change, as well as for population
policy. The final chapter gives a scenario of the projected population of
Malaysia to the year 2020.

The Formation of Malaysia

While this is not the place for an in-depth study of the history of
Malaysia, a brief account of how the country came into being is essential
background for understanding and interpreting its demography.
Peninsular Malaysia, comprising eleven Malay states, became an
independent nation in August 1957. The constituent units of this new
entity consisted of the settlements of Penang and Malacca, which,
together with Singapore, formed the British colony of the Straits
Settlements prior to the Second World War. These important commer-
cial port towns had been under British control for well over a century,
and were federated in 1896. Of the other nine constituent Malay states,
four—Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan, and Pahang—were grouped
together as the Federated Malay States before the war. These four states
had accepted British protection in the 1870s and 1880s, and it was these
states, particularly the first three, which contained the bulk of the rich
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tin-producing areas of Malaya, as well as a large proportion of
the rubber plantations. The remaining five—Johore in the south, and
the northern and eastern states of Kedah, Perlis, Kelantan, and
Trengganu—formed the Unfederated Malay States. Johore had experi-
enced economic development comparable to the Federated States, it was
multiethnic, and although it did not have a resident British adviser, had
entered a protectorate treaty with Britain. The other four states, which,
untl 1909, had been under nominal Siamese control, were relatively
unchanged. The working population comprised mainly peasant farmers
involved in traditonal methods of rice production and fishing (Smith,
1952; Emerson, 1964). In interpreting the subnational demography of
Peninsular Malaysia in Chapters 4 and 5, it is useful to keep in mind the
differing historical development of these three groups of states.

All the territories that combined to form Malaysia had a common
background of British colonial administration (Smith, 1963). British
penetration of the Malay Peninsula started in 1786 when Francis Light
took possession of the island of Penang, and, together with the
surrounding hinterland, ceded it to the East India Company. A decade
later, Malacca was surrendered by the Dutch and eventually given to the
British in 1825. Further south, the settlement of Singapore was estab-
lished by Thomas Stamford Raffles for the East India Company in
1819. In 1826, Penang, Malacca, and Singapore were combined into
one administrative unit known as the Straits Settlements, which was
subsequently transferred from the control of the East India Company to
the British Colonial Office in 1867. In contrast to the other states, there
were hardly any planting or mining activities in the settlements which
were dominated by entrepdt trade.

The gradual extension of British administration to the other Malay
states on the Peninsula started with the negotiation of the Pangkor
Agreement in 1874, involving the state of Perak, and ended with a treaty
in 1914 with the Sultan of Johore. Through this treaty, the sultan, like
other Malay rulers in earlier years, agreed to receive a British adviser
whose advice had to be asked and acted upon in all matters affecting the
general administration of the country and on all questions other than
those touching Malay religion and Malay customs (Mills, 1958; Purcell,
1965). Malaya was thus loosely united in the sense that Britain was the
colonial power administering the different states.

British colonial dominance of the Malay Peninsula was abruptly and
irreversibly weakened by the Japanese occupation between 1942 and
1944, After the Japanese surrender, a short period of British military
administration ensued until April 1946, when an attempt was made to
govern the nine Malay states and two settlements as a single union;
Singapore, the third settlement, had already become a separate colony.
However, there was widespread discontent with this British-imposed
politically unified system of administration, and related proposals,
including a diminution of the status and powers of the rulers, as it was
seen as eroding the power and separate identity of the Malay states.
Further, the offer of citizenship to the non-Malays was not well received
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by many of the Malays. Opposition was particularly marked among the
Malays in the Unfederated Malay States who feared the encroachment
of the other races (Sopiee, 1974). In February 1948, the Malayan Union
was replaced by a Federation of Malaya, with the Malay rulers playing
an important role in its administration through a federal legislative
council and an executive council presided over by the British High
Commissioner. The federation provided the basis for subsequent British
decolonization and the achievement of full independence in August
1957. The federation survived, despite secession attempts in Penang,
Johore, and Kelantan, until 1963 when it became the major component
of the larger political entity of Malaysia (Ross-Larson, 1980).

Singapore was the most important of the group of Straits Settlements
before the Japanese occupation of South-East Asia, and was the
headquarters of the officer who combined the functions of Governor of
the Straits Settlements and High Commissioner for the Malay States
(Smith, 1963). After the Second World War, attempts were made to
keep Singapore and the Federation of Malaya administratively in step,
but the increase in separate ministerial responsibility in the 1950s for the
work of government departments in the two territories had the inevitable
result that only the more vital issues of political and economic import-
ance continued to be the subject of joint action. In 1959, Singapore
became an internally self-governing state with a fully elected legislature
and its own cabinet system of government. Economically; however, it
remained dependent on good relations with the Federation of Malaya
and other neighbouring countries.

From September 1961, I.ee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s Prime Minister,
negotiated Singapore’s entry into the federation with Tunku Abdul
Rahman, the Prime Minister of the Federation of Malaya, and in
September 1962, the Singapore electorate overwhelmingly approved of
the negotiated terms (Sopiee, 1974). Singapore, it was agreed, would
have a smaller number of seats in the Federal Parliament relative to its
population size, but in compensation would retain control of policy
relating to labour, health, and education—federal matters in Malaya.

The Federation of Malaysia, including Singapore, Sabah, and Sarawak
came into being in September 1963. As Purcell (1967: 7) noted: ‘Its
creation represented a daring political experiment since not only did it
bring into close association for the first time territories which had been
separately administered by the British in the past, but its establishment
had been strongly opposed by Indonesia, and the Philippines had put
forward claims to North Borneo, based on historical arguments.” The
reasons for its formation were primarily political rather than economic.
The government of the Federation of Malaya wanted to avoid the risk of
the spread of communist control, which at that time was also of great
concern to Singapore (Smith, 1963). Sarawak and Sabah, as small
commonwealth territories in the Malaysian region, without any apparent
obvious future as independent states, were brought into the federation,
providing an ethnic and political balance to the largely Chinese popula-
tion of Singapore (Smith, 1963). Brunei, which had also intended to
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join the federation, withdrew from negotiations because of wvarious
disagreements, particularly with respect to the position of its sultan.
Moreover, in 1965, again mainly for political reasons, Singapore
separated from the federation and became a fully independent nation.

Sabah and Sarawak had always been administrated separately from
the Federation of Malaya and Singapore (Lee, 1965; L. W. Jones, 1966;
Jackson 1968). Sabah was under Chartered Company rule from 1881
until the Japanese occupation. Sarawak, once a province of the Brunei
sultanate, was under the personal rule of the Brooke family from 1841
until the Japanese invasion of South-East Asia. In 1941, after a hundred
years of personal rule by successive members of the Brooke family,
a new constitution was enacted giving legislative and financial power to
the ‘Council Negri’ (corresponding to a legislative council in a colony)
and providing for a Supreme Council (corresponding to an executive
council in a colony). After the Japanese occupation, Sarawak became a
crown colony, but the councils provided in the 1941 constitution
retained their authority, the powers of the Rajah Brooke being transferred
to the governor. Sabah and Sarawak acquired colonial status in 1946
and, as noted, joined the Federation of Malaysia in 1963. Sabah and
Sarawak obtained greater control over immigration, education, and their
civil service than enjoyed by the states in the Peninsula (for further
background on Sabah and Sarawak and discussion of its people, see
Chapter 6).

The People of the Peninsula

Within Peninsular Malaysia, the three main ethnic groups are the
Malays, Chinese, and Indians. There are also several small minorities,
the largest of whom are the Orang Asli, a rural indigenous people
(Ng et al,, 1992). Of the three main groups, the Malays are usually
considered as indigenous and the Chinese and Indians as immigrants.
However, this has never been strictly accurate since not all Malays in
Peninsular Malaysia are indigenous people of the Peninsula; a significant
proportion are migrants from Indonesia who readily assimilate with
the local Malay community and who come to regard themselves as local
Malays (Del Tufo, 1949; Caldwell, 1962 and 1963a; Chander, 1976).
Conversely, a large and increasing proportion of the Chinese and
Indians living in Peninsular Malaysia are second- or third-generation
descendants of migrants, and some have roots in the Peninsula that go
much further back.

Subgroup differences within each of the three major ethnic groups
means that the diversity is even greater than appears on the surface. The
Malays of Indonesian origin often have dialects and exhibit customs that
differ from the indigenous Malays, although they are united in Islam
which helps ensure that they are more readily accepted and more
quickly assimilated with the local Malays. Further, until independence,
and to a lesser extent subsequently, many Malays regarded themselves
primarily as natives of their state of birth and subjects of their own
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sultan, rather than as nationals of Malaya (Mills, 1958). There is also a
subcultural divide between the Malays of the east coast and northern
states and those elsewhere in the Peninsula (see Chapter 5). The
Chinese, who are mainly Buddhists and Taoists, are divided by mother
tongue and other subcultural differences, reflecting differences in place
of origin of themselves or their parents or grandparents. Similarly, the
Indians, who are mainly Hindus, comprise groups originating from
different parts of the Indian subcontinent with different cultures and
customs.

At the time of independence, the Malays were a predominantly rural
people, dependent for a living on rice cultivation, fishing, and rubber-
tapping, which was often taken up seasonally when harvesting activities
came to a standstill (Mills, 1958). Only a small proportion of the Malays
lived in the towns. The Malay peasants had been encouraged to
maintain their traditional way of life and their humble and gentle
manners by, for example, limiting their education to basic primary
subjects. They were taught basic literacy and about their customs and
religion, but they were not taught skills required for social and economic
advancement (Tham, 1977). Such a policy, designed to make their
~ traditional way of life acceptable, suited the Malay rulers because it
preserved the essentially feudal order, limited the accumulation of
wealth, and maintained the traditional Malay deference to rank that was
reinforced through linguistic difference between the commoners and the
aristocracy (Milner, 1994).

The Chinese not only dominated trade and commerce but were also
involved in all other classes of urban occupations. They were the largest
and economically the most important community in most of the major
towns, particularly in Penang (Purcell, 1965). However, the Chinese
were not only in the towns, but were also heavily involved in tin-mining,
rubber cultivation, and commercial agriculture in rural areas. In contrast
to the Malays, Chinese culture placed great value on the accumulation
of wealth.

Some Indians settled in the towns, especially in the former settlements
of Malacca and Penang, but more frequently they went to the rubber
plantations, where they were the mainstay of the labour force. In
general, the Indians were a poor, landless, rural class, limited in status by
their terms of employment, low education, and earnings (Sandhu,
1969).

Up until the early 1930s, many Chinese and Indian men, particularly
the latter, were temporary economic migrants, ‘birds of passage’, who
had come to Malaya with the intention of staying for a few years and
then returning to their homeland. In practice, very high mortality rates
on the estates meant that many never returned. There was thus a
significant turnover of Chinese and Indians in Malaya. Subsequently,
however, many migrants brought their wives and became permanent
settlers. Many single women also came, some of them under special
schemes designed to even out the sex ratio. By 1957, the sex ratios
of the Chinese and Indian immigrant communities were reasonably
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well-balanced, in marked contrast to the male-dominated communities
of the early decades of the twentieth century (Caldwell, 1963b).

In the pre-independence era, particularly in the period up to 1947, net
international migration was a very important determinant of changes in
the size and ethnic composition of the Peninsula’s population.
International migration was long encouraged as part of British colonial
economic policy, which needed relatively cheap foreign labour to exploit
the export potential of the country’s primary commodities, particularly
in the tin mines and rubber estates, as well as for other public works
programmes. Even as far back as the late eighteenth century, Francis
Light, in an urgent dispatch from Penang to the Governor-General in
Council in India, requested ‘a supply of one hundred coolies, as the
price of labour in Penang was enormous’ (Sandhu, 1969: 47). Major
inflows of Indians, mainly from Madras in southern India, to the
Peninsula occurred in the early decades of the century when the large-
scale growth in rubber planting activities could not be met by local
labour supply. However, during the depression years of the 1930s, when
the international demand for rubber and tin slumped, many thousands
of unemployed Indians were repatriated to India (Del Tufo, 1949; Saw,
198%). The attainment of independence by India led to another outflow
of Indians from Malaya (Smith, 1964).

Large-scale net immigration of Chinese to Peninsular Malaysia,
mainly from the south-eastern provinces of China, was conspicuous in
the two decades before the Second World War, except during the
depression years of the early 1930s. As with the Indians, there was a net
outflow of Chinese during these years as the demand for Malaya’s
exports plunged (Smith, 1964: 182). The economic depression led to
quotas being imposed on Chinese male migration and, several years
later, also on female migration (Del Tufo, 1949). The pace of Chinese
permanent settlement in Malaya increased in the 1930s and 1940s after
the imposition of immigration restrictions. As Smith (1964: 182) noted
in his analysis of Chinese and Indian settlement patterns:

The Chinese in Malaya have made fairly continuous progress towards permanent
settlement throughout the first 60 years of the twentieth century. Permanent
settlement started in the towns and spread to the rural areas. In 1957 the
Chinese had the age and sex structure (up to age 45) of a fairly settled population.

The Indians started later than the Chinese in making Malaya their permanent
home and their progress has been rather slower and less continuous. In the
urban areas the Indian community still possess the demographic characteristics
of a largely migratory population. Greater progress towards settlement has been
made in the rural areas.

There had been significant immigration of Malays, mainly from
Sumatra and Java in the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), throughout
the period up to independence, and particularly during the 1930s
(Smith, 1963). Successive official population census reports showed that
ever-increasing numbers of the Malays living in the Peninsula were born
in Indonesia. For example, some 9 per cent of the 2.8 million Malays
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counted in the 1957 census were Indonesians—a figure which itself is
likely to have significantly under-represented the true proportion. This is
because, with the passage of time, many Indonesians married local
Malays while others simply came to regard themselves as indigenous
peoples (Vlieland, 1932; Del Tufo, 1949; Fell, 1960).

Although reliable statistics on births and deaths are not available for
the pre-independence period, it is possible to examine changes in the
population using data from population censuses which were conducted
periodically (see Appendix 1). The data are insufficiently detailed to
separate the contributions of natural increase and international migra-
tion to population growth. They show that in less than half a century,
the population of the Peninsula almost tripled, rising from 2.3 million in
1911 to 6.3 million in 1957, representing an average annual growth rate
of 2.1 per cent—although the rate of growth was far from even
throughout those years, nor was it uniform between the different
communities (Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 also shows just how marked the impact of net international
migration was in changing the country’s ethnic composition. Thus, in
1911, Malays comprised some 59 per cent of the population, but by
1931 their fraction (including those counted among them who were
born in Indonesia) had fallen to 49 per cent, remaining around that level
for the next three decades. Even though immigration was strictly
controlled in the decade prior to independence, the proportion of

TABLE 1.1
Population Size, Distribution, and Growth Rates by Ethnic Group in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1911-1957

Year Malays Chinese Indians Others Total
Numbers C000)
1911 1,369.8 693.2 239.2 36.8 2,339.1
1921 1,568.6 8559 439.2 43.1 2,906.7
1931 1,863.9 1,284.9 571.0 68.0 3,787.8
1947 2,427.8 1,884.5 530.6 65.1 4,908.1
1957 3,125.5 2,333.8 696.2 123.3 6,278.8
Distribution (%)
1911 58.6 29.6 10.2 1.6 100.0
1921 54.0 294 15.1 1.5 100.0
1931 49.2 33.9 15.1 1.8 100.0
1947 49.5 38.4 10.8 1.3 100.0
1957 49.8 37.2 11.1 2.0 100.0
Average Annual Growth (%)
1911-21 1.4 2.1 6.1 1.6 2.2
1921-31 1.7 4.1 2.6 4.6 2.6
193147 1.7 2.4 -0.5 -0.3 1.6
1947-57 2.5 2.1 2.7 6.4 2.5

Source: Computed from Table 2.4 in Chander et al. (1977).
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Malays in the population remained very slightly below the psychologic-
ally important 50 per cent mark in 1957—a phenomenon of serious
concern to the Malays who feared that their political dominance would
be challenged by the other communities if they were outnumbered.
Concern about maintaining and increasing their share of the population
has probably played an important part in Malay demographic trends in
the post-independence era (see Chapters 3, 5, and 8).

The significant rise in the proportion of Chinese occurred in the
period 1921-47, when their share of the population rose from 29 per cent
to 38 per cent. The slight drop in the proportion of Chinese between
1947 and 1957 was due mainly to net outflows, particularly to
Singapore, coupled with their slightly lower rate of natural increase
compared with the other communities during this period (Fell, 1960).
The fraction of Indians rose sharply in the decade between 1911 and
1921, from 10 per cent to 15 per cent, as the demand for plantation
labour grew, but then fell back after 1931 to a similar level as in 1911. It
is probable that but for the effects of the economic depression on Indian
migration, the Indians could have ended up as a much larger proportion
of the Malaysian population than they in fact did.

Since 1957, immigration into the Peninsula has, for the most part,
been carefully controlled. However, the pre-independence differentials
in net rates of immigration, and the associated uneven settlement and
occupational patterns, have had a major influence in shaping demo-
graphic, social, and economic policies in the post-independence era. In
1981, Sidhu and Jones contended that ‘Malaysia has not represented
a melting pot’ from which ‘a Malaysian people and a Malaysian culture’
have emerged. While intermarriage between the Malays and communities
of other religions remains uncommon, mainly because of religious
barriers, in many respects, particularly in terms of employment and
residential patterns, the communities have become less differentiated
and relations between them have, with a few exceptions, been good.
A key factor in this is that Malay political power has been used to
balance and moderate Chinese economic power.

The Economy around 1957

By the late 1950s, the Federation of Malaya had achieved a reasonable
measure of economic development. Economic activities were concen-
trated on the production of rubber and tin for export, on the output of a
variety of food crops and small-scale manufactures for domestic con-
sumption, and on entrepot trade and commercial and financial services
for the domestic market. The Federation of Malaya had become the
world’s largest producer of tin and had the second largest output of
natural rubber. Foreign labour and foreign capital were important
contributory factors in these remarkable achievements (International
Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 1956).

The Federation of Malaya, as well as Sabah and Sarawak, were never-
theless primarily agricultural societies. Rice, the staple food of the
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population, was the major food crop and rubber was the major commer-
cial crop. Together they accounted for well over 80 per cent of the total
cultivated area (Fell, 1960). Despite the dominant position of rice and
rubber, there were a number of other important agricultural cash crops,
such as pepper and coconuts, and the export of timber was of growing
economic importance.

Rough estimates of the industrial origin of the gross national product
(GNP) in 1957 suggested that approximately 50 per cent of the total
was accounted for by agriculture, forestry, and fishing (Fell, 1960).
Cultivation was carried out on estates and smallholdings, and in 1957
estates accounted for about 60 per cent of the land area under rubber
and all of that under oil-palm. The remaining land area under rubber
and rice was cultivated mainly by smallholders. Estate cultivation was
mainly European, though Chinese and Indian interests were by no means
negligible. Cultivation by smallholders was predominantly Malay, although
the Chinese stake in smallholding agriculture was also significant. Almost
the entire output of rubber and palm oil was exported. Other export
items of importance were tinned pineapples, coconut-oil, copra, and
timber. The mining industry, particularly tin, was also an important
contributor to the national income, though not comparable in import-
ance to agriculture. Manufactures were the third largest industrial group
after agriculture and commerce, but no sub-component of manufac-
turing was large (Fell, 1960). For a discussion on changes in the
economy since 1957, see Chapter 3.

The Political Economy and the Religious Context

The Political System

The Malayan Union marked the birth of Malay politics and the start
of Malay nationalism. As Sopiee (1974: 29) notes: ‘In their common
struggle against the British proposals grew a sense of national ethnic
solidarity which could, for the first time, transcend the force of state
rivalries and parochialisms. Out of that struggle was born UMNO (the
United Malays National Organization), a party which was to dominate
Malayan politics for most if not all of the succeeding years.’

At independence, the Federation of Malaya became a parliamentary
democracy modelled along the lines of the British system, with regular
elections for the federal and state governments. As part of the pre-
independence negotiations with the British, the Chinese and Indians had
been granted full citizenship and were thereby enfranchised. This was
much to the dismay of many Malays, not just to those in the Un-
federated Malay States, who were concerned about the potential loss of
political power given the delicately balanced ethnic composition of
Peninsular Malaysia in the late 1950s. However, the constitution of the
federation asserted the special rights of the Malays and of Islam as the
official religion. Special privileges for the Malays included continuing
reservation of large areas of land, reservation of positions in the civil
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service, and educational scholarships. At the same time, the social
(educational) and cultural (religious) rights of the non-Malays were
given recognition.

A National Alliance government, whose main constituent parties are
formed along ethnic lines, has retained power since pre-independence
elections in 1955. The Malays dominate the coalition through the
United Malays National Organizaton (UMNO), the majority party
whose early leaders were mainly members of the aristocratic and admin-
istrative élite. The Chinese are represented in the ruling coalition prim-
arily by the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), while the Indians,
who occupy a subordinate position, are represented by the Malaysian
Indian Congress Party (MIC). With the passage of time, the National
Front, which in 1974 succeeded the National Alliance, has broadened its
representation to include parties from Sabah and Sarawak, as well as a
few smaller parties from the Peninsula.

Each of the main partners in the national coalition lacks the full
support of its ethnic group and faces opposition from parties more
radical in ethnic orientation. The principal Malay opposition party, Partai
Islam Se Malaysia (PAS), formerly the Pan-Malayan Islamic Party,
which is strongest in the east coast states, particularly Kelantan, bases its
manifesto primarily on fundamentalist Islamic principles. PAS can be
viewed as a populist movement which sees UMNO’s efforts in promoting
modernization as subscribing to Western materialism (Kestler, 1978). It
is a matter of some concern to UMNO that it is in the east coast states,
which are overwhelmingly Malay, that it has been most vulnerable,
particularly in state government elections. For much of the period since
independence, PAS has controlled the Kelantan state government and
has also been prominent in the Trengganu state government.

Chinese political opposition is expressed through the Democratic
Action Party (DAP) which tends to be strongest in the main urban cities
along the west coast, particularly in Penang and the Federal Territory of
Kuala Lumpur, where the proportion of non-Malays is high. Hitherto,
alliances between the opposition parties have not met with much
electoral success, and there has never been any alliance by all the non-
Malays against the Malays.

The Political Economy

Much political debate and government policy in the decade following
independence centred on improving the position of the Malays. Special
efforts were made to help the Malays through rural land-development
programmes, as well as through the provision of social and physical
infrastructure. Nevertheless, by the late 1960s, the Malays, who had
made inroads into administrative work and were dominant in the
uniformed services, were still overwhelmingly concentrated in rural areas
and in low-income activities. By contrast, the non-Malays had higher-
income jobs and dominated the urban economy, much as they had done
before independence.



INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 13

In May 1969, ethnic riots broke out in Kuala Lumpur. Discouraging
economic trends, growing urban unemployment, and controversies
surrounding language and education were factors that led to the riots
(Reid, 1969), although they were initially sparked off in the wake of
tensions following the elections in May 1969 in which the opposition
parties performed much better than expected. They left members of the
ruling coalition, particularly UMNO, with a sense of failure and an
urgent need for a new beginning, particularly in national ideology, race
relations, and economic planning. A state of emergency was declared,
the parliamentary system was temporarily suspended, and a National
Operations Council (NOC) established to co-ordinate executive action
during the emergency. The position of Tunku Abdul Rahman, Malaysia’s
first Prime Minister, was no longer tenable, and he was eventually
succeeded by Tun Abdul Razak. Tun Razak led Malaysia until his death
in early 1976, and was succeeded by his deputy, Datuk Hussein Onn,
son of the first president of UMNO. Within his first year of office, he
appointed Dr Mahathir Mohamad as his deputy. Dr Mahathir, a former
UMNO radical and government critic, became the new, and now the
country’s longest-serving, Prime Minister in 1981.

An immediate initiative by the NOC was to re-examine the 1967
National Language Bill which sought to make Malay the sole official
national language while allowing the continued use of English. The
NOC directed that there should be an immediate beginning of the
transition from English-medium schools to Malay medium and that, as
the then cohorts of primary students aged, the whole of the university
system should transfer to Malay medium. However, Chinese and Tamil
schools were allowed to continue with their own languages, except that
all students were required to sit an examination in the national language
or Bahasa Malaysia.

Dr Mabhathir, in his polemic, The Malay Dilemma, published in 1970
following the May 1969 riots, underlined the case for Malay political
dominance and the need for discriminatory economic policies to balance
Chinese economic dominance. He contended:

Chinese business methods and the extent of their control of the economy of the
country is such that competition between their community and other communities
is quite impossible. Their close-knit communal business tie-ups and connections,
their extensive hold over the wholesale and retail business, their control of trans-
portation, their powerful bank and their own wealth are such as to constitute an
impregnable barrier against any substantial encroachment by other communities
in their economic preserves in a free enterprise society. In fact free enterprise in
Malaysia is only confined to the Chinese community (Mahathir, 1970: 56).

The New Economic Policy (NEP), drawn up by the government after
the riots, provided a framework for development policy for much of the
next two decades (Malaysia, 1971). The NEP placed great emphasis on
measures designed to create national unity through poverty-reduction
programmes and racial equality. It encouraged Malay urbanization and
greater Malay business participation through employment and owner-
ship quotas, and created educational opportunities for the Malays to
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study in local and overseas universities. One result was a growing Malay
urban middle class (see below and Appendix 2).

As the economy grew rapidly up to the mid-1980s, the aims of the
NEP dominated government development policy. However, following
the short economic recession in 1985 and 1986 came increasing liberal-
ization of the economy (Jomo, 1993). The emphasis shifted to growth
with efficiency. This theme was subsequently reflected in the National
Development Policy INDP) which succeeded the NEP in 1991 (Malay-
sia, 1991a). The NDP aims to further diversify the country’s industrial
base, and encourages the continued transition away from unskilled
labour-intensive industries and towards human capital-intensive techno-
logical industries. The country’s industrialization drive had already
begun in the mid-1980s, as had its Look East policy and efforts to diver-
sify trade. The theme of the NDP was also enshrined in Dr Mahathir’s
Vision 2020, which established the goal of making Malaysia a fully
developed nation by the year 2020 (Mahathir, 1991).

Religion and Islamic Resurgence

Islam is the official religion of Malaysia and all Malays are Muslims.
However, there is freedom to practise other religions, and the multi-
religious character of the country is indicated by the fact that significant
proportions of the non-Muslims, that is, the majority of the non-Malays,
adhere to Buddhism, Confucianism, Christianity, and Hinduism, as well
as folk religions.

Islam is generally considered to have come to the Peninsula through
Malacca during the fifteenth century (Milne and Mauzy, 1985). It was
conveyed by Indian missionaries to the Malacca royal family—who
converted from Hinduism—and then spread rapidly to the village
peasants clustered along the west coast. The missionaries had arrived at
the Peninsula on the ships of Indian traders. However, Islam probably
entered the Peninsula even earlier through traders en route from Aceh in
North Sumatra, through Sungei Petani in Kedah, across to the east
coast and up to Pattani in southern Thailand. This earlier introduction
and spread of Islam, which was and has remained somewhat more
conservative in character, tended to be confined to the four Unfederated
Malay States in the north and along the east coast. Malacca and Pattani
long remained important trading centres that were also used for the
dissemination and propagation of Islam. The former served the west
coast Malay states, and the latter the four previously noted Unfederated
States as well as the neighbouring provinces of southern Thailand. This
may well help explain the continued difference in the character of Islam
among the population of these two groups of states.

The Islamic practices that took hold in the Peninsula were mainly
derived from the Indians and from the Sumni school, but were tinged
with Sufi mysticism. Thus, Islam in Malaysia was in the main generally
of a less conservative nature than that prevailing among the Arabs-in the
Middle East. However, in the 1970s, there was an upsurge of funda-
mentalism in both the towns and villages in Malaysia. The resurgence
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was led by Malay students returning from government-sponsored studies
overseas and reacting to their overseas experience of cultural shock and
Westernization. In the late 1970s, PAS was quick to champion the cause
of the Islamic resurgence, and charged the government with spreading
secularism. The initial government reaction, both to the movement and
the charge, was to raise the public profile of Islam through such efforts
as the building of more mosques and sponsorship of an annual Koran-
reading contest. Subsequently, in the early 1980s, Dr Mahathir’s
government began more actively to initiate a process of Islamization,
without antagonizing the non-Muslims, through such measures as giving
more media time to programmes on Islam, establishing of an Islamic
bank, an international Islamic university, and so on. By the early 1990s,
it would appear that the Islamic resurgence movement in Malaysia had
subsided somewhat and there are clear signs once again of increasing
Westernization, for example, in the content of television programmes.

Population Growth in Malaysia, 1957-1991

Malaysia’s population has more than doubled over the past three decades,
growing from 7.4 million in 1957 to an estimated 18.4 million persons
counted in the 1991 census (Table 1.2). The population growth rate,
which is determined by natural increase and net international migration,
has averaged around 2.5 per cent during this period. This is a relatively

TABLE 1.2
Population Size, Distribution, and Growth Rates by Region in
Malaysia, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991

Peninsular
Year Sabah Sarawak Malaysia Malaysia
Numbers ("000)
1957 410.5 693.2 6,273.8 7,382.5
1970 653.6 976.3 8,809.5 10,439.4
1980 955.7 1,235.6 10,944.8 13,136.1
1980 1,011.0 1,307.6 11,426.6 13,745.2
19912 1,863.7 1,718.4 14,797.6 18,379.7
Distribution (%)
1957 5.6 9.4 85.0 100.0
1970 6.3 9.4 84.4 100.0
1980 7.3 9.4 83.3 100.0
1980 7.4 9.5 83.1 100.0
1991 10.1 9.3 80.5 100.0
Average Annual Growth (%)
1957-70 3.6 2.6 2.6 2.7
1970-80 3.8 2.4 2.2 2.3
1980-91 5.5 2.5 2.3 2.6

Sources: Derived from data in T. H. Khoo (1983a) and S. G. Khoo (1995).
2Revised on the basis of the Post-Enumeration Surveys to the 1980 and 1991 population
censuses.
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high rate of population growth in comparison with many of the
countries in Europe, North America, and also East Asia, where the
corresponding figure is around 1 per cent (United Nations, 1993).
Malaysia’s population growth rate has remained high in the face of
steadily declining fertility and low mortality, largely because of the
population’s young age structure which results in far more births than
deaths. Moreover, throughout much of this period there has also been a
net inflow of labour migrants, which in the case of Sabah has been
substantial. Nevertheless, in the post-independence era, natural increase
has replaced international migration as the main factor in population
growth at the national level.

The important role of natural increase in population growth since
1957 can be illustrated by reference to trends in the crude birth rate
(CBR) and crude death rate (CDR) for Peninsular Malaysia; the differ-
ence between these rates represents natural increase (Figure 1.1).
Comparable reliable data for Sabah and Sarawak are not available but
would not significantly affect overall trends given that births and deaths
in the Peninsula comprise the bulk of Malaysia’s vital events. In the late
1950s and early 1960s, both the CBR and the CDR fell rapidly, with the
effect that the crude natural increase rate (CNIR) remained slightly
above 3 per cent. Subsequently, the decline in the CDR moderated
while that of the CBR continued a slow but steady downward trend,
with the effect that the CNIR also declined steadily to slightly below
3 per cent in the mid-1960s and further to 2.5 per cent by the mid-1970s.
It hovered around this level until the late 1980s, after which it declined
further to 2.2 per cent at the beginning of the 1990s.

Since the late 1950s, Sabah’s population has grown at a much faster
rate than that of Peninsular Malaysia and Sarawak (see Table 1.2). This
has been due in part to its higher rate of natural increase and, more
importantly, to large net inflows of international labour migrants from
Indonesia and the southern Philippines. Between 1980 and 1991, Sabah’s
population grew by a staggering 5.5 per cent annually. As a result of the
differentials in growth rates, the share of Malaysia’s population living in
Peninsular Malaysia has steadily declined, from 85 per cent in 1957 to
81 per cent in 1991. Sabah has markedly increased its share from
5.6 per cent to 10.1 per cent over the corresponding period, and in 1991
its population size exceeded that of Sarawak.

Ethnic Growth and Composition, 1957-1991

Pennsular Malaysia

Malaysian population census reports have traditionally classified all
persons enumerated in the censuses according to the ethnic group to
which they belong, irrespective of their citizenship. However, in the
1991 census report, there was a departure from this practice whereby
persons were first classified according to citizenship, that is, as either
Malaysian citizens or non-Malaysian citizens (permanent residents were
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FIGURE 1.1
Crude Birth and Death Rates by Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia,
1957-1991
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included with foreigners in the latter category) (S. G. Khoo, 1995). Sub-
sequently, all Malaysian citizens were classified according to ethnicity,
while non-Malaysian citizens were grouped together. An unnecessary
complication was introduced into the published 1991 census tabulations
whereby some of the Indonesians who have become Malaysian citizens
were counted as Malays, while others, also Malays, were subsumed
under the category ‘Others’. In former post-independence censuses, all
Indonesians were classified as Malays. Although for many purposes a
citizenship-based classification represents an improvement as compared
with the past practice, the hybrid classification of some Indonesians (by
Malaysian citizenship and country of origin) means that the 1991 census
figures on ethnicity, particularly those for the Malays and ‘Others’, are
not comparable with those from earlier censuses.

A further problem with the 1991 census figures, particularly those of
non-Malaysian citizens in Peninsular Malaysia, is the high probability
that they represent a significant under-count, even after adjustment on
the basis of the census post-enumeration survey. The likelihood of an
under-enumeration is suggested by comparing the official population
estimates for 1990 with the 1991 census figures (Malaysia, Department

TABLE 1.3
Population Size, Distribution, and Growth Rates by Ethnic Group in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1957-1991

Year Malays Chinese Indians Others
Numbers (*000)
1957 3,125.5 2,333.8 696.2 123.3
1970 4,671.9 3,131.3 936.3 70.0
19702 4,841.3 3,286.0 981.4 73.0
19802 6,315.6 3,865.4 1,171.1 74.5
199120 8,433.8 4,521.0 1,380.0 410.5
Distribution (%)
1957 49.8 37.2 11.1 2.0
1970 53.0 355 10.6 0.8
19702 52.7 358 10.7 0.8
1980 55.3 33.8 10.2 0.7
1991 58.3 29.4 9.5 2.8
Average Annual Growth (%)
1957-70 3.1 2.3 2.3 -4.3
1970-802 2.7 1.6 1.8 0.2
1980-91° 3.1 1.7 2.0 -

Sources: Figures for 1957-80 are compiled from Table 3.4 of T. H. Khoo (1983a).
Figures for 1991 are from S. G. Khoo (1995).

#Revised on the basis of the Post-Enumeration Surveys to the 1970, 1980, and 1991
population censuses.

YThe 1991 figures relate only to Malaysian citizens and exclude the 322.2 persons
enumerated as non-Malaysian citizens. Note, too, that in the 1991 census, Indonesians
were classified under ‘Others’, whereas in earlier censuses they were classified as Malays.
See the text for an explanation.
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FIGURE 1.2
Population Size by Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia, 1911-1991
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of Statistics, 1991a; S. G. Khoo, 1995). One factor that helps explain
the discrepancy in the two sets of figures is the difficulty of enumerating
foreign migrants in a population census, especially those who have
entered the country illegally.

Each of Peninsular Malaysia’s three main ethnic communities has
grown very substantially over the past thirty years or so (Table 1.3).
Their post-independence growth has depended almost entirely on
natural increase, although, for the Malays, net international migration
continues to make a contribution. For the Chinese and the Indians,
natural increase has been the sole factor as there has been a net outflow
of these communities, although in the absence of data on international
migration flows it 1s difficult to determine numbers (Hirschman, 1975;
Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1986a). Malays have had the fastest
annual growth rate at around 3 per cent, followed by the Indians and
Chinese at just under 2 per cent. These differences in ethnic population
growth rates are mainly explained by differentials in fertility levels
(see Chapter 3). While there are hardly any ethnic differences in trends
in death rates, there are marked differences in trends in birth rates
(Figure 1.1). Thus, ethnic differentials in natural increase are simply the
result of differences in levels of birth rates.

Differential growth rates have led to significant changes in the ethnic
composition of the population of Peninsular Malaysia since 1957
(see Table 1.3 and Figure 1.2). By 1991, the Malays had increased their
share of the population to 58 per cent, compared with 50 per cent in
1957. Over the corresponding period, the Chinese had declined by
8 percentage points to 29 per cent, and the Indians by almost
2 percentage points to 10 per cent. Significantly, in 1991, the ethnic
composition of Peninsular Malaysia’s population was almost identical to
that eighty years earlier (Figure 1.2).

Sabah and Sarawak

In many of Malaysia’s official publications, the communities in Sabah
and Sarawak are categorized simply into Bumiputera (a termm which
literally means ‘prince of the earth’, and is taken to include the Malays
and all the other indigenous communities) and Chinese. Throughout the
past three decades, Bumiputera population growth rates in both Sabah
and Sarawak have consistently been above those of the Chinese
(Table 1.4). The high growth rates of the Bumiputera in Sabah result
because their high rates of natural increase are augmented by net inflows
of international labour migrants from neighbouring Indonesia and the
Philippines. These migrants are included here in the Bumiputera
category. In both states, the Bumiputera have increased their share of
the population, while the Chinese fraction has declined. A more detailed
account of the changes in ethnic communities in Sabah and Sarawak is
given in Chapter 6.



INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 21

TABLE 1.4
Population Size, Distribution, and Growth Rates by Ethnic Group in
Sabah and Sarawak, 1960-1991

Sabah Sarawak
Year Bumiputera® Chinese Bumiputera®  Chinese

Numbers (000)

1960 350 104 515 229

1970 514 139 682 294

1980 847 164° 922 385

1991¢ 1,646 218 1,242 476
Distribution (%)

1960 77.0 23.0 69.2 30.8

1970 79.0 21.0 69.9 30.1

1980 83.8 16.2 70.5 29.5

1991 88.3 11.7 72.3 27.7
Annual Growth Rate (%)

1957-70 3.9 2.9 2.7 2.6

1970-80 4.7 1.6 2.8 2.2

1980-91 6.0 2.6 2.9 1.9

Sources: Calculated from data in census reports for the years to which they relate.

2ncludes a small number of persons of ‘Other’ ethnic origin.

bTt is probable that the figure for the number of Chinese in Sabah in 1980 reflects under-
enumeration.

°The 465,000 non-Malaysian citizens counted in Sabah, and the 18,000 counted in
Sarawak, in the 1991 census have been included under the category ‘Bumiputera’ so as to
make the figures consistent with 1980 (see Table 6.1).

State-level Population Distribution and
Composition, 1957-1991

This section outlines changes in the size and ethnic composition of the
population in the states so as to provide background and a context for
the state-level fertility analysis made in Chapters 4 and 5. Population
size and distribution at the state-level in Peninsular Malaysia have been
closely related to patterns of economic development. Economic factors
have been dominant in determining levels of migration—both internal
and international—as well as settlement patterns.

Historical Patterns of Distribution

Historically, the Malays lived in settlements along the coasts and river
banks. The densely forested interior and swampy coastal regions were
very sparsely populated. The development of tin-mining and the
introduction of rubber as a plantation crop changed the patterns of
population distribution. Pre-independence Chinese and Indian migrants
landed along the western seaports and settled along the western coastal
plains around the tin mines, agricultural estates, and urban centres,
particularly in Perak, Selangor, and Negri Sembilan (Smith, 1964). Very
few Chinese and Indians went east to the states of Kelantan and
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Trengganu, whereas Malay settlements were mainly in the east
coast states and estuarine areas of the west coast. Javanese migrants
tended to settle in the west coast states. Commenting on the factors that
have long favoured west coast settlement, Saw (1988: 62) notes the
advantages as

... the deepwater harbours sheltered from the southwest monsoon by Sumatra
and from the northeast monsoon by the central mountain ranges, the richer
alluvial soils deposited by the numerous swift-flowing eastwest rivers, the
existence of rich tin-deposits, and the superior systems of roads, railways and
river communications. The western seaports have served as the main channels
of foreign trade and immigration. Since the early nineteenth century the devel-
opment of the country has proceeded at a faster pace along the West coast
where tin-mines and agricultural estates were established with the influx of
foreign capital and immigrant labour.

As the development of rubber estates spread from the Federated
Malay States and the rural areas of the Straits Settlements to Kedah and
Johore, the Chinese assumed an increasingly large share of estate owner-
ship and management, while Indians continued to constitute the bulk of
the workers. The increased use of machinery in tin-mining, and the
consequent fall in the demand for manual labour, led many Chinese to
switch from mining to agricultural employment. This trend was re-
inforced during the Japanese occupation when a significant number of
urban residents who had temporarily migrated to rural areas remained
there after the occupation was over (Del Tufo, 1949).

Following the end of the Japanese occupation, a communist uprising
against the British colonial rulers led the government to declare a state of
emergency, in June 1948, and to embark on a major resettlement
programme to prevent the rural non-Malays from being coerced by the
communists, who were predominantly Chinese. This programme resulted
in the resettlement of a million rural dwellers, mainly Chinese, in more
than 600 New Villages (Sidhu and Jones, 1981; Lim, 1983). A primary
objective of the resettlement programme was to concentrate the rural
Chinese, who at the time were widely scattered and dispersed along the
foothill region of the western part of the Peninsula, into compact settle-
ments on the fringes of towns and cities. Relocating the bulk of the rural
Chinese to urban areas, areas that were already largely Chinese, had the
effect of reinforcing ethnic segregation (Caldwell, 1964).

In 1957, only the west coast states of Perak and Selangor had more
than one million people; these two states accounted for more than one-
third of the Peninsula’s population. This fraction rises to half if Johore is
included (Table 1.5 and Figure 1.3). The smallest population was in the
northern state of Perlis. In terms of ethnic composition, the Malay
proportions were highest in Kelantan, Trengganu, Perlis, Kedah, and
Pahang. The other states were more ethically mixed, with the Chinese
being the majority group in the most urbanized states of Penang,
Selangor, and Perak. Only in the state of Selangor was the Indian
proportion of the population greater than 20 per cent.
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TABLE 1.5
Population by State and Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia,
1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991 (*000)

State Year Malays Chinese Indians Total?
Johore 1957 445.0 393.0 70.3 927.0
1970 681.0 504.2 85.8 1,277.2

1980 898.5 628.9 108.3 1,638.2

1991 1,063.4 760.2 139.0 2,162.4

Kedah 1957 476.0 143.9° 65.2 702.0
1970 673.7 184.7 81.0 954.9

1980 802.4 208.4 86.6 1,116.1

1991 1,008.6 225.3 100.5 1,364.5

‘Kelantan 1957 463.5 28.8 6.3 506.0
1970 632.8 38.7 5.8 684.7

1980 830.0 47.9 6.7 893.8

1991 1,112.8 54.4 5.9 1,207.7

Malacca 1957 142.9 120.8 23.1 291.0
1970 209.1 160.3 31.8 404.1

1980 249.3 176.7 35.6 464.8

1991 301.8 176.0 37.1 529.2

Negri 1957 151.5 150.4 55.7 365.0
Sembilan 1970 218.0 183.6 77.8 481.5
1980 265.0 209.7 97.1 573.6

1991 374.4 211.4 116.7 722.0

Pahang 1957 179.0 108.3 22.6 313.0
1970 308.1 158.3 36.9 505.0

1980 532.1 209.6 554 798.8

1991 771.2 199.3 64.0 1,081.1

Penang 1957 164.7 327.2 67.2 572.0
1970 237.3 436.7 89.7 776.1

1991 312.5 5214 109.4 954.6

1991 422.0 550.6 119.8 1,116.8

Perak 1957 484.7 538.5 177.0 1,221.0
1970 674.8 666.4 223.5 1,569.1

1980 808.2 737.2 255.6 1,805.2

1991 937.2 705.9 263.6 1,974.9

Perlis 1957 71.3 15.8 1.5 91.0
1970 95.7 19.9 2.5 121.1

1980 116.1 23.8 4.2 148.3

1991 156.4 23.1 3.6 190.2

Trengganu 1957 256.0 18.1 2.9 278.0
1970 3794 22.6 2.8 405.4

1980 494.9 26.6 2.4 525.2

1991 754.0 29.2 2.4 808.6

(continued)
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TABLE 1.5 (continued)

State Year Malays Chinese Indians Total?
Selangor? 1957 291.7 488.3 205.5 1,013.0
1970 562.2 755.9 298.6 1,630.4

1980 991.0 1,075.0 409.6 2,492.6

1991 1,534.9 1,314.0 521.8 3,640.3

Selangor 1980 671.0 567.5 269.4 1,515.5
1991 1,073.6 757.8 383.6 2,413.6

Kuala Lumpur 1980 320.0 507.5 140.2 977.1
1991 461.4 556.2 138.2 1,226.7

Sources: The figures for 1957 were obtained by applying percentage distribution by ethnic
group to the total numbers in Tables 2.5 and 2.1 respectively of Chander et al. (1977).
For 1970 and 1980, figures were obtained from Table 3.6 of T. H. Khoo (1983a), and
for 1991, from S. G. Khoo (1995).

aIncludes a small number of persons of ‘Other’ ethnic groups and, in addition, for 1991,

non-Malaysian citizens who, unlike in previous censuses, were not classified by ethnic

group.
bIncluding the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur.

Post-independence Patterns of Distribution

Since 1957, changes in population distribution have been markedly
affected by patterns of urban economic development and rural develop-
ment programmes, particularly the opening of new land schemes.

For most of this period, economic development policy affecting
spatial redistribution has been guided by the NEP, which has attempted
to reduce social, economic, and spatial inequalities between the three
main ethnic communities. As already noted, this has entailed greater
support for the development of the Malays—the poorest and most rural
of the communities. Within the framework of the NEP, the government
adopted several measures, such as support for education, development
of new urban centres in decentralized industrial development, and
employment in urban areas (particularly within the government sector),
that were designed to attract rural Malays to the towns (see Appendix 2).
Other measures designed to encourage urban migration included the
provision of low-cost housing in the towns and programmes to help
squatters. At the same time, the government intensified rural develop-
ment. The NEP reinforced the programmes of the Federal Land
Development Authority (FELLDA), which had been established in 1957
to overcome problems of landlessness and uneconomic holdings among
the rural Malays. Through the FELDA schemes the government pro-
vided programmes to increase the welfare of the rural Malays by the
provision of new land-settlement areas for the production of commercial
crops; similar schemes have also been adopted by some of the state
governments (Gosling, 1982; Bahrin and Iee, 1988). Through these
schemes, several hundred thousand families were resettled. Other rural
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FIGURE 1.3
Population by State in Peninsular Malaysia, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991
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TABLE 1.6

MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

Average Annual Growth Rates of the Population by State and Ethnic Group in

Peninsular Malaysia, 1970-1980 and 1980-1991 (percentage)

State Period Malays Chinese Indians Total
Johore 1970-80 2.8 2.2 2.3 2.5
1980-91 1.5 1.7 2.2 2.2

Kedah 1970-80 1.7 1.2 0.7 1.6
1980-91 2.0 0.7 1.3 1.8

Kelantan 1970-80 2.7 2.1 1.4 2.7
1980-91 2.6 1.1 -1.1 2.5

Malacca 1970-80 1.8 1.0 1.1 1.4
1980-91 1.7 0.0 0.4 1.0

Negri Sembilan 1970-80 2.0 1.3 2.2 1.8
1980-91 3.1 0.1 1.6 1.9

Pahang 1970-80 5.5 2.8 4.1 4.6
1980-91 3.3 -0.5 1.3 2.4

Penang 1970-80 2.8 1.8 2.0 2.1
1980-91 2.7 0.5 0.8 1.3

Perak 1970-80 1.8 1.0 1.3 1.4
1980-91 1.3 -0.4 0.4 0.7

Perlis 1970-80 1.9 1.8 5.2 2.0
1980-91 2.7 -0.3 -1.4 2.1

Trengganu 1970-80 2.7 1.6 -0.4 2.6
1980-91 3.8 0.8 -1.1 3.6

Selangor® 1970-80 5.7 3.5 3.2 4.2
1980-91 3.9 1.8 2.2 3.1

Selangor 1980-91 4.2 2.6 3.2 3.9
Kuala Lumpur 1980-91 3.3 0.8 -0.1 1.6
Peninsular 1970-80 2.7 1.5 1.5 2.2
Malaysia 1980-91 2.9 1.4 2.1 2.5

Sources: See Table 1.5.
ncluding the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur.

development schemes were introduced to help meet the objectives of the
NEP, including a wide range of in situ development programmes
designed to improve the rural economy, regional development, and
industrial decentralisation. The various development measures were not
the only factors to have affected state population distribution and
growth rates (Table 1.6). The rise and decline of particular industries,
such as manufacturing and tin-mining respectively, have also played a
part. Moreover, state population growth rates are affected by differentials
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in rates of natural increase; rates have been highest in the predominantly
Malay states. '

Throughout the period since 1957, two states, Selangor and Pahang,
stand out as having made striking gains in population through net in-
migration (Pryor, 1979; T. H. Khoo, 1983a; S. G. Khoo, 1995). The
gains have been particularly high for the Malays, markedly affecting
their share of the population in these two states. In the case of Selangor,
the rapid modernization and industrialization of the Klang valley have
been the main factors, whereas Pahang has benefited significantly from
land-development schemes and, to a lesser extent, from the growth of
Kuantan. However, Pahang’s population growth slowed in the 1980s
with the sharp reduction in new land-development schemes. The 1980s
also saw significant net inflows of people to the rapidly developing state
of Johore, as well as to Kedah (Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1990
and 1992a). Perak has suffered net outflows of people for more than
three decades, and has had the lowest growth rate of all states as a result
of the continued run-down of its tin-mining industry.

Urbanization

In the Malaysian censuses of 1957, 1970, and 1980, urban areas were
defined as gazetted towns with 10,000 or more persons. However, at the
time of coding of the 1980 census data, not all states had completed
updates of their urban boundaries. Thus, persons who migrated from
rural areas to the fringes of gazetted towns, and those who moved out
from the urban centres to these fringe arecas were classified as rural.
There was thus a significant understatement of the true level of urban-
ization, seen, for example, in the figures for Penang and Malacca in the
1980 census (Table 1.7). In the 1991 census, a broader definition of
urban areas was employed: it included gazetted towns with populations
of 10,000 or more and surrounding areas that are supplied services by
the towns. While the new definition gives a more realistic picture of the
extent of urbanization, it impairs comparisons with the past series of
data. Hence, caution is necessary in interpreting trends in the figures in
Table 1.7.

Increases in the proportion of the population living in urban areas
results mainly from three factors: natural increase, net migration, and
the reclassification of areas (the latter two factors being closely related).
The main factor in the need to reclassify rural areas as urban is generally
migration to the outer fringes of established urban areas, both from
rural areas and from within established urban centres (Malaysia, Depart-
ment of Statistics, 1988).

Up until the 1970s, Malaysia was a predominantly rural agricultural
society. Urban growth was slow, increasing from 25 per cent to just
27 per cent between 1957 and 1970. Subsequently, the pace of urbaniza-
tion increased rapidly as a result of policies promoting the growth in
urban employment, and those encouraging the migration of the rural
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TABLE 1.7
Percentage of the Population in Urban Areas by State in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991

State 1957 1970 1980 19917
Johore 21.8 26.2 35.2 47.8
Kedah 13.3 12.5 14.4 32.5
Kelantan 9.8 15.1 28.1 33.4
Malacca 24.0 25.0 23.4 38.7
Negri Sembilan 17.8 21.5 32.6 42.0
Pahang 22.2 18.9 26.1 30.4
Penang 56.7 50.9 47.5 75.0
Perak 25.0 27.6 32.2 53.6
Perlis - - 8.9 26.6
Trengganu 19.0 26.9 429 44.2
Selangor® 43.0 45.4 60.0 83.5
Selangor - - 34.5 75.3
Kuala Lumpur - - 100.0 100.0
Peninsular Malaysia 26.5 28.8 37.2 54.3
Sabah 13.4 16.4 20.6 33.7
Sarawak 12.6 26.9 34.2 50.8
Malaysia 24.5 26.9 34.2 50.8

Sources: Figures for 1957 and 1970 are compiled from Table 2.9 in Chander et al.
(1977). For 1980, they are taken from the 1980 population census state reports, and for
1991, from preliminary results of the 1991 census.

2Before 1991, urban areas were defined as gazetted towns with 10,000 or more persons.

For the 1991 census, a broader definition was employed which also included surrounding

areas that are supplied services by the towns.

bIncluding the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur.

Malays to the towns. The Malays now comprise a sizeable proportion
of the urban population (see Appendix 2). Economic development pro-
grammes focused on the established, predominantly Chinese urban
centres along the west coast, as well as on industrial development away
from these traditional centres and in the poorer states. By 1991, more
than half of Malaysia’s population were living in urban areas.

Conclusion

Despite a hesitant start, on account of political and economic uncertainties,
Malaysia has emerged as a relatively unified, politically stable, and
dynamic nation. However, the separate historical development of the
states still has important and interrelated influences. Thus, there are
sharp differences in levels of development and in the ethnic composition
between the states, especially between the states in Peninsular Malaysia
and Sabah and Sarawak. Within the Peninsula, the main divide is
between the states along the west coast and those along the east coast,
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such differences having been largely determined by pre-independence
trends in economic development and international labour migration. In
the late 1950s, the economy was overwhelmingly dependent on agricul-
ture, and international trade upon the export of rubber and tin. The
Malays and indigenous groups were concentrated in farming and
fishing, the Indians in the plantations, while the Chinese, who dom-
inated trade and commerce in the towns, were also prominent in tin-
mining and commercial agriculture. In the main, the different ethnic
communities were economically and residentially segregated. In the early
1990s, Malaysia’s economy still remains heavily dependent on exports,
but these are more and more in the area of manufactured goods,
although primary commodities, including oil and gas, remain important
(see Chapter 3). Residential and employment patterns have become
much less differentiated, particularly over the past two decades or so, as
a result of government policies; especially the redistributive policies of
the NEP. Malay political power has been used to redress economic
inequalities and geographic imbalances. In the post-independence era,
population growth has depended largely on natural increase, which has
been higher among the Malays than the other communities. As a con-
sequence, the Malay share of the population has increased to well above
the 50 per cent mark prevailing at the time of independence. Rapid
economic development has brought with it increasing urbanization, such
that by 1990, over half of Malaysia’s population lived in urban areas.
Nevertheless, levels of urbanization vary widely by state, mirroring
differentials in development.



2
Theories of Fertility Transition

IN the span of just three decades, Malaysia has undergone a most

remarkable demographic transformation. The country has shifted from a

situation of moderately high death rates to levels comparable to those of
the most advanced industrialized nations. Thus, whereas in the late

1950s, around 80 out of every 1,000 infants died before reaching their

first birthday, by the early 1990s, the comparable figure had fallen to

around 10. Simultaneously, striking changes have also occurred in birth

rates. Whereas in the late 1950s, Malaysian women used to bear an average -
of between six and seven children, they now have around three children.

While the magnitude of the changes in mortality and fertility differs

among the ethnic communities, the direction of the changes is the same.

The changes in demographic behaviour in Malaysia are similar to those

that occurred in Western societies in the second half of the nineteenth

century and the early twentieth century, except that the speed of change

in Western societies was slower.

Several unified theories, based largely on Western experiences, have
been advanced to help explain the sequence of demographic changes—
most notably demographic transition theory. However, there is no
consensus about whether theoretical explanations based on Western
experiences are appropriate for examining Asian demographic changes,
or indeed whether, instead of a unified explanation of demographic
change, a narrower focus on separate explanations of mortality and
fertility decline is more relevant and useful. This chapter outlines the
main theories of demographic change, with particular emphasis on
theories of fertility decline. Subsequent chapters seek to establish how
well these theories stand up to the facts of the Malaysian situation—
whether the observed changes could, in general terms, have been
predicted on the basis of these theories, or whether they require
modification in the light of the Malaysian experience.

Demographic Transition Theory

Demographic transition is generally understood as the change from a
situation of high mortality and high fertility to low mortality and, with a
time lag, low fertility. The lagged fertility response is explained by its
greater resistance to the forces of modernization. Historically, this trans-
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ition occurred following centuries of relative stability as societies
changed their mode of economic and social organization from rural
peasant farming to industrial urban states. The central link in this
process with demographic transition is between economic development
and reductions in mortality and fertility. What are the mechanisms
through which economic development brings about reductions in
mortality and fertility?

Demographic transition theory, as outlined by Thompson and Davis,
and subsequently developed by Notestein, states that with industrializa-
tion standards of living rise, which, in turn, leads to improved health
conditions and a consequential rapid decline in death rates (Thompson,
1929; Davis, 1945; Notestein, 1953). The result is that population
growth accelerates (declining death rates at a time of constant high birth
rates lead to high levels of natural increase) while fertility is maintained
at high levels as a result of pressures exerted by established social insti-
tutions. After a time-lag, fertility also declines with the realization that
infant and child survival rates are much higher and as social institutions
adjust to accept lower fertility. Thus, societies go from low population
growth, arising from high mortality and high fertility, through a period
of high growth rates, where mortality has declined but fertility remains
high, and then to low growth rates as a result of low mortality and low
fertlity.

According to demographic transition theory, fertility decline in Western
societies followed the gradual erosion of traditional social and economic
institutions and the emergence of small family size norms in the new
urban, industrial settings. With industrialization, the traditional family
began to decline, children no longer worked for the family enterprise,
fathers worked away from home, and families lived away from their
immediate kin. The family thus became less influenced by traditional
organizations such as the Church, and children were no longer regarded
as an economic asset. As children could not be expected to continue the
family enterprise, nor to maintain patrilocal residence, they could not be
relied upon for support in old age. The status of women rose, and the
new ideal of a small family gained ground, with folk methods of contra-
ception, long known about, being the main means by which couples
curtailed their childbearing. Notestein acknowledged that it is impossible
to identify precisely the causal factors of fertility decline. However, the
main ones were considered to be the previously mentioned changes in
the economic function of the family, the increased importance and role
of formal education, and the increased costs of raising children relative
to their contribution in a context of increasing restrictions on their em-
ployment. Further, increased infant and childhood survival, which meant
more children to support, lowered the necessity to have many births.

Davis (1963) made an early attempt to refine the fertility side of trans-
ition theory. Using data from Japan, as well as from Europe, he con-
tended that there are different patterns of demographic changes
associated with sustained high rates of population growth and indus-
trialization. He postulated a ‘multiphasic response’ characterized by
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postponement of marriage, adoption of contraception, and resort to
abortion, as well as out-migration. The stimulus for change is that
people’s traditional demographic behaviour, particularly childbearing,
prevents them from taking advantage of the growing economic oppor-
tunities. Thus, the motive for change is rising aspirations at a time of
increased prosperity—an explanation that has also been advanced to
explain the decline in fertility among the middle classes in England and
Wales (Banks, 1954).

Demographic transition theory, as stated by its early proponents, has
been subject to a number of criticisms, such as the lack of conceptual
specificity, particularly in its definition of modernization, the lack of
explanatory power on account of its failure to fit the facts of the
chronology of demographic changes in several European countries, and
the difficulties of using the theory in trying to forecast changes in
countries that have not completed the transition. Although vulnerable on
each of these three counts, its main propositions generally hold at a high
level of generalization. Indeed, it is probable that a theory specified at an
even higher level of generalization would be required to account for all
the historical patterns of demographic change. Further, transition theory
evolved without the benefit of the vast amount of comparative demo-
graphic data that have subsequently become available.

The main challenges to demographic transition theory arose from the
evidence from the European Fertility Project, which tested it against
provincial-level statistics of fertility decline in European countries during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Coale, 1973 and 1979;
Coale and Watkins, 1986). The main conclusions of that study were:

* In some parts of Europe, a fall in mortality did not precede fertility
decline, and the relationship of fertility decline to trends in infant
mortality was not strong.

» No particular combinations of social or economic variables preceded
fertility decline in every European state. )

» There were numerous exceptions to any postulation of the relation-
ship of the fertility decline to modernization factors, such as industri-
alization, urbanization, and education.

+ Despite exceptions, fertlity decline began earlier among couples living
in urban areas, those who were better educated, those who were more
secularized, and those who worked in industrial occupations.

+ Similar patterns of fertility decline were found among groups sharing
a common culture, of which religion was an important component,
and language, but who lived in areas that differed in structural charac-
teristics, such as levels of urbanization or educational attainment.

+ Fertility declined earliest among the Jewish population, followed by
the Protestants, with the Catholic population being slowest to change,
suggesting cultural determinants of change.

+ The decline in fertility was achieved everywhere by means of fertility
control, such as withdrawal, abstinence, and abortion, and was not
due to the discovery and dissemination of new methods of fertility
control.
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» In general terms, the use of fertility control was opposed by the estab-
lishment, including churches and the medical profession.

Following a review of the evidence from the European Fertility
Project, Coale (1973) concluded that three preconditions were necessary
for declines in marital fertility: (i) fertility must be within the calculus of
conscious choice; (ii) effective techniques of fertility reduction must be
known and available; and (i) reduced fertility must be perceived to be
advantageous. These three factors, particularly the latter two, have been
used, and extended, in numerous studies to help improve theories of
fertility change and to explain fertility declines in developing countries.

The conclusions of the European Fertility Project, with respect to the
rather low level of endorsement for economic factors as determinants of
fertility decline, were, in general terms, subsequently supported by the
World Fertility Survey (WEFS), which canvassed detailed comparative
questionnaires among representative samples of married women in a
large number of developing countries in the 1970s and early 1980s
(Cleland and Hobcraft, 1985; Cleland and Wilson, 1987). Whereas the
analysis of the European Fertility Project was based on macro-level
provincial data, the WFS facilitated analysis of individual-level data.
These have showed how development changes can impact differentially
on the fertility of members of subgroups living within the same province
or geographic area.

Demand Theories

Several economists have attempted to embody the general macro-level
ideas of demographic transition theory into quantifiable micro-economic
models. The demand theory models focus on the decision-making
processes of individual couples. They postulate that couples make
rational choices about the number of children they will have; the number
they choose will be the number that maximizes their utility, that is, the
number which provides them with the greatest satisfaction levels
(Becker, 1981). Thus, a decline in the number of children that couples
choose to have necessarily implies change in the relative ‘price’ of a
child, change in the couple’s income, or change in the shape of the
couple’s utility function for children and other goods. However, micro-
economic models alone are inadequate if used to explain fertility trans-
ition, simply because people of differing economic circumstances, dand in
differing economic settings, rapidly reduced their fertility at roughly the
same time.

Extensions to, and elaborations of, the basic demand theory model
have been made which incorporate ‘taste’ and ‘supply’ variables (Easter-
lin, 1975; United Nations, 1990). Easterlin’s framework rests on the
propositions that the determinants of marital fertility and completed
family size work through a family’s preference for consumption, children,
and fertility regulations, as well as through a set of four constraints—
budget, a household’s technology, a birth production function, and an
infant mortality function. One concern about this type of model is that it
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assumes that couples set fertility targets at, or soon after, marriage, and
that their subsequent behaviour is consistent with attaining these targets.
In practice, fertility targets may frequently change over the course of
married life in response to changes in personal circumstances and period
forces, such as economic recession. In general, demand theories of
fertility, particularly micro-level theories, have been found to be lacking
in explanatory power.

Intergenerational Wealth Flows

On the basis of detailed research findings, which included field studies in
countries in South and West Asia, Caldwell (1982) evolved a theory of
changes in intergenerational wealth flows to explain fertility transition.
This theory links a micro-economic model of the family with macro-
level social change. Fertility behaviour in both pre-transitional and post-
transitional societies is viewed as economically rational within the
context of socially determined economic goals.

The pre-transitional society is a traditional familial-based economy of
stable high fertility, where there is no net economic gain accruing to the
extended family from lower fertility levels. In such societies, young
women have little option but to be fertile, since it is only by bearing
children that they establish and strengthen their position. While the
economic structure of the peasant family holds, fertility remains high,
contraception is rarely practised, and the family has a vested interest in
sustaining high fertility. Conversely, in the post-transitional market
economy, considerations of economic rationality alone would suggest no
childbearing. Whereas the former society is characterized by net wealth
flows from younger to older generations, in the latter, the flows are in
the opposite direction. Fertility transition takes place with the introduction
of compulsory education and child labour laws, and the intergenerational
flow of wealth changes direction from children being a net gain for
parents to children being a net loss. Caldwell (1978: 568) concludes that
what is important for a reduction in fertility is

the replacement of a system in which material advantage accruing from produc-
tion and reproduction flows to people who can control or influence reproduction
by a system in which those with economic power either gain no advantage from
reproduction or cannot control it. This usually occurs with the collapse of
familial production, although it can follow changes in the balance of material
advantages and decision-making within the family.

Ideational Theory

The idea that reduced parental demand for children, resulting from
shifts in the balance between costs and benefits of childbearing, is
the key factor behind fertility decline, has been strongly challenged on
the basis of the inconclusive evidence supporting it (Knodel, 1977;
Lesthaeghe, 1983; Cleland, 1985; Cleland and Wilson, 1987; Watkins,
1987). Ideational theory, which emphasizes cultural factors as the
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primary determinants of fertility and fertility change, is proposed as an
alternative explanation. Major ideational changes affecting Western
culture include increasing secularization and the rise of feminism.
Fertility change is seen as resulting from the ‘spread of new aspirations,
or new attitudes towards family formation or birth control’, rather than
from ‘changes in the economic roles of family units or of children’
(Cleland, 1985). Given the absence of parity-related fertility control in
traditional societies, proponents of ideational theory argue that explana-
tions of the transition must include innovation and the adoption of new
ideas and behaviour (Cleland and Wilson, 1987). They point to the
strong links found between fertility decline and culture and education,
both of which are seen as important in determining the initial accept-
ability of new ideas.

Within culturally homogeneous populations, the use of birth control
and resulting marital fertility decline has spread rapidly, both historically
in the West, and in developing countries in the post-Second World War
era. Watkins (1987) contends that these patterns draw attention to
mechanisms of diffusion, and to the role of social networks in shaping
ideas and behaviour. Proximity, ethnicity, and a common language link
individuals into social networks. Group pressures are seen as influencing
individual reproductive behaviour—the local community in pre-modern
society, and kin, friends, and neighbours in modern societies (Watkins,
1990). New ideas can spread rapidly. For example, couples may be in-
hibited about using contraception in a predominantly non-contracepting
community because of social disapproval. If, however, there is an
ideational shift towards acceptance of the use of contraception, this can
occur very quickly, and if there is also a pent-up demand for fertility
reduction, this could also Iead to a rapid decline (P. McDonald, 1993).
One implication of the ideational perspective is, however, the question-
able assumption of a ‘latent desire’ for reductions in fertility among pre-
transitional populations. As with proponents of demographic transition
theory, with whom they ostensibly have little else in common, ideationalists
argue that mortality decline is the catalyst undermining the ‘reproductive
imperative’ and giving rise to the latent desire.

The role of cultural factors, especially in the diffusion of ideas, is
unquestionably of considerable importance in explanations of fertility
change, or lack of change. However, ideational theories alone appear to
be incomplete for explaining fertility declines. The theoretical dichotomy
between ideational and structural explanations is too sharply drawn,
since structural changes are often responsible for changing aspirations,
begetting new ideas, and shaping new attitudes. Models linking structural
changes with ideational changes have been specified (Retherford, 1985;
Lesthaeghe and Surkyn, 1988). Thus, Lesthaeghe and Surkyn make a
bold attempt at reconciling the two schools of thought, accepting
economic factors such as material conditions, changes in opportunity
structures, the role of human capital, and cost-benefit calculations, but
also incorporating recursiveness and reverse causation.

Kono’s (1986) explanation of the fertility transition in Asian populations
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of Confucian identity, where great emphasis is placed on educational
attainment, hard work, and the striving for upward mobility for one’s
children, combines both structural and ideational elements. He contends
that in a ‘resource scarce’ industrializing country, characterized by fierce
competition, particularly in the field of educational attainment, low fertility
is a natural response. This interpretation is also consistent with Kwon’s
(1993) account of Korean fertility decline in which he emphasizes
the role of traditional culture responding to changed circumstances.

Innovation or Adjustment

Is fertility transition due to an adjustment to new circumstances, or is it
due to the diffusion of an innovation, that is, new methods of fertility
control? Carlsson (1966), who formulated this dichotomy on the basis
of research into the historical decline in Swedish fertility, suggested that
fertility transition is best conceptualized as an adjustment process, in
which birth control, long known about, is used by couples to adjust their
fertility to a new set of structural forces. But the speed and spread of
fertility decline in countries that have experienced transition suggest the
diffusion of a new behavioural norm. In a wide-ranging review of histor-
ical and post-Second World War fertlity declines, Knodel (1977) has
stressed the importance of innovation, diffusion, and latent demand.
However, he concludes that both innovation and adjustment may play a
role, innovation during the initial stage of fertility decline, and adjust-
ment at a later stage once the possibility of family planning is known—
an argument consistent with Coale’s second and third preconditions for
marital fertility decline noted above. In sum, it would appear that both
adjustment and innovation are involved in the process of fertility trans-
ition, because people cannot change their childbearing behaviour
without the knowledge of how to do so, and they do not change their
behaviour without reason to do so.

Institutional Perspective

Another explanation of fertility change, expounded chiefly by McNicoll
(1980), emphasizes the role of ‘institutional’ changes, that is, beha-
vioural rules governing human actions and relationships in recurrent
situations. Institutions, in this sense, include ‘the family and local
community; family and property law and the local dimensions of public
administration; the stratification system and the mobility paths it accom-
modates; and the labour market” (McNicoll, 1993a: 6). Fertility decline
is seen as being dependent upon prior institutional changes in a society.
Institutional changes associated with the growth of the modern state can
transform existing lower-level institutional arrangements, particularly
intergenerational and intra-couple power relationships. This may be
associated with the spread and upgrading of education in society, the
ability of the state to control forces opposed to change, such as conser-
vative religious leadership, and the direct intervention by the state in the
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promotion and organization of family planning programmes. McNicoll’s
framework is relevant for assessing fertility changes, or lack of them, in
developing countries with differing institutional structures, but it is
unclear about what forces precipitate macro-level changes. However,
Greenhalgh (1990) provides an added dimension to the institutional
perspective by incorporating the political economy of fertility and
linkages between local, regional, and global processes, particularly the
international economy and global communications.

Proximate Determinants

The various theories outlined above attempt to explain variations in
marital fertility. In societies where fertility mainly takes place within
marriage, changes in marriage behaviour can also have an important
effect on total fertility. However, the factors affecting marriage are often
distinct from those affecting childbearing, so it is common practice to
examine them separately. Nevertheless, marriage remains an important
intermediate determinant of fertility in Malaysia, where almost all child-
bearing occurs within marriage.

A theoretical framework of eleven intermediate variables affecting
fertility was developed by Davis and Blake (1956). This framework,
which was subsequently set in quantitative terms by Bongaarts (1978)
into seven proximate determinants, quantifies the relative contribution
of contraception compared to other aspects of social and individual
behaviour. Bongaarts showed that the majority of variations in total
fertility can be accounted for by just four primary proximate determin-
ants, namely, the proportion of women who are married, the level of
contraception, the rate of induced abortion, and the duration of lactation
infecundity. However, while this is a theoretically neat conceptualization,
in practice the relevant data, particularly that on rate of abortion, are
seldom readily available. Further, even when they are available, this
framework still leaves unanswered the ‘why’ questions, which necessit-
ates recourse to the types of theories of fertility decline described above.

Fertility Transition in Asia

In the post-Second World War era, most of the countries of Asia have
experienced a remarkable transition in reproductive behaviour (Leete and
Alam, 1993). This transition has transcended political, economic, cul-
tural, and religious boundaries, and its speed and magnitude have been
historically unprecedented (Leete, 1993). It has occurred in poor agrar-
1an countries, as well as in rich urban contexts. An important contrast
with the earlier Western fertility decline has been the role played by popu-
lation policy, particularly government-led family planning programmes.
However, the role and importance of policies and programmes has by
no means been the same, or even similar, throughout Asia, and in some
contexts fertility decline would almost certainly have occurred without
either.
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The Asian fertility transition was led by Japan (Taeuber, 1958),
followed by the overseas Chinese in East and South-East Asia, and the
populations in the major cities of China, Thailand, and the Republic of
Korea (see Chapter 7). A remarkable feature is that not only did demo-
graphic transition occur much faster in these settings than in the West,
which may be explained by more rapid modernization, but in certain
respects these populations have overtaken countries in which the trans-
ition occurred much earlier, and where modernization has progressed
further (Leete, 1987).

In Japan, the secular decline in mortality began in the late nineteenth
century. Fertility decline started in the two decades before the Second
World War. It was facilitated by a postponement of marriage, at first in
the 1930s, and then, accompanied by swift and substantial reductions in
marital fertility, during the decade following the post-war jump in births
between 1947 and 1950. The Japanese reduced their fertility more
quickly than any other nation. The main method of fertility control was
abortion, which had been legalized in 1948 as a result of public pressure
rather than as a government policy to reduce fertility (Thompson, 1959;
Glass, 1974). Only in the late 1950s was there a gradual switch to other
methods of birth control. In this respect, Japanese fertility decline, like
that in the West, was achieved without resort to modern methods of
birth control. In other respects, however, the Japanese fertility transition
took place in a very different context. For example, the extended family
system was still predominant, and the status of women in marriage was
low (P. McDonald, 1993).

As Japan was completing its transition during the late 1950s and early
1960s, populations in Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, and
the Republic of Korea were starting theirs. Several other Asian countries
started about a decade later, notably China and Indonesia, where clear
anti-natalist population policies were backed by strongly enforced
official family planning programmes. Structural, institutional, and social
changes in Asian societies have been so dramatic during this period that
elements of most theories outlined above can be advanced to help
explain the rapid fertility declines, although the institutional framework
has been used most effectively to explain the Indonesian and Chinese
transitions (Hull and Hatmadji, 1990; McNicoll, 1993a). After reviewing
Asia’s fertility decline, Caldwell (1993: 311) has adroitly reformulated
Coale’s three preconditions for fertility decline (mentioned above), under-
lining the central role that governments can play in this process.
Commenting on them in reverse order, he states:

The third was that reduced fertility must be seen as advantageous. It has now
been shown that fertility transition can take place if such a change can be seen
by a powerful government alone to be advantageous, providing that the govern-
ment itself is not fatally weakened by the programme. The government can then
make fertility limitation seem to be—or indeed be—advantageous to individuals
and families according to the system of rewards and punishments it establishes.
The second was that ‘effective techniques of fertility reduction must be known
and available’. This can be modified to saying that they must be known to
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government—and every government in the modern world has that knowledge or
could easily obtain it—and if the government decides to make it known and
available, and possesses or establishes the infrastructure to do this. The first
stipulation was that ‘fertility must be within the calculus of conscious choice’. A
strong government can ensure that this is the situation.

Minority Group and Characteristics Hypotheses
Applied to Malaysia

There has been no systematic test of theories of fertility decline against
the experiences of Malaysia’s different ethnic communities taking into
account trends at the state level. However, in the context of Peninsular
Malaysia, Tan (1981) has examined the ‘minority group’ and ‘charac-
teristics’ hypotheses in an attempt to explain differential fertility levels
up to the mid-1970s. The ‘minority group’ hypothesis asserts that the
insecurity of such groups depresses their fertility below that of a majority
group, unless their culture contains strong pro-natalist beliefs (Gold-
scheider and Uhlenberg, 1969). The ‘characteristics’ hypothesis suggests
fertility converges as socio-economic characteristics between minority
and majority groups become similar (Goldscheider, 1971). These two
hypotheses embody elements of structural and ideational explanations.
After controlling for twelve socio-economic, demographic, and family
planning variables, Tan concluded that the ‘minority group’ hypothesis
was supported in rural areas. The minority groups, represented by the
Chinese and Indians, had higher fertility than the majority group, repres-
ented by the Malays, at the lowest socio-economic status (as measured
by education and husband’s occupation), but lower fertility at the
highest status. However, in urban areas, the ‘characteristics’ hypothesis
was supported: the minority group, represented by the Indians, had
substantially higher fertility than the majority groups, represented by the
Malays and Chinese, at the lowest socio-economic status, but about the
same as others at the highest status. However, the speed and pervasiveness
of the subsequent Chinese and Indian fertility declines in contrast to the
very slow Malay transition, coupled with the similar declines of these
cultural groups elsewhere in South-East and East Asia (see Chapter 7),
suggest that these hypotheses have only limited explanatory power.

Conclusion

Structural, institutional, and ideational influences are not always easy to
separate from each other and in many respects they are closely inter-
related. For example, economic development can stimulate and support
institutional changes. Similarly, institutional changes and/or structural
changes can accelerate the adoption of new ideas and behaviour. A case
can also be made for the chain of causation to work in the opposite
direction. Plausible explanations of fertility decline may well incorporate
elements of each of these theories.

A working hypothesis of this book is that in the developing countries
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of East and South-East Asia, abrupt discontinuities with the past, rather
than substantial declines in mortality as assumed in demographic trans-
ition and ideational theories, act as the catalyst for initial fertility change.
It has long been apparent that rapid development generally plays an
important part in explanations of fertility decline. However, it is further
hypothesized that cultural and political factors are also of primary
importance in both the onset of fertility decline and in the subsequent
path it follows. Cultural factors refer here to religion and the belief or
value systems, as well as the kinship structures, of particular commu-
nities. Political factors refer here to the government’s population policy,
as well as the political ideology, at the local administrative levels.
Malaysia’s diverse population, coupled with differing levels of develop-
ment in its states, provide an opportunity to assess the explanatory
power of these hypotheses.



3
Overview of Fertility Changes
in the Peninsula

AFTER independence, and more particularly since the early 1970s, the
socio-economic context of Peninsular Malaysia became more and more
conducive to sustained fertility transition, that is, to a progression from
high to low levels of fertility. Every socio-economic measure of the
welfare and well-being of Malaysia’s multiethnic population continued
to improve markedly. This chapter outlines the Peninsula’s economic
and social transformation, and the mortality transition that accompanied
it. Following this, trends and differentials in marriage and fertility of the
three main ethnic groups are reviewed. Fertility of the Malays has the
greatest weight and hence is most important in determining the overall
level in the Peninsula. However, because Chinese and Indian fertility
have declined most rapidly, trends for these communities are considered
first so as to provide a context for assessing Malay trends. The chapter
concludes with an assessment of some of the factors that have been
associated with fertility changes.

The primary data sources used in this chapter are civil registration
statistics and the 1984/5 Malaysian Population and Family Survey
(MPFS), which are described in Appendix 1. In analysing fertility, either
of two differing perspectives can be employed. The first is through a
period approach, that is, using measures of fertility of a cross-section of
women born, and married, in different years. This approach is used here
where the primary data are from civil registration data. The second is
through a cohort approach, that is, using measures of fertility related to
women born (or married) in the same year(s). This latter approach is
used here where the primary data are from the 1984/5 MPFS. Both
approaches, as well as their advantages and disadvantages, are discussed
in Appendix 3.

Economic and Social Modernization

Malaysia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has grown spectacularly in
the past three and a half decades since 1957, such that the country’s
economy has shifted from being low income and agricultural-based, to
being upper middle income and increasingly industrial-based (World
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Bank, 1994). Between 1957 and 1970, the share of the agricultural
sector in GDP declined steadily, from 38 per cent to 31 per cent, and
then more rapidly to just 17 per cent by 1991. Conversely, over the same
periods, the manufacturing sector rose from 9 per cent to 13 per cent,
and then to 28 per cent (Table 3.1). Malaysia is decreasingly an
exporter of just a few primary products, and increasingly an exporter of

TABLE 3.1
Gross Domestic Product and Employment by Sector in Malaysia,?
Selected Years 1957-1991

Variable 1957 1970 1980 1991

GDP Annual Average Growth! (%) 6.5 7.9 5.7

Industrial Sector of GDP2 (%)b
Agriculture, forestry,

and fishing 38 31 23 17
Mining and quarrying 6 7 9
Manufacturing 9 13 21 28
Construction 3 4 5 4
Electricity, gas, and water 1 2 2 2
Transport, storage, and

communication 4 5 6 7
Distributive trades 17 22 20 22
Government and other services 18 14 15 13

GNP Per Capita® (US$) 310 520 1,620 2,520
Employment by Sector* (%)
Agriculture, forestry,

and fishing 58 52 41 24
Mining and quarrying 3 2 1 1
Manufacturing 6 8 13 22
Construction 3 2 5 7
Government and other services® 29 33 37 47
Inadequately described 2 3 2 0

Total (millions) (2.14) (3.29) (4.59) (6.93)

Sources: "World Bank, World Development Report, various issues.
2Malaysia, Ministry of Finance, Economic Report, various issues.
3Figures for 1957 and 1970 are derived from Malaysia, First Malaysia Plan
and Second Malaysia Plan, those for 1980 and 1991, as in 1 above.
4Figures for 1957, 1970, and 1980 are computed from official census reports
for the years to which they relate. For 1991, as in 2 above.

Note: Differences in the figures for GDP and employment composition over time should
be interpreted with care, particularly those between 1980 and 1991, because of changes
made to the industrial classification.

aThe figures for 1957 for each variable relate to Peninsular Malaysia.

bColumns will not add to 100 per cent because of exclusion of bank charges and import

duties.

CApart from government services, this category includes electricity, gas and water, whole-

sale and retail trade, hotels and restaurants, banking and finance, and other services.
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manufactured goods. As industrialization gathered momentum, there
was considerable diversification and restructuring within the manufac-
turing sector, with chemical products and electrical machinery growing
in importance, largely at the expense of wood and rubber products
(Young et al., 1980; Ariff, 1991). Within the primary sector, rubber and
tin, which had dominated up until around 1970, subsequently greatly
diminished in importance, with the centre stage being taken by petro-
leum and palm oil. Oil has replaced tin as the major component within
the mining sector.

Spectacular gains have been recorded in per capita income and in
reductions in poverty throughout Malaysia (Anand, 1983; Demery and
Demery, 1991). Government policies and programmes, with their
emphasis on creating balanced and equitable development, have helped
to reduce sharp ethnic disparities in income and social well-being
(Malaysia, 1991a). Structural changes in the economy are reflected in
the changing pattern of sectoral employment, with substantial shifts
away from the agricultural sector and towards the urban industrial and
service sectors. For example, in 1957, some 58 per cent of the working
population were employed in the agricultural sector, but by 1991, this
figure had fallen to 24 per cent, only slightly above the proportion in
manufacturing. With growing urban employment opportunities, females
have been increasingly drawn into the labour force, such that by 1991,
the female participation rate was 47 per cent, compared with 36 per cent
in 1957.

Since independence, there has been a substantial expansion in educa-
tional opportunities and in the quality of education. Successive official
five-year plans have allocated major proportions of total government
expenditure to education, a key objective being to reduce the gap in
educational opportunities between the different ethnic communities.
Enrolment in primary and (lower) secondary education has been almost
universal among the school-age population since the mid-1960s, and the
proportion receiving upper secondary and tertiary education continues
to grow (T. H. Khoo, 1983a). Not surprisingly, therefore, literacy levels
continue to increase. In 1991, an estimated 85 per cent of persons aged
10 and over were literate, compared with just over half in 1957
(Table 3.2). Levels of literacy are much the same for each of the three
main ethnic communities. Illiteracy is now almost exclusively confined
to members of older generations, particularly females, who typically did
not receive any formal schooling when they were of school-going ages in
the pre-independence era.

Modernization of Mortality

Marked reductions in levels of mortality in the states of Peninsular
Malaysia were recorded from the beginning of the twentieth century.
Death rates declined particularly sharply in the late 1940s and mid-1950s
(Saw, 1967a; Hirschman, 1980). Thus, between 1947 and 1957, the
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TABLE 3.2
Percentage of the Population Aged 10 and Over Literate by Ethnic Group in
Peninsular Malaysia, Selected Years 19571991

Year Malays Chinese Indians Total

Both Sexes

1957 47 53 57 51

1970 62 58 64 61

1980 77 74 74 75

1991 87 84 84 85
Females

1957 29 34 36 32

1970 51 47 52 50

1980 69 65 66 67

1991 79 75 76 77

Sources: Figures for 1957, 1970, and 1980 were obtained from official census reports.
Those for 1991 are the author’s estimates based on cohort trends between 1970 and
1930.

crude death rate per 1,000 population declined from around 19 to 12
(Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1991c). A mission of the Inter-
national Bank for Reconstruction and Development (1956) described
the Peninsula in the mid-1950s as one of the healthiest places in the
tropics, where death rates compared favourably with those of many
countries in subtropical climates. The relatively low and improving pre-
independence levels of mortality can be largely attributed to the benefits
of improved living conditions and public health programmes stemming
from the rapid economic growth during much of the colonial era.
Relatively low mortality rates may also have been due in some part to the
impact of the inflows of fit and healthy migrants into the population,
coupled with the custom whereby a significant proportion of Chinese
and, to a lesser extent, Indians, returned to their country of origin on
reaching old age (Smith, 1954).

Mortality decline continued in the post-independence era as a result
of the increasing control over infectious diseases (Kwok, 1982; Noor
Laily et al., 1982; Hasan, 1987). Post-independence economic and social
transformations brought sharp gains in welfare for the people of the
Peninsula. Increases in levels of literacy, improvements in infrastructure,
including the provision of safe water and better sanitation, and increased
public expenditure on a comprehensive rural health services system
were the factors that combined to bring mortality down to exceptionally
low levels (Table 3.3).

Infant mortality is an internationally recognized measure of the well-
being of a population. One reason is that the post-neonatal contribution
to infant mortality, that is, deaths after the first twenty-eight days of life,
is almost entirely due to exogenous socio-economic factors. Hence, high
levels of infant mortality are equated with low levels of socio-economic
development, and vice versa. Infant mortality in Malaysia has fallen
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TABLE 3.3
Infant Mortality and Life Expectancy at Birth by Ethnic Group in
Peninsular Malaysia, Selected Years 1957-1991

Variable
and Year Malays Chinese Indians Total
Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births)!
1957 95.6 46.9 75.7 75.5
1970 47.6 28.5 46.0 40.8
1980 26.9 16.0 28.7 24.0
1991 13.6 7.6 11.1 12.1
Change (%)
1957-70 -50 —-61 -61 -54
1970-80 -57 -56 -62 -59
1980-91 -51 -48 -39 -50
Ratio to that of all communities x 100
1957 127 62 100 100
1970 117 70 113 100
1980 112 67 120 100
1991 112 63 92 100
Life expectancy at birth (years)? ]
1957 51.8 63.0 56.1 57.0
1970 62.9 67.7 60.1 64.2
1980 68.1 70.9 64.5 68.5
1991 70.8 . 734 67.3 71.2
Change (%)
1957-70 21 7 7 13
1970-80 8 5 7 7
1980-91 4 4 4 4
Ratio to that of all communities x 100
1957 91 111 98 100
1970 98 105 94 100
1980 29 104 94 100
1991 29 103 95 100

Sources: 'Computed from Vital Statistics: Peninsular Malaysia, various issues.
2For 1957, Fell (1960); for 1970 and 1980, Malaysia, Department of Statistics
(1987); for 1991, Malaysia, Department of Statistics (1993).

spectacularly, and current levels are very low. For example, in
Peninsular Malaysia in 1957, some 76 babies in every 1,000 died before
reaching their first birthday; by 1991, the corresponding figure was just
12—a level that compares well with many of the more industrialized
countries. Declines in infant mortality have been experienced by each of
the three main communities, but the relative advantage of the Chinese
has been maintained throughout the past three decades or so. An im-
portant factor sustaining this differential is that the Chinese are concen-
trated in urban areas which offer better medical services.

The sharp reductions in infant mortality have been accompanied by
declines in death rates at all other ages, helped by the fact that major
communicable diseases, such as malaria and tuberculosis, have been
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almost entirely eliminated (Van, 1986; Malaysia, Department of
Statistics, 1987). The net result is that continuous gains have been experi-
enced in life expectancy at birth for more than three decades. The
trends follow the expected pattern whereby the rate of improvement in
mortality decreases as life expectancy tends to its outer limits. By 1991,
life expectancy at birth in Peninsular Malaysia had reached slightly
above 71 years, some 14 years more than prevailing at the time of
independence.

Pre-independence Fertility Levels

There appears to have been only minimal reductions, if any, in levels of
fertility in Peninsular Malaysia prior to independence. Official estimates
show the crude birth rate per 1,000 population fluctuated within the
range of 40-46 over the period 1947-57 (Malaysia, Department of
Statistics, 1991c¢). Fluctuations in birth rates during this period were to
be expected given that the Japanese occupation had ended only in 1945,
followed by the exigencies of the national emergency between 1948
and 1960. These phenomena may well have led to some temporary
postponement of births and subsequent baby booms. However, the level
of birth registrations improved during this period, and this could conceal
a small decline in the birth rate. Such a decline, if it indeed occurred,
would have resulted from the delay in age at first marriage that took
place over the decade (Caldwell, 1963b). Birth registration statistics
were not tabulated by mother’s age until 1958, and this precludes the
computation of an earlier time series of fertility rates.

Several baseline estimates have been computed of the level of fertility
for Peninsular Malaysia around 1957 (Fell, 1960; Saw, 1967b; Cho et al.,
1968; Cho, 1969). These suggest that the total period fertility rate was
around 6.6 per woman, the level being somewhat higher for the Chinese
and Indians than for the Malays. A similar finding also emerged from a
reconstruction of birth cohort fertility using civil registration data
(Fernandes, 1987). The consistent finding that the fertility of the Malays
was lower than for the other communities is somewhat surprising given
their significantly earlier age at first marriage and start to childbearing
compared with the Chinese (Palmore and Ariffin, 1969; Hirschman,
1980). Saw has argued that this was due to the very high divorce rate of
the Malays, particularly among those in the east coast states, which
reduced their exposure to childbearing relative to the other communities
(Saw, 1967b). However, although divorce rates were very high among
the Malays, so too were rates of remarriage. It is unclear to what extent
this led to a significant reduction in their exposure to childbearing. An
additional explanation for their lower fertility is that, being a largely rural
community, they spent longer periods breastfeeding their infants and
hence had longer birth intervals (Butz and Da Vanzo, 1978; Da Vanzo
and Haaga, 1982). Breastfeeding postpones ovulation, thereby lowering
the risk of conception.
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Post-independence Expectations of
Demographic Transition Theory

According to demographic transition theory, the pattern of structural
changes that occurred in Peninsular Malaysia over the past three decades
or so should have been accompanied by a sustained fertility decline.
Indeed, similar changes elsewhere in East and South-East Asia—notably
in South Korea, Hong Kong, Thailand, Taiwan, and Singapore—were
accompanied by sustained fertility reductions to around replacement
level and below (Leete, 1987). In particular, the transition from high to
low fertility in neighbouring Singapore, where fertility declined to below
replacement level for all ethnic communities in 1975, appeared to
foreshadow a similar movement in the Peninsula (Figure 3.1).

Up until the mid-1960s, the overall level of Malaysian fertility was
high, with the net reproduction rate (NRR) fluctuating annually within a
narrow range around 2.8. The NRR represents the average number of
daughters born to women of reproductive ages, subject to currently
prevailing age-specific female birth rates and female survivorship rates.
It is a measure of the extent to which the population of females of child-
bearing ages is replacing itself; taking into account mortality up to the
end of the reproductive ages. An NRR of 1.0 means that a generation of
mothers is producing sufficient daughters to exactly replace itself; an
NRR of 2.0 means that the next generation will be twice as large, while
that of 0.5 means it will be half the size.

The trend in the NRR between 1965 and 1977, when it fell from
2.7 to 1.9, supported the view that fertility within Peninsular Malaysia,
like that in neighbouring Singapore, was inexorably heading towards
replacement level and even below well before the end of the twentieth
century (Singapore, Family Planning and Population Board, 1983). The
rapid developments that were occurring reinforced that view. But sub-
sequent reductions in the overall level of fertility between 1977 and 1991
were relatively modest, and the NRR remained considerably above
replacement. Contrasting fertility trends among the different ethnic
groups after 1977 markedly affected the overall level during this period.
One implication is that it is necessary to examine the fertility of the
different ethnic communities separately. Although social interaction
between the ethnic groups has increased markedly since the early 1970s,
intermarriage between persons of different ethnic origin remains
uncommon (Arshat et al., 1988).

The onset of fertility decline for the Chinese and Indians began in the
late 1950s, and that for the Malays a few years later. Subsequently,
fertility continued to decline for each of the three main groups within
Peninsular Malaysia, although that for the Malays began to level around
1977. As expected, given their more urban characteristics, the decline
was more spectacular among the Chinese and Indians than among the
majority Malays. Consequently, whereas in 1957, Malay fertility had
been slightly below that of the Chinese and Indians, by 1977, the pattern
had changed, such that the fertility of Malay women was substantially
above that of the other two communities (Da Vanzo and Haaga, 1982).
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FIGURE 3.1
Net Reproduction Rates (per woman) by Ethnic Group in
Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore, 1957-1991
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Note: Deviations to the downtrend in Chinese fertility in 1976 and 1988 resulted because
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Between 1977 and 1991, fertility trends of the Chinese and Indians in
Peninsular Malaysia continued sharply downwards following, with a lag,
paths roughly similar to those of the Chinese and Indians in Singapore
and elsewhere in East and South-East Asia. The lagged decline, as
compared with the trend in Singapore, probably reflects the lagged
impact of modernization factors on the fertility of these groups. Current
fertility for the Chinese is around replacement level, and that for the
Indians not much above. By contrast with these communities and the
Malays in Singapore, for much of this period the fertility of the Malays
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in Peninsular Malaysia tended to stabilize, and even rose slightly up to
the mid-1980s. In 1986, a moderate decline in Malay fertility resumed
but tapered off again in 1990. By 1991, the Malay NRR was around
1.9, almost twice that of the Chinese, and substantially higher than that
of the Indians.

Chinese and Indian Fertility Transitions

Modern fertility transitions in Asian developing countries, where first
births mainly come after and not before marriage, generally follow or
are accompanied by changes in nuptiality (Leete, 1987). Increasing
postponement in the age at which women enter first marriage generally
results from the spread of education, coupled with increased employ-
ment opportunities after schooling. In Malaysia, births outside marriage
remain uncommon, and marriage marks the beginning of the family
formation process. Thus, falls in the proportion of people married by
different ages can have an important influence on period fertility,
although not necessarily on cohort fertility if family size preferences
remain unchanged.

The marriage behaviour of successive birth cohorts of women can be
examined with data from the 1984/5 MPFS, which canvassed a repres-
entative sample of 4,000 ever-married women aged 15-49 in Peninsular
Malaysia (Arshat et al., 1988). The MPFS was carried out ten years
after the Malaysian Fertility and Family Survey (MFFS), which was part
of the World Fertility Survey (WES) (Chander et al., 1977). Although
the core questionnaire in the MPFS was restricted to ever-married
women, some information, including date of birth and ethnicity, was
also collected about single women in sample households where an
eligible respondent was available. By combining data on single women
with those on ever-married women, the marriage profiles of birth
cohorts can be constructed (Table 3.4).

In general, but with a few exceptions, the younger the birth cohort,
the lower the proportion ever married at any given age. Almost 20 per cent
of Chinese and Indian women from the 1950-4 cohort—a cohort that
was moving through the peak childbearing ages from the mid-1970s to
the mid-1980s—were still unmarried by age 30. A similar pattern is
emerging among younger cohorts. Such large proportions remaining
unmarried at the younger ages are consistent with a reduction in the
proportions who will ultimately marry, and also with a substantial
depressing effect on the fertility of those cohorts. The trend towards
. later age at first marriage is also summarized through the median age
(the age by which 50 per cent of the cohort had married) at first
marriage shown in the last column of Table 3.4. The median age at first
marriage has risen significantly, particularly for the Indians, such that
the long-term differential in age at first marriage between these two
communities is much less marked among the youngest generations.

Ever-later age at first marriage has not been accompanied by a
postponement of childbearing within the first couple of years of
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TABLE 3.4
Proportion per 1,000 of Chinese and Indian Women Born in
Selected Periods Ever Married at Given Ages
in Peninsular Malaysia, 1935-1964 Cohorts

Age ar First Marriage (exact age)

Period

of Birth 20 22 24 26 30 35 40  Median

Chinese
1935-9 293 440 566 718 880 922 933 22.2
1940-4 276 479 617 755 875 921 935 21.8
19459 242 382 539 701 838 8§92 23.1
19504 205 355 554 695 810 23.0
1955-9 172 331 511 631 23.4
19604 184

Indians
1935-9 648 741 815 852 907 926 926 17.5
1940-4 582 768 814 861 907 930 954 18.6
1945-9 507 676 761 845 930 944 194
1950-4 378 505 604 703 820 21.5
19559 306 512 653 694 ) 21.5
19604 232

Sources: All the marriage cohort and fertility tables and charts in this chapter were
specified and computed by the author from the 1984/5 MPFS; several have been
reproduced in Arshat et al. (1988) and Leete (1989a).

TABLE 3.5
Mean Number of Children Born to Chinese and Indian Women
by Marriage Cohort and Duration of Marriage in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1955-1979 Cohorts

Percentage
Exact Duration of Marriage (years) Childless
Marriage after 5 Years
Cohort 2 5 8 10 15 20 25 of Marriage
Chinese
1955-9 09 25 38 44 55 6.0 6.3 2
1960-4 09 24 34 40 45 48 2
1965-9 1.0 23 33 37 42 1
19704 1.0 21 28 3.2 2
1975-9 1.0 2.0 2
Indians
1955-9 1.0 23 34 40 50 53 52 3
19604 08 23 33 39 50 52 8
19659 09 22 31 36 44 4
1970-4 08 19 29 33 6
1975-9 0.9 2.1 2
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marriage (Table 3.5). Few married couples included in the 1984/5
MPFS were still childless after five years of marriage. However, Chinese
and Indian couples are increasingly resorting to family planning after the
early years of marriage (Arshat et al., 1988). After five years of marriage,
Chinese women who first married in the 1970s had about half a child

FIGURE 3.2
Total Fertility Rates by Birth Order and Ethnic Group in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1970-1991
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less than those who first married in the 1950s and 1960s. At the longer
durations of marriage, the reductions have been more dramatic. For
example, Chinese women who first married in 1970—4, had an average
of 3.2 children after ten years of marriage, a progressively smaller
number compared with successively older cohorts. Similarly, the 1960-4
cohort of Chinese women had 1.2 children less after twenty years of
marriage than did their counterparts who married just five years earlier.
Comparable, albeit less marked, changes have occurred for Indian cohorts.

While the 1984/5 MPFS data throw light on secular fertility trends of
marriage cohorts, it is not feasible to rearrange these data to obtain
single calendar-year parity measures by ethnic group because of sampling
variability. Calendar-year trends in period birth order rates, including
the post-survey years, can, however, be illustrated using civil registration
data (Figure 3.2). These rates are computed in exactly the same manner
as total period fertility rates, that is, by summing the age-specific birth
rates, except that the numerators of the age-specific rates are restricted
to births of a given order. Chinese and Indian fertility rates have
declined dramatically for orders four and above, and those of the third
order have also declined significantly since the mid-1970s. For example,
whereas in 1970, births of the fourth order and above made up more
than half of the Chinese and Indian total period fertility rates (TPFRs),
by 1991, such births accounted for less than one-quarter of it. Large
families have become a phenomenon of the past for these communities.

Stalling of the Malay Transition

Continuing reductions in the proportions of women married at younger
ages, a feature contributing to the onset of the fertility transitions of
Chinese and Indian couples, is also observed for the Malays (Table 3.6).
In general, the younger the cohort, the lower the proportion of Malay
women ever married at given ages. For example, some 84 per cent of
Malay women born in 1935-44 had married by age 22, whereas the
corresponding figure among those born in the 1950s was less than

TABLE 3.6
Proportion per 1,000 of Malay Women Born in Selected Periods Ever Married
at Given Ages in Peninsular Malaysia, 1935-1964 Cohorts

Age at First Marriage (exact age)

Period

of Birth 20 22 24 26 30 35 40  Median
1935-9 754 836 867 890 910 926 926 17.5
1940-4 717 842 898 926 950 964 971 17.2
1945-9 508 644 743 839 891 916 19.3
19504 449 593 702 800 878 20.4
1955-9 345 523 580 768 21.2

19604 292
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60 per cent. The customary practice whereby Malay women married
within a few years of reaching puberty has been eroded with moderniza-
tion. Nevertheless, in comparison with the other two communities, there
still remains considerable scope for further increases in the age at first
marriage among Malay women. Further, the reductions in the propor-
tions of Malay women married at ages 30 and above are signiﬁcantly
less marked than among the Chinese. It thus appears that the drop in
Malay marriage rates at the younger ages has been mainly due to later
marriage, rather than any significant permanent movement away from
marriage.

While Malay women continue to marry later, the intensity of their
childbearing in the first ten years of marriage has not: changed
significantly over time. For example, MPFS data show Malay women
who first married in 1970-4 had achieved an average of 3.3 children
after ten years of marriage, a drop of just 0.5 of a child compared with
those who first married fifteen years earlier (Table 3.7). This contrasts
sharply with the patterns of the Chinese and Indians, which show
significant reductions. However, at the longer durations of marriage, that
is fifteen years or more, there is evidence of curtailment of Malay
fertility.

An interesting contrast in the Malay pattern of family formation,
compared with that of the Chinese and, to a lesser extent, the Indians, is
their Jonger birth intervals, particularly between first and second birth.
This is likely to be associated with differential patterns of breastfeeding.
Malay women breastfeed their infants for a considerably longer period
than do Chinese or Indian women (Arshat et al., 1988; Da Vanzo, 1992).

Although there have been significant reductions in Malay birth rates
of sixth order and above, reductions in fifth order rates have been
modest, while no significant trend is discernible in those of orders 1-4
over the period 1970-91 (see Figure 3.2). Reductions in Malay fertility
over the past two decades or so have come about largely from falls in
births of sixth order and above, and to a much lesser extent through falls
in births of fifth, fourth, and lower orders. These forgone high-parity births

TABLE 3.7
Mean Number of Children Born to Malay Women by Marriage Cohort and
Duration of Marriage in Peninsular Malaysia, 1955-1979 Cohorts

Percentage
Exact Duration of Marriage (vears) Chaldless

Marriage after 5 Years
Cohort 2 5 8 10 15 20 25 of Marriage
1955-9 07 20 31 38 53 63 638 4
1960-4 08 2.1 31 36 48 57 1
1965-9 08 19 28 33 45 2
19704 08 19 28 33 3
1975-9 0.9 2.0 1




54 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

are, in the main, those that would occur to women of older childbearing
ages and of long durations of marriage.

Socio-economic Differentials

A multivariate analysis using the 1974 MFFS undertaken by Tan
(1981) concluded that ethnicity had substantial direct effects on family
size norms and contraceptive knowledge and use, while its effect on
fertility was mediated most strongly through education, age at first
marriage, and contraceptive use. Similarly, a subsequent multivariate
analysis of the 1984/5 MPFS undertaken by Chesher (1987) showed
that the key variables affecting fertility in Peninsular Malaysia are
ethnicity, whether women are living in urban or rural areas, and women’s
level of education. After controlling for place of residence, level of
education, and other variables, ethnicity was found to have a powerful
independent effect on fertility (Table 3.8).

The fertility measure shown is the TPFR, which represents the average
number of children that women of childbearing ages would have under
the prevailing age-specific birth rates. Within each category, the most
striking feature is the strong inverse association between wife’s educa-
tional level, as represented by the number of years of formal schooling
she has received, and the TPFR. Among each ethnic group, the least edu-
cated have the highest fertility. However, fertility is shown to be highest
for the Malays at all educational levels compared with the other groups.

TABLE 3.8
Estimated T'otal Period Fertility Rates by Selected Socio-economic
Characteristics and Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia, 1980

Years of
Education Malays Chinese Indians
Urban
None 5.28 3.72 3.85
6 4.85 3.24 3.27
10 4.09 2.54 2.62
14 3.72 2.21 2.62
Rural
None 5.56 4.55 4.31
6 5.18 3.85 3.64
10 4.37 3.04 2.91
14 3.90 2.55 2.81

Source: Chesher (1987).
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Factors Influencing the Chinese and
Indian Fertility Transition

Chinese fertlity in Peninsular Malaysia has fallen rapidly since independ-
ence and has been around replacement since 1989. Indian fertility has
followed a broadly similar transition. Given the similarity of the patterns
of change, explanations of the Chinese and Indian fertility transitions in
Peninsular Malaysia should be consistent with those for comparable
transitions among similar cultural groups elsewhere in East and South-
East Asia (see Chapter 7).

Rising standards of living often bring about changes in material
aspirations. Among the Chinese and Indians, ever-increasing recognition
of the economic advantages of smaller families, including the awareness
of the high costs of raising and educating children up to tertiary level,
probably propelled fertility declines. Moreover, as G. W. Jones (1990)
has contended, measures incorporated in the New Economic Policy
(NEP), particularly education policy, meant that Chinese and Indian
parents were forced to be much more concerned than Malay parents
about education costs due to restricted access to scholarships and
university entrance, as well as limited access to sections of the job market.

The existence of readily available contraceptive methods was instru-
mental in helping these groups control their reproduction. The religious
prescriptions of the Chinese and Indian communities do not constrain
the practice of birth control for limiting family size. The MPFES data
show that ever-use of birth control is now virtually universal for these
groups (Leete, 1989a). Of course, when motivation favours limiting
family size, and when the means for doing so are readily available, ever-
use of birth control will be universal. Resort to induced abortion in the
event of unwanted pregnancies has also long been common in urban
areas.

The spread and upgrading of education in the post-independence era
were important factors in changes in reproductive behaviour (the strong
association between education and fertility is demonstrated in Table 3.8).
Education brought about a later age at marriage and heightened percep-
tions about the opportunity costs of early marriage and childbearing,
particularly with respect to paid employment. The modern industrial
and service sectors expanded rapidly and created a big demand for
labour, particularly of females. Education increased couples’ ability to
understand the importance of practising family planning effectively, and
of avoiding unwanted births. It also increased awareness of the import-
ance of acquiring skills for upward social and economic mobility.
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Causes of the Stall in the Malay Transition

The experience of many countries, both developed and developing, has
shown that once an initial 10 per cent decline in marital fertility occurs,
further declines continue until low levels are reached (Watkins, 1987). The
transition from high to low fertility is seen as monotonic, representing
a clear break with the past. Given the major developmental changes that
have occurred in Peninsular Malaysia, a continuing steady downtrend in
Malay fertility was confidently expected after the onset of the initial
decline, especially by those employing a demographic transition theory
perspective. Despite the expectations, the downtrend in Malay fertility
did not continue after the mid-1970s.

Explanations for the stalling of the Malay fertility decline since the
mid-1970s are best set within the context of longer-term trends.
Levelling occurred after a significant fall in period fertility between 1965
and 1977, which partly, but not exclusively, resulted from ever-later age
at first marriage. Later marriage led to a later age pattern of child-
bearing, and was coupled with reductions in marital fertility at the longer
durations of marriage among women of older childbearing ages and of
higher parity. Assessments of the levelling also need to take into account
the temporary boost to period fertility that resulted from the making up
for missed births by cohorts of women who married later. Such women
entered the prime childbearing ages and gave birth in the mid-1970s and
early 1980s (Fernandes, 1987).

Why have Malay fertility trends not followed those of the Chinese and
Indians? One factor is that the Malays are still more agrarian and have
not been subject to modernization to quite the same extent as have the
other communities. The more rural lifestyle of the Malays, support from
extended family members, and economic subsidies lessen the economic
costs of bearing and caring for children (G. W. Jones, 1990). However,
these factors alone do not adequately explain the levelling of fertility,
given the spread of education and economic and other welfare gains that
have benefited the Malay community. It has been contended, on the
basis of a multivariate analysis of desired family size against several
explanatory variables, that the NEP has had a pro-natalist effect on
Malay fertility (Govindasamy and Da Vanzo, 1992). However, the
results from that study are open to the alternative argument that without
the benefits of the NEP Malay fertility would have been higher than
currently prevailing. For example, Malay fertility is highest in the east
coast states where the impact of the NEP has been least (see Chapter 5).

Malay fertility trends have not neatly followed the so-called ‘logic
of socio-economic development and the momentum of demographic
transition’ (Hirschman, 1986). Explanations of changes in fertility, or
the lack of them, often need to go beyond economic causation, and can
be more complex than suggested by demographic transition theory
(Cleland and Wilson, 1987). Value systems, including cultural norms,
that are less supportive of the notion of prevention of births or the
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spread of modern birth control methods, continue to have an important
impact on Malay fertility. The Malays adhere strongly to the Islamic
faith. Around the mid-1970s, there was a distinct Islamic resurgence in
Malaysia (see Chapter 1). The spread of fundamentalism tended to
reinforce and strengthen traditional values and perceptions about the
role of women, as well as the actual social behaviour of women, particu-
larly, but by no means exclusively, in rural areas.

The effects of the Islamic resurgence heightened Malay identity in a
context of increased awareness and concern about the links between
population size and political power. The movement was probably largely
responsible for the observed decline in the use of modern contraceptive
methods and the rise in the use of traditional methods. There was a
sharp drop between the 1974 MFFS and the 1984/5 MPFS in the
proportion of Malays using efficient contraception, and a concomitant
rise in those using inefficient methods or no methods at ail (Table 3.9).
The 1984/5 MPFS found that less than one-fifth of currently married
Malay women from any given marriage cohort were using efficient
methods of contraception. However, by 1988/9, the comparable figure

TABLE 3.9
Percentage of Currently Married Women Using Contraception
by Marriage Cohort and Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia,
1974 MFFS and 1984/5 MPFS

Ethnic Group

Marriage
Cohort Malays Chinese Indians
1974 MFFS
All methods
1950-4 25 45 54
1955-9 26 57 50
1960-4 29 56 56
1965-9 31 54 37
Efficient methods
19504 18 28 41
1954-9 20 42 33
1960-4 23 40 42
1965-9 24 37 26
1984/5 MPFS
All methods
19604 47 63 38
1965-9 46 78 88
1970—4 44 75 78
1975-9 46 61 63
Efficient methods
1960-4 16 52 56
1965-9 15 56 51
1970-4 19 58 56

1975-9 20 46 34
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was almost 30 per cent (Tey, 1992). It is relevant to note here that some
sections of the Muslim community in neighbouring southern Thailand,
who have much in common with the Malays on the east coast states (see
Chapter 5), have expressed opposition to the use of modern methods of
birth control on religious grounds (Knodel et al.,, 1987; Knodel and
Chayovan, 1990) and their fertility levels are significantly higher than
those of the Buddhist majority (see Chapter 7).

Population Policy

From around the mid to late 1970s, there was also widespread dissem-
ination of the idea that resource-rich Malaysia, with its relatively low
population density, was underpopulated. That idea was expressed by
the government in late 1982, and incorporated in the country’s pro-
natalist New Population Policy of 1984, which set a very long-range
target of 70 million people to be attained by the year 2100 (Malaysia,
1984). The policy was first hinted at by Malaysia’s then new Prime
Minister, Dr Mahathir Mohamad, in his 1982 address to the UMNO
General Assembly. Following the announcement of the new policy, the
government’s message was widely disseminated in the media, and
measures, such as nominal income tax relief, were introduced to
encourage childbearing. The shift in government population policy
occurred against a background of manpower shortages that arose in the
late 1970s and early 1980s as the Malaysian economy grew rapidly.
Some economic planners considered that a bigger population would
create a larger domestic market to support and sustain industrial growth,
which, in turn, would help reduce Malaysia’s dependence on export-
oriented industries. But, in other respects, the long-term target of
70 million can be seen as somewhat idiosyncratic since it was not based
on a quantitative model which showed it to be an optimum population
size for Malaysia.

Malaysia had first initiated an anti-natalist population policy in its
First Five-Year Plan (1966—70), where it set a target of reducing the
annual population growth rate from 3 per cent to 2 per cent within
twenty years (Malaysia, 1966; Cheung, 1989). In order to achieve this
target, it established an official family planning programme to promote
smaller families. An autonomous National Family Planning Board was
established in 1966 under the Family Planning Act. Even before the
official programme began, family planning had made significant inroads
in urban areas of the Peninsula through the operation of private clinics
(Malaysia, National Family Planning Board, 1968; Saw, 1968). By the
early 1970s, the programme had extended to rural areas and there was a
steady growth in the use of family planning by all groups in Peninsular
Malaysia (Johnson et al., 1978). However, before the New Population
Policy was announced in the early 1980s, a shift in Malaysia’s anti-
natalist stance could be detected from a close reading of the govern-
ment’s plans. For example, the Mid-term Review of the Third Malaysia
Plan (1976-80) no longer talked of population growth as being a major
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problem and showed that allocations made for the provision of family
planning in the Third Plan were underspent (Malaysia, 1978). With
the change in population policy from anti-natalism to pro-natalism,
the National Population and Family Planning Board was quickly
renamed the National Population and Family Development Board, and
emphasis was placed on its role in promoting family welfare and devel-
opment rather than on spreading the use of family planning. There had
already been a steady fall in the number of new acceptors to the family
planning programme in the late 1970s, but the fall was substantially
greater following the announcement of the New Population Policy
(Tey et al., 1985).

The publicity surrounding the announcement probably also con-
tributed to the upward revision in birth expectations. The 1984/5 MPFS
found that Malays were more responsive to the government’s New
Population Policy than were the other ethnic groups (Arshat et al.,
1988). In response to a question about their reaction to the new policy,
a significant fraction of the sample of Malay women stated that they
had revised their family size expectations upwards as a direct con-
sequence of the government’s message (Geok, 1990). A comparison of
birth-expectation data for the same marriage cohorts in the 1984/5
MPFS and the 1974 MFFS, shown in Table 3.10, indicates that for the
1970-4 cohort of Malay women—the youngest for whom information is
available in both surveys—there was an upward revision of almost two
children in expected family size, from 3.9 in 1974 to 5.7 in 1984/5. In
fact, by 1984/5, that cohort, which by that time had been married for an

TABLE 3.10
Average Number of Children Born and Expected to Currently Married
Women by Marriage Cohort and Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia,
1974 and 1984/5

Malays Chinese Indians

Marriage

Cohort 1974 1984/5 1974 1984/5 1974 1984/5
Children Already Born

1960—-4 4.0 5.8 4.2 4.9 4.6 5.4

1965-9 2.6 4.9 3.0 4.2 3.0 4.6

1970-4 1.0 38 1.1 3.5 1.1 3.8

1975-9 n.a. 2.7 n.a. 2.6 n.a 2.8

1980-4 n.a. 1.1 n.a 1.1 n.a 1.0
Children Expected

1960-4 52 6.6 4.6 5.0 5.0 5.5

1965-9 4.5 6.1 4.0 4.4 3.9 4.9

19704 3.9 5.7 3.5 3.9 3.1 4.1

1975-9 n.a. 5.1 n.a. 35 n.a. 3.7
1980-4 na. 4.9 na. 3.2 na. 3.1

n.a. = Not available.
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average of twelve-and-a-half years, had almost achieved its expected
family size as stated ten years earlier. Even among Malays who first
married in 1980-4, expected family size is shown to be almost five
children. There was also an upward revision in birth expectations
among the Chinese and Indians, albeit much less marked and targeted at
significantly lower levels.

Of course, family size expectations can and do change rapidly, and
they may not give a reliable indication of future behaviour. However, the
facts are that Malay period fertility was boosted in the early and mid-
1980s. The modest drop in fertility between 1985 and 1989 has not
been sustained into the early 1990s (see Figure 3.1). In other words,
fertility has not declined despite increases in the proportion of more
educated women moving through the prime childbearing ages. Rates of
urbanization of the Malays continue to increase (see Appendix 2), and
female labour force participation rates have also risen.

Family planning programmes have played an important role in fer-
tility decline in several Asian countries. In assessing such programmes, it
is prudent to take into account political factors related to their strengths
and weaknesses (Ness and Ando, 1984). In the Malaysian context, polit-
ical and religious factors are closely interrelated, and have clearly had a
bearing on population policy, the family planning programme, and the
use of birth control (these factors are discussed further in Chapter 5).
The Malaysian family planning programme has never exerted the sorts
of pressures on couples to restrict their fertility as it has in Indonesia and
Singapore. Following the Singapore government’s abrupt switch in its
population policy in the mid-1980s, from firm anti-natalism to (limited)
pro-natalism, it was Malay fertility that responded most positively
(Leete, 1992).

Conclusion

Peninsular Malaysia has been transformed from a low income agrarian
economy to an upper middle income and increasingly industrial-based
society in the span of a generation. Spectacular economic gains have
been accompanied by equally impressive social and welfare progress.
There is almost universal literacy among younger generations of women
of childbearing ages, infant mortality is very low, and life expectancy at
birth is close to that of the most advanced industrialized countries. All
communities within the Peninsula have benefited from these develop-
mental gains. Against this background, and given the experiences of
several other South-East and East Asian countries, sustained fertility
declines to low levels would be expected by all theories of fertility
change, particularly structural theories. Chinese and Indian fertility has
followed the expected pattern, such that by the late 1980s it was close to
replacement level. By contrast, Malay fertility, which had exhibited a
moderate downtrend up to the mid-1970s, has subsequently tended to
stabilize for much of the period up to the early 1990s at almost double
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the level of the other communities. Cultural and political factors appear
to have played a central role in this slow transition. Such factors are not
taken into account in demographic transition theory, which is based
largely on European non-Islamic experiences where fertility decline
occurred despite opposition by government and religious groups. While
that theory provides a useful perspective on the Chinese and Indian
fertility transition in Peninsular Malaysia, it has clear limitations when
used for explaining Malay fertility trends.



4
Chinese and Indian Fertility
T'ransition by State

Dip fertility transition proceed at differing speeds in the different states
of Peninsular Malaysia; that is, were there spatial variations in the
progression from high to low fertility? Did the decline proceed quickest
in the more urbanized and more developed states, as might be expected
on the basis of demographic transition theory? What were the demo-
graphic dimensions of the Chinese and Indian fertility transitions, and
were they similar throughout the Peninsula? These are among the
questions that this chapter seeks to answer through an analysis of the
pattern of the Chinese and Indian fertility transitions at the state level.
While similar studies are made for both communities, the results of
that for the Indians are reported in less detail because of their larger
variability on account of smaller numbers. In several tables, the state-
level fertility indices are shown in a broader context by reference to
those for similar cultural groups living elsewhere in East and South-East
Asia. The similarities and differences in marriage and fertility behaviour
among Chinese population are analysed in more detail in Chapter 7.

Unlike many of the lower-level administrative units in Peninsular
Malaysia, state-level boundaries have not changed over time (Map 4.1).
An important exception is in the case of Selangor which became admin-
istratively separate from the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur when it
was formed in 1974. For the purpose of this study, Selangor and Kuala
Lumpur have been considered as one unit so as to maintain continuity
over time. The states of Kelantan, Perlis, and Trengganu have been
excluded from the analysis because they contained relatively small
numbers of Chinese (see Table 1.5). In addition to these states, for the
Indians, Malacca and Pahang have also been excluded. Special care
should also be exercised in interpreting the demographic indicators for
some of the other states where numbers of Chinese and Indians are
relatively small (see Chapter 1). The raw data used for the state fertility
analysis in this and the following chapter are primarily from civil regis-
tration and census reports. Appendix 1 describes the scope and limita-
tions of these data.
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MAP 4.1
State Boundaries in Peninsular Malaysia
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Overview of Changes in Chinese Fertility and
Nuptiality by State

State Ferulity Trends

Figure 4.1 provides an overview of the striking changes that have
occurred in Chinese total period fertility rates (TPFR) in eight of the
states of Peninsular Malaysia since the late 1950s, and compares trends
with Hong Kong, the Chinese in Singapore, and Taiwan. Three features
are observed. First, at the start of the fertility transition in the late 1950s,
there was significant variation in fertility across the country. Total
period fertility was highest in Negri Sembilan and Johore, where it was
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FIGURE 4.1

Total Period Fertility Rates? for Chinese Women by State® in Peninsular
Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, Selected Years 1958-1990
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around 8 per woman, and lowest in Penang, where it was significantly
below 6 per woman. Fertility levels in the other five states were clustered
within the range of 6.6—7.5. Second, once Chinese fertility started to
decline, the response was strikingly similar in each of the states. As a
result, state differentials that were observed in the late 1950s were, with
few exceptions, much the same three decades later, although the disper-
sion has progressively narrowed. In both periods, Chinese fertility was
highest in Johore and lowest in Penang, but by the beginning of the
1990s, when fertility levels were clustered around replacement level, the
range between the highest and the lowest states is shown to be less than
one child. Third, throughout the period from the late 1950s to 1990,
Chinese fertility in each of the states, except Penang, remained
significantly above that of the levels recorded for the Chinese in the city-
states of Hong Kong and Singapore, as well as in Taiwan.

A regression analysis of state-level trends in Chinese TPFRs between
1965 and 1990 (1965 being the earliest year for which annual data are
readily available for all of the areas shown) provides further insight into
the path of the declines. The results show that within Peninsular
Malaysia, despite big differences in the intercept values which reflect
substantial spatial variations in the level of fertility between the lead
and lag states in 1965, there are striking similarities in the significant
coefficients, or slope values, with the range bétween 0.035 and 0.044,
reflecting similar paths of decline (Table 4.1). Throughout the Peninsula,
and among the overseas Chinese elsewhere in East and South-East Asia,
fertility was responding in much the same way to similar desires for
smaller families (Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1987; Leete, 1989b).

In several fertility studies, the onset of fertility decline is established as

TABLE 4.1
Regression Coefficients of Trends in Chinese
Total Period Fertility Rates by State in
Peninsular Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, 1965-1990?

Area Intercept Slope
Johore 1.901 -0.037
Kedah ] 1.755 -0.037
Malacca 1.806 -0.041
Negri Sembilan 1.893 -0.042
Pahang 1.904 -0.044
Penang 1.549 -0.038
Perak 1.865 -0.044
Selangor 1.648 —-0.035
Peninsular Malaysia 1.759 -0.038
Taiwan 1.612 —-0.044
Hong Kong 1.610 -0.057
Singapore 1.495 -0.063

aThe regressions (In y = o + Bx) for Hong Kong and Singapore were run on data from
1965 until five years after TPFRs fell below 2.1.
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the year when there is an estimated 10 per cent decline in marital
fertility from initial stable levels in the course of a downward trend
(Coale and Treadway, 1986; Knodel and van de Walle, 1986). The
precise timing is often complicated by the irregular series of data, as well
as pre-decline rises in fertility which appear to have occurred both in
several countries in Europe and in some developing countries (Dyson
and Murphy, 1985). One alternative to this rather arbitrary standard is
to employ a combination of criteria, such as a given percentage change
and the year when fertility has fallen below a particular level (Peng,
1993). However, given that data on state fertility levels in Peninsular
Malaysia are not available before 1957, coupled with the fact that in all
states Chinese fertility declined very rapidly from that time, the onset
date can be put at around 1960. It is, however, probable that it started a
few years earlier in Penang.

State Nuptiality Trends

The state fertility transition of the Chinese has clearly been associated
with their changes in marriage behaviour. Changes in Chinese marriage
patterns began in the period 1947-57 (Hirschman, 1986), and have
continued through 1991. In every state, markedly lower proportions of
Chinese women are marrying at ages below 25 (Table 4.2). The trends
in Table 4.2 suggest that there were two big changes in marriage beha-
viour, first, in the period up to 1970, and then subsequently in the
decade 1980-91: changes in the period 1970-80 were more modest.
Throughout the period 1957-91, there was a tendency for marriage age
to be earliest in Johore, Kedah, and Pahang, states where fertility levels
were relatively high, and latest in Penang, where fertility was lowest.
Marriage age, if determined on the basis of the singulate mean age at
marriage (SMAM), appears to be highest of all in Selangor. However,
SMAM is by no means an ideal index of marriage age since it is
computed from stock data on marital composition (Hajnal, 1953). Such
data, as in the case of Selangor, can be markedly affected by migration.
Ideally, marriage age should be computed from flow data, but these are
not compiled in Malaysia.

Analysis through the Use of Coale’s Indices

An insightful way of analysing the dimensions of the fertility transition
in the states of Peninsular Malaysia is through the use of the Coale
indices that were extensively used in the European Fertility Project
(Coale, 1965; Coale and Treadway, 1986; Coale and Watkins, 1986).
Three of Coale’s four indices are used in the analysis made here,
namely, I, the index of overall fertility of women of childbearing age; L,
the index of the proportion married among women of childbearing age;
and | o the index of marital fertility of currently married women of child-
bearing age. Given that childbearing within Peninsular Malaysia is
almost exclusively channelled through marriage, overall fertility is
composed of two factors, namely, marital fertility and proportions
married. The fourth index of fertility of non-married women is not used
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TABLE 4.2

Proportion of Chinese Women Ever Married by

Given Ages and Singulate Mean Age at Marriage by State in

Peninsular Malaysia, Selected Years 1957-1991

67

State 1957 1970 1980 1991
Ever Married at Ages 15-19
Johore 0.133 0.056 0.043 0.028
Kedah 0.124 0.065 0.048 0.022
Malacca 0.125 0.048 0.029 0.017
Negri Sembilan 0.104 0.065 0.044 0.023
Pahang 0.113 0.076 0.062 0.027
Penang 0.099 0.055 0.043 0.027
Perak 0.081 0.059 0.052 0.025
Selangor? 0.085 0.062 0.045 0.023
Peninsular Malaysia 0.103 0.060 0.046 0.025
Ever Married at Ages 20-24
Johore 0.686 0.404 0.379 0.276
Kedah 0.610 0.459 0.416 0.255
Malacca 0.633 0.398 0.334 0.227
Negri Sembilan 0.584 0.413 0.403 0.285
Pahang 0.618 0.482 0.449 0.322
Penang 0.515 0.375 0.351 0.221
Perak 0.501 0.423 0.416 0.290
Selangor? 0.537 0.372 0.322 0.199
Peninsular Malaysia 0.569 0.403 0.368 0.241
Ever Married at Ages 45-49
Johore 0.990 0.990 0.975 0.958
Kedah 0.992 0.990 0.974 0.959
Malacca 0.972 0.977 0.960 0.937
Negri Sembilan 0.979 0.981 0.964 0.955
Pahang 0.988 0.992 0.975 0.973
Penang 0.956 0.957 0.929 0.913
Perak 0.980 0.979 0.954 0.945
Selangor? 0.961 0.970 0.944 0.932
Peninsular Malaysia 0.975 0.976 0.954 0.941
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage
Johore 21.1 23.9 24.7 26.0
Kedah 21.7 23.7 24.5 25.9
Malacca 21.4 24.2 253 26.4
Negri Sembilan 21.9 23.8 24.5 25.7
Pahang 21.6 233 23.9 254
Penang 22.7 24.4 25.3 26.6
Perak 22.7 24.3 24.4 25.6
Selangor? 22.2 24.5 25.4 27.0
Peninsular Malaysia 221 242 24.9 26.3

Sources: Computed from data in the 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991 state-level census

reports.

*Includes the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur.
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here. Despite their cross-sectional nature, and the fact that they are here
centred on arbitrary years for which population denominator data are
available, these indices can provide an account of the dimensions of the
fertility transition. A discussion of how these indices are computed and
their relations with each other is given in Appendix 4.

The Coale fertility indices show the fertility of a given group—all
women or currently married women—in relation to what it would
experience if it had the highest set of fertility rates ever recorded, that is,
of married Hutterite women during 1921-30 (Coale, 1965). The
Hutterites are a Protestant religious sect living in the United States and
Canada who do not practise contraception or abortion, nor do they
breastfeed their infants for more than a few months (Coale and
Treadway, 1986). Hutterite fertility is the highest schedule cited by
Henry (1961) in a discussion of fertility unaffected by contraception or
abortion, so-called ‘natural fertility’. There has been much debate
among demographers about what constitutes natural fertility, and
whether in practice there were not only historical differences in levels of
fertility but also in patterns of marital fertility, as found in parts of India,
for example (Srinivasan, 1988; Dyson and Murphy, 1989; Mari Bhat,
1989). However, the principal justification for using these indices here,
rather than, say, simple marital fertility rates, is that they provide a
means by which the fertility transition in the states of Peninsular
Malaysia can be readily understood and compared in a wider interna-
tional and historical context. The Hutterite fertility schedule can be
viewed as a standard, irrespective of the arguments about its uniqueness,
against which other fertility schedules can be measured and compared.

In the analysis below, each of Coale’s three summary indices has been
disaggregated into three components representing, in general terms, the
young childbearing ages of 15-24, the prime childbearing ages of
25-39, and the older childbearing ages of 40-49, denoted respectively
with the additional subscripts |, ,, and ;. Thus, for example, I, I, and
I; in turn represent the index of overall fertility of women aged 15-24,
25-39, and 40-49. While this is not the only way in which the indices
can be disaggregated, it is arguably the most insightful. It enables a fuller
study to be made of the dimensions of the fertility transition than is
possible by using the overall summary indices alone.

In general, each of the Coale indices, whether in full or disaggregated
form, will lie between zero and one. They are straightforward to inter-
pret. A value of zero for either of the two fertility indices I; or Ig would
mean no childbearing by the given group, whereas a value of one means
fertility is equivalent to that of the Hutterites, and a value of 0.5 implies
fertility is half their level. A value greater than one means that the
observed fertility is above that of the Hutterites. For the marriage index
I, a value of zero means there are no married women aged 15-49, and
an [ of one means all women aged 15-49 are married. The disaggreg-
ated indices can be interpreted in exactly the same way except, of
course, that they relate to women in specific age-bands within the child-
bearing ages.
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Chinese Fertility and Nuptiality at the Start of Transition

At the start of the fertlity transition in Peninsular Malaysia, overall
fertility, I, ranged from a low of 0.45 in Penang to a high of around
0.61 in Negri Sembilan and Johore (Table 4.3). In these latter two states,
Chinese fertility in the late 1950s was not much below the 0.7 recorded
for the Hutterites in 1930. The corresponding levels in West European
countries, when they were starting their fertility decline, were around
0.3. Since overall fertility is a product of the effects of the proportions
married and marital fertility, it is instructive to examine these two
elements separately.

In the late 1950s, the proportions of Chinese women who were
married, I_, is shown to be relatively high—above 0.6—in all the states
of the Peninsula (Table 4.4). In Johore, I | was at 0.7, the same as the
Hutterites in 1930. These high values of I would have been even
higher but for the relatively low proportions of Chinese women married
at the very young marriageable ages (evidenced by the low I, values
shown in Table 4.4). Higher levels of I  are, of course, possible when
marriage age is low and few women remain single, and in fact are
observed for the Indians and Malays in some of the states in the
Peninsula (see below for the Indians and Chapter 5 for the Malays). At
the start of the fertility transition in West European countries around
1870, when marriage age was relatively late and permanent female
celibacy not uncommon, I_ ranged between 0.4 and 0.5 (Coale, 1965).

Marital fertility among the Chinese was universally high in all of the
states of the Peninsula at the start of the decline. The index of marital
fertility, I ranged from 0.72 in Penang to 0.96 in Negri Sembilan, and
in each of the other six states it was above 0.8 (Table 4.5). In European
countries in 1870, Ig ranged from 0.76 in Norway to 0.48 in France;
recall, however, that the French fertility transition, the first in Europe,
started from around 1830 (Coale and Treadway, 1986). The relatively
high level of Chinese marital fertility in the states of the Peninsula
around 1957 reflects the effects of short birth intervals and the near
absence of parity-related fertility control. The Chinese do not have a
tradition of breastfeeding their infants for long periods (Da Vanzo, 1992).

Dimensions of Chinese Fertility
Transition at State Level

For the analysis of the dimensions of the state-level Chinese fertility
transition, the focus is on trends in the disaggregated I, proportions
married, and Ig, marital fertility, values. The detailed data are shown in
Tables 4.4 and 4.5, and a summary of the changes in Figure 4.2. For
convenience, and corresponding with the data points, the discussion has
been divided into three phases, namely, the early phase of the fertility
decline, 1957-70, the middle phase of the transition, 1970-80, and the
decline to replacement level, 1980-90.
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Early Phase of the Fertility Decline, 1957-1970

The period 1957-70 was characterized by sharp declines both in the
proportions of Chinese women married at the younger marriageable
ages and in marital fertility at age 25 and above. There were big declines
in [, values in all states within the Peninsula, ranging from 46 per cent
in Johore to 22 per cent in Perak. By 1970, the range of the I, values in
the different states had narrowed appreciably compared with 1957: 1,
was highest in Pahang at 0.3, and lowest in Penang where it had
declined to 0.23. There was also some drop in I_, values, generally of
the order of 10 per cent. In this early phase, marital fertility hardly
dropped at all at the young ages, but there were big falls in Igz and Ig3
values, consistent with the start of parity-related fertility control. The
declines in marital fertility were most marked in Penang, Selangor, and
Kedah, and generally least in Pahang, Johore, and Malacca. By 1970,
there was little change among the states in their relative ranking in terms
of Ig2 and Ig3.

Middle Phase of the Transition, 1970-1980

The period 1970-80 was characterized by hardly any changes in the
proportions of Chinese women married, but big declines in marital
fertility, particularly at the older childbearing ages. There were fairly
significant declines in I,; and I, values in most states, but the really
spectacular change in Chinese fertility during this period was the parity-
related fertility control at the older childbearing ages. The values of Ig3
fell by more than 60 per cent in every state (Figure 4.2).

Decline in Fertility to Replacement Level, 1980—1990

In the period 1980-90, there was a significant resumption in the decline
in marriage at young ages, coupled with further major declines in marital
fertility at all ages. Interestingly, the declines in I, values were of a
similar magnitude to the first phase of fertility transition, with a
tendency for states which had the smallest changes in the two previous
phases to experience the most marked changes. There were sharp falls in
marital fertility at all ages, particularly noticeable for values of I, and L ..
The declines in Igl values suggests that during this period when fertility
fell to replacement, Chinese couples were using family planning to control
childbearing during the early years of marriage. At the other end of the
childbearing range, fertility fell so markedly that by 1990 the value of Ig3
in all states was not much above zero. By 1990, I, values had declined
on average by about 40 per cent compared with 1957; the corres-
ponding declines for Ig2 and o3 values were 60 per cent and 90 per cent.
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Ovwerall Pattern of the Transition

The speed of the early change in Chinese fertility in the states was such
that I, dropped by about one-third in the period 1957-70. During the
first phase of the transition, each of the age components of I, fell by
similar proportions, with the contributions being largely from falls in
L IgZ’ and Ig3 values. In the second phase, the fall in I, was just over
one-fifth, with the major contribution coming from steep falls in Ig3
values. In the final phase, overall fertility fell by about one third, with
significant contributions coming from further declines in I, and in
marital fertility at all ages. Thus, initially, Chinese couples simply
married later and resorted to parity-related fertility control at the older
ages. Subsequently, while they continued to marry later, family planning
was increasingly adopted during the early years of marriage, both to
reduce family size and to regulate the timing of births.

Analysis of the Transition through Rectangular Hyperbole

An insightful three-dimensional perspective on the state-level Chinese
fertility transition, as measured through the Coale indices, is given if the
Ig (marital fertility) and I (proportions married) indices are combined
and are presented in the form of a series of rectangular hyperbole (Coale
and Watkins, 1986). An explanation of how to examine and interpret
rectangular hyperbole may be useful, particularly as the axes change in
different figures (but not in charts within the same figure).

Recall, first, that I, (overall fertility) is defined as the product of Ig
(marital fertility) and I (proportions married). It follows that combina-
tions of the latter yield given levels of I to form rectangular hyperbole,
as shown in the top half of Figure 4.3. In this figure, a family of hyper-
bole are shown for alternative values of the Coale indices—six curves of
I; values being given at levels 0.1-0.6. Point x illustrates one point along
the [;=0.1 function. The area bounded below x gives the product of
Ig:0.5 and I =0.2. The locus I, =0.1 simply combines Ig and I in a
fashion that maintains their product at the constant 0.1. These contours
are useful devices to identfy the levels of I, from alternative combina-
tions of I, and I .

Data are plotted for the Chinese in the states of Peninsular Malaysia
in 1957 in the top half of Figure 4.3, with the origin of both coordinates
set at 0, and with both axes scaled identically over their normal range,
that is, 0-1. The distribution of the I, and I | combination across states
is shown to be rather tightly clustered. In order to facilitate interpreta-
tion of the data, in subsequent figures the I . and I, axes may not start at
zero, and one axis may be scaled differently from the other. In the illus-
tration shown in the bottom half of Figure 4.3, the I axis is somewhat
‘stretched’ over the interval 0.45-0.75, whereas the Ig axis covers the
range 0.2~1. The I; contours are also somewhat stretched by this trans-
formation. However, the data points can now be more clearly inter-
preted. The bottom half of Figure 4.3 merely covers the rectangle
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FIGURE 4.3
Ilustrative Sketch of the Use of Rectangular Hyperbole for
Analysing the Coale Indices
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ABCD in the top half of the diagram. Knowing this helps explain the
differing pattern of the I curves in the figures given below.

The Chinese state fertility transition is portrayed first by reference to
the total changes of all women of childbearing ages in Figure 4.4, and
then by reference to women of young childbearing ages (15-24)
denoted with the subscript ;| in Figure 4.5, the prime childbearing ages
(25-39) denoted with the subscript , in Figure 4.6, and the older child-
bearing ages (40-49) denoted with the subscript , in Figure 4.7.

The 1957 quadrant of Figure 4.4 shows the scatter of the states

FIGURE 4.4
Fertility and Marriage Indices for Chinese Women by State in Peninsular
Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990

1957

0.8 -

0.8 -

0.7 -

0.8

0.5+

0.2 T L T T T 0.2 T T T T T
045 05 055 06 065 07 075 045 05 055 06 065 07 075
Im Im
o Johore * Kedah + Melacea X Negri = Pahang A Penang
Sembiian
X Perak * Selangor O Peninsular ¥ Singapore % Taiwan
Maiaysia
ig it ig i
1 1
1980 1890

/

0.5

0.4 — 0.3
0.3 -

- 0.2
0.2 \\\

0.45 0.5 0.55 0.6 0.65 0.7 0.75 ©.45 0.5 0.55 0.6 0.65 0.7 0.75

0.9
o8 - 06
0.7+
L os
0.6
- - 0.4
Soe
a
- —
T T T T T




80 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

FIGURE 4.5
Fertility and Marriage Indices for Chinese Women by State in Peninsular
Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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largely within the range of overall fertility (I;) of 0.5-0.6. This period is
characterized by high I and high Ig values. By 1970, lower I, values can
be seen as almost entirely due to the lower I, values. Over the next two
decades, reduced I, values are shown to be almost entirely due to lower
Ig, with hardly any further changes in I . Completion of the transition is
shown in the fourth quadrant, with low I, and low Ig values, in marked
contrast to the first quadrant. Note how much more tightly clustered the
scatter of points becomes over time.

Untl 1980, changes in I are shown to be largely the result of
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FIGURE 4.6
Fertility and Marriage Indices for Chinese Women by State in Peninsular
Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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changes in I, values; only in the period 1980-90 do the Igl values also
decline significantly (Figure 4.5). At the prime childbearing ages 25-39,
the transition in I, values is shown to be primarily the result of lower
marital fertility, that 1s, in I, values (Figure 4.6). Similarly, at the older
childbearing ages 40-49, low I values are shown to be due to the
phenomenal decline in I_;, such that childbearing at these ages is close to
zero. The values of I, hardly change, although the dispersion widens
with time (Figure 4.7).
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FIGURE 4.7
Fertility and Marriage Indices for Chinese Women by State in Peninsular
Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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Subculture and Infant Mortality Relations

The common pattern in the Chinese state fertility transition in
Peninsular Malaysia has led to a tendency towards convergence in
marriage and childbearing behaviour. Even so, some long-term state-
level differentials still exist, specially between high-fertility Johore and
low-fertility Penang. Two issues which are further examined in the
wider context of South-East and East Asia in Chapter 7 are briefly con-
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sidered here. First, do Chinese subcultural differences have an impact
on state differentials? Second, have the state fertility declines of
the Chinese been associated with corresponding changes in infant
mortality?

The Chinese in Peninsular Malaysia are largely second- or third-
generation descendants of persons originating from the south-eastern
provinces of China, mainly Fujian, Guandong, and Guangxi. While they
share a similar traditional culture and customs, they are still conscious of
subcultural differences, particularly the linguistic groups to which they
belong (Purcell, 1965; Siow, 1983). Numerically, the most important
groups in the Peninsula are the Hokkien, the Hakka, and the Cantonese;
the available data relate to 1957, but the geographic distribution is
unlikely to have significantly changed over time. The Hokkien, the
oldest community, are the most numerous in the old Straits Settlements
states of Penang and Malacca, as well as in Johore, whereas the Can-
tonese and Hakka are distributed throughout the Peninsula (Table 4.6).
By contrast with the European fertility transition, where linguistic differ-
ences played a part in fertility differentials (Coale and Watkins, 1986),
the state-level Chinese differentials cannot be explained by linguistic
concentrations, the linguistic group distributions in Penang and Johore
being much the same.

Declining infant mortality has frequently been cited as a major
determinant of fertility change (Freedman, 1961-2; Davis, 1963;
Carlsson, 1966). It is contended that as infant and childhood mortality
decline, couples soon realize that they do not need as many babies as
previously for a given number of them to survive to adulthood.
However, the evidence from the European Fertility Project severely

TABLE 4.6
Percentage Distribution of Chinese by State and Main Dialect Group in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1957

Number
State Hokkien Hakka Cantonese Tiechiu  Others (°000)
Johore ] 39.3 19.8 9.8 16.6 14.5 392.6
Kedah 30.3 15.4 15.5 30.1 8.8 144.1
Malacca 40.0 25.1 10.6 8.3 16.0 120.8
Negri Sembilan 22.9 33.6 26.4 2.4 14.7 150.1
Pahang 18.4 24.0 26.3 3.8 27.6 108.2
Penang 43.5 9.5 19.2 21.8 6.0 327.2
Perak 20.5 25.1 31.0 9.4 13.9 537.5
Selangor 32.7 25.9 25.6 6.3 9.5 488.6
Peninsular
Malaysia? 31.8 21.8 21.7 12.1 12.6  2,331.8

Source: Computed from data in Fell (1960).
#Includes Kelantan, Perlis, and Trengganu.
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TABLE 4.7
Infant Mortality Rates of Chinese (per 1,000 live births) by State in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1959, 1970, 1980, and 1990

State 1959 1970 1980 1990
Johore 45.2 31.3 21.5 10.0
Kedah 42.9 26.7 13.2 8.4
Malacca 42.9 29.5 13.8 6.2
Negri Sembilan 44.7 33.8 15.2 7.3
Pahang 41.4 31.2 19.0 8.2
Penang 34.7 31.8 16.4 7.3
Perak 40.5 29.9 16.1 7.4
Selangor 39.0 21.6 12.7 7.3
Peninsular Malaysia 41.0 28.5 16.0 7.9

Index of Change
Johore 100 69.2 47.6 22.1
Kedah 100 62.2 30.8 19.6
Malacca 100 68.8 32.2 14.5
Negri Sembilan 100 75.6 34.0 16.3
Pahang 100 75.4 459 19.8
Penang 100 91.6 47.3 21.0
Perak 100 73.8 39.8 18.3
Selangor 100 55.4 32.6 18.7
Peninsular Malaysia 100 69.5 39.0 19.3

Source: Computed from civil registration data.

challenged the proposition that there was a direct relationship between
declines in infant mortality and fertility (Van de Walle, 1986). Similarly, a
correlation analysis (results not shown here) of the relationship between
the level and rate of change in infant mortality, and the level and rate of
change in marital fertility in the states of Peninsular Malaysia revealed
no association between the two sets of variables. Despite the lack of
statistical association between trends in infant mortality and marital
fertility, in 1957 infant mortality was highest in Johore and Negri
Sembilan and lowest in Penang and Selangor as shown in Table 4.7-—
exactly the same pattern as for fertility.

Overview of Changes in Indian Fertility and Nuptiality by State

State Fertility Trends

Figure 4.8 provides an overview of the changes that have occurred since
the late 1950s in Indian TPFRs in six of the states of Peninsular
Malaysia; changes that have been as conspicuous as those of the
Chinese, if not more so. Several facets of the trends merit comment.
First, in the late 1950s, there was significant variation in Indian fertility
levels across the country. Although the variation was not quite as wide as
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FIGURE 4.8
Total Period Fertility Rates? for Indian Women by State® in Peninsular
Malaysia and Singapore, Selected Years 1958-1990
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2Relates to three-year averages centred on the years indicated.

bExcludes the states of Kelantan, Perlis, Pahang, Malacca, and Trengganu which have a
relatively small number of Indians.
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observed for the Chinese, levels of Indian fertility were significantly
higher. Total period fertility was highest in Johore and Negri Sembilan,
where it was above 8.5 per woman, and lowest in the states of Selangor
and Penang, where it was around 7.3. Second, Indian fertility started its
decline around the late 1950s in almost all states, initially a little slower
than the Chinese, but subsequently with very major declines between
1965 and 1970. This is the period in which the official family planning
programme got started and Indian estate workers were key targets for
the programme in those early years. Once Indian fertility decline began,
the response was similar in each of the states, and state differentials have
narrowed over time. However, as with the Chinese, the ranking of
Indian state fertility differentials that was observed in the late 1950s was,
with few exceptions, much the same three decades later. By the begin-
ning of the 1990s, Indian state total period fertility was clustered around
2.5 per woman. Finally, Indian fertility in Penang was much the same as
that among the Indians in Singapore until 1965. Subsequently, in
Singapore, it made a much more dramatic decline, falling to replacement
a decade later, in 1975. In Penang in the same year, it was almost double
that level. However, by 1990, Indian fertility in several of the states in
the Peninsula was not much above that of the Indians in Singapore.

State Nuptiality Trends

The state fertility transition of the Indians, like that of the Chinese, has
been accompanied by, and associated with, fundamental changes in
marriage behaviour. However, changes in Indian marriage patterns since
the late 1950s have been even more dramatic than those of the Chinese.
At that time, Indian women typically entered marriage (arranged by
their parents) at a very young age (Arshat et al., 1988). Thus, for example,
in 1957, some 53 per cent of women aged 15-19 had married, and hardly
any Indian women remained permanently unmarried (Table 4.8). In
contrast, by 1991, just 6 per cent of Indian women aged 15-19 had
married, and about 4 per cent were unmarried at ages 45-49.

Much of the change in Indian marriage behaviour in Peninsular
Malaysia took place over the relatively short period between 1957 and
1970, although significant changes also continued over the next two
decades. Changes in Indian marriage behaviour have been fairly
uniform in the states of the Peninsula. Thus, throughout the period
1957-91, marriage age has been earliest in Johore, Kedah, and Negri
Sembilan, states where fertility levels were relatively high, and latest in
Penang, Perak, and Selangor, states where fertility levels were lowest.

Indian Fertility and Nuptiality at the Start of Transition

At the start of the Indian fertility transition in Peninsular Malaysia,
overall fertility (I) ranged from a low of 0.60 in Penang to a quite re-
markable high of around 0.72 in Negri Sembilan and Johore (Table 4.9).
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TABLE 4.8

Proportion of Indian Women Ever Married by

Given Ages and Singulate Mean Age at Marriage by State in

Peninsular Malaysia, Selected Years 1957-1991

State 1957 1970 1980 1991
Ever Married at Ages 15-19
Johore 0.615 0.178 0.103 0.070
- Kedah 0.592 0.202 0.098 0.055
Negri Sembilan 0.588 0.179 0.089 0.066
Penang 0.442 0.146 0.070 0.060
Perak 0.520 0.159 0.085 0.056
Selangor? 0.508 0.165 0.080 0.054
Peninsular Malaysia 0.532 0.170 0.080 0.060
Ever Married at Ages 20-24
Johore 0.937 0.670 0.499 0.417
Kedah 0.932 0.671 0.473 0.374
Negri Sembilan 0.919 0.659 0.484 0.384
Penang 0.836 0.583 0.409 0.304
Perak 0.902 0.631 0.459 0.349
Selangor? 0.902 0.603 0.419 0.331
Peninsular Malaysia 0.906 0.630 0.452 0.354
Ever Married at Ages 45-49
Johore 0.996 0.996 0.983 0.973
Kedah 0.994 0.995 0.986 0.977
Negri Sembilan 0.996 0.993 0.982 0.956
Penang 0.989 0.989 0.972 0.946
Perak 0.997 0.993 0.979 0.961
Selangor? 0.993 0.987 0.973 0.950
Peninsular Malaysia 0.994 0.991 0.978 0.958
Singulate Meafl Age at Marriage
Johore 17.3 21.3 23.5 24.7
Kedah 17.4 21.2 23.7 25.5
Negri Sembilan 17.5 21.5 23.6 24.7
Penang 18.7 22.2 24.6 26.3
Perak 18.0 21.8 241 25.6
Selangor? 18.0 22.1 24.4 25.8
Peninsular Malaysia 17.9 21.8 24.1 25.5

Sources: As in Table 4.2.

Includes the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur.

In these latter two states, Indian fertility in the late 1950s was thus above
that recorded for the Hutterites in 1930.

In the late 1950s, the proportion of Indian women who were
married (I ) is also shown to be remarkably high, averaging 0.83 in
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Peninsular Malaysia—well above the Hutterite level (Table 4.10). In
Johore, I was at 0.86, and in all other states of the Peninsula above 0.8,
except in Penang where it was 0.79. These exceptionally high levels of
I, compared with West European levels, can be considered as typical of
the pre-modern parentally arranged Asian marriage pattern, where most
women entered marriage soon after (or even before) puberty and it was
rare to find women unmarried at age 30.

However, marital fertility among the Indians in the late 1950s, while
being high with Ig for Peninsular Malaysia at 0.79 (Table 4.11), was well
below the Hutterite standard, and even below that of the Chinese in the
Peninsula for whom it was 0.84 (see Table 4.5). Interestingly, Indian
state variations in I in 1957 were greater than their state variations in
L. The level of I o, Was highest in Negri Sembilan, where it was 0.85, and
lowest in Selangor, where it was 0.73. Significantly, the level of I among
the Indian community in Peninsular Malaysia in the late 1950s was well
above that in India, where it was around 0.6 during the same period
(Coale, 1973; Srinivasan, 1983).

Dimensions of Indian Fertility Transition at State Level

Early Phase of the Fertility Decline, 19571970

The period 1957-70 was characterized by sharp declines in the propor-
tions of Indian women married at the younger marriageable ages and in
marital fertility at ages 25 and above—a response that was much the
same as among the Chinese. There were big, and comparable, declines
in I, values in all states within the Peninsula, averaging around 40 per
cent (see Table 4.10 and Figure 4.9). In this early phase, marital fertility
tended to increase very slightly at the young ages, but there were big
falls in Ig2 and Ig3 values, entirely consistent with the start of parity-
related fertility control. The declines in marital fertility tended to be
most marked in Negri Sembilan and Johore, where fertility levels were
highest.

Middle Phase of the Transition, 1970-1980

The period 1970-80 was characterized by further changes in the
proportions of Indian women married at the young ages, as well as spec-
tacular declines in marital fertility at the older childbearing ages. The
values of I , declined sharply in all states, most notably in Penang and
Selangor, where levels were already lowest in 1970 (see Table 4.10 and
Figure 4.9). Similarly, the values of Ig3 fell by more than 60 per cent
in every state, and by almost 80 per cent in Penang during this decade.
Such was the extent of parity-related fertility control among the Indians
at the older childbearing ages, that by 1980 their Ig3 levels were just
one-fifth of the levels in 1957.
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Decline in Fertility to Near Replacement Level, 1980~1990

In the period 1980-90, the fall in I, continued, and was coupled with
declines in marital fertility at all ages. The sharp falls in marital fertility
were particularly conspicuous in Perak, which overtook Selangor and
Penang as the state with the lowest Indian fertility (see Table 4.11 and
Figure 4.9). During this phase, Indian couples were also using family
planning to control childbearing during the early years of marriage, as was
the case with Chinese couples. This is evidenced by the significant declines
in Igl' At the other end of the childbearing range, by 1990 the values of
Ig3 were so low that there was hardly any scope for further reductions.

Overall Pattern of the Indian Transition

The rapidity of the early change in overall Indian fertility in the
different states of Peninsular Malaysia was such that I, dropped by about
40 per cent between 1957 and 1970 in all the states; in Singapore, how-
ever, the corresponding decline was almost 60 per cent (see Table 4.9).
As with the Chinese, during this first phase of the transition, all com-
ponents of I, fell by similar proportions, with the contributions being
largely from fallsin I, Igz, and Ig3 values. In the second phase, the fall
in I, was just under one-fifth, with a significant contribution coming
from falls in I, but with the major contribution coming from falls in Ig3
values. In the final phase, overall fertility again fell by just over one-fifth,
with significant contributions coming from further declines in I_, and
marital fertility at all ages. Once again, as with the Chinese, imitially
Indian couples simply married later and resorted to parity-related
fertility control at the older ages. Subsequently, while they continued to
marry later, family planning was increasingly adopted during the ecarly
years of marriage, both to reduce family size and to regulate the timing
of births. The Indian state fertility transition is summarized in Figure 4.10
by reference to the total changes of all women of childbearing ages.
It shows a pattern quite similar to that of the Chinese in Figure 4.4. For
both communities, the transition proceeded at a similar pace in all states,
with the lead states being those where modernization variables were
highest. Thus, not surprisingly, the fertility transition was even faster

among these cultural groups in Singapore.
Figure 4.10

Conclusion

The transition from high to low fertility among the Chinese and Indians
was remarkably similar in all of the states of Peninsular Malaysia. For
both of these communities, once fertility decline started, the response
was almost identical, despite wide variations in levels between the states
in the late 1950s. In general, the early phase of the transition was
characterized by big rises in age at first marriage of women, coupled
with steep declines in marital fertility, particularly, but not exclusively, at
the older childbearing ages. Further sharp declines in fertility among
women in the older childbearing ages were also observed in the second
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FIGURE 4.10
Fertility and Marriage Indices for Indian Women by State in Peninsular
Malaysia and Singapore, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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and final phases, such that by 1990, Ig3 values were not much above
zero. During the final phase, when fertility fell to around replacement
level, values of Igl and Igz also fell substantially, strongly suggesting that
couples were using family planning not only to curtail childbearing but
also for spacing purposes and during the early years of marriage. The
more modern and urbanized state of Penang was the forerunner in fertility
decline for both communities, while Johore and Negri Sembilan, where
there is a tradition of plantation agriculture, were the laggards. However,
the state-level dispersion was significantly lower in 1990— within a one-
child range for both communities—than it had been in the late 1950s.
No subcultural differences were observed in Chinese or Indian fertility
levels, and no statistical association was found between the rate of
change in marital fertility and the rate of change in infant mortality.



5
Malay Fertility Changes by State

CHAPTER 3 showed that the transition from high to low fertility has
progressed much more slowly for the Malays than for the Chinese or
Indians in Peninsular Malaysia. Malay fertility trends have not followed
the pattern of most other countries, whereby once substantial decline
has begun, it maintains its momentum until low levels are reached. The
initial substantial fertility declines, from the mid-1960s to the mid-
1970s, were not sustained in the period up to the early 1990s. This
chapter examines the patterns of Malay fertility changes by state. It
seeks to establish whether the pause in the Malay fertility decline has
happened in all the states of the Peninsula, or whether there have been
divergent trends in the more modernized and more ethnically mixed
west coast states (see Chapter 1). What can an analysis of Malay state
fertility trends tell us about the factors that have led to sharply
contrasting trends compared with the Chinese and Indians, and can the
analysis help in the further development of theories of fertility change?

Differences between Malay State Populations

Although sharing the common religion of Islam, as well as many other
commonalities, the Malays in each of the states in Peninsular Malaysia
have their own unique cultural traditions and characteristics (Winstedt,
1950). For example, with respect to cultural traditions, in Negri
Sembilan the matriarchal system of adat perpatih still prevails in matters
of family life and inheritance, whereas a patriarchal system of adat
temenggong is followed by the Malays in all other states (Ryan, 1971). As
noted in Chapter 1, the Malays have traditionally maintained strong
loyalties to their state of birth. The main divide is between the Malays in
the relatively sparsely populated northern and east coast former
Unfederated States of Kedah, Kelantan, Trengganu, and Perlis, together
with Pahang, and those along the west coast, where there are sharp
socio-economic and subcultural differences. Three interrelated differ-
ences relevant to the study of their demography are briefly highlighted,
namely, (1) level of socio-economic development; (il) exposure to outside
populations; and (iii) religious practices.



98 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

Socio-economic Development

The level of socio-economic development of the Malays in the northern
and east coast states has continued to lag significantly behind that of the
Malays along the west coast. The people in these states are still predom-
inantly small-scale farmers, with lower educational attainment and
higher proportions living in poverty (Malaysia, 1991a). Conversely, in
the west coast states, the Malays are more urbanized and are engaged in
modern-sector activities requiring higher levels of education and skills.
The west coast states also tend to have higher proportions of households
with basic amenities and facilities, and, related to the above-mentioned
factors, lower levels of mortality (Malaysia, 1986).

Exposure to Outside Populations

The west coast states have long been subject to foreign migration and,
by implication, influences—both Western and Asian (see Chapter 1). As
a result, the people are much more ethnically mixed. As development
has progressed, there has also been increasing intermingling of the
different communities at work and in their daily lives. Moreover,
significant proportions of Malays in the west coast states, particularly in
Perak, Selangor, and Johore, are first- or second-generation descendants
of Indonesians. In addition, whercas Malays from the northern and east
coast states have a tradition of migration to the west coast states, gener-
ally for employment or education purposes, there has been relatively
little migration of Malays from the west coast states to those in the north
and east. This pattern of population movement is consistent with ex-
pectations, given disparities in levels of development. Thus, successive
population censuses have shown that the northern and east coast states
have experienced significant net interstate out-migration (Chander et al.,
1977; T. H. Khoo, 1983a; S. G. Khoo, 1995). The more homogeneous
nature of populations in the northern and east coast states has been an
important factor in helping to perpetuate traditional culture, close-knit
family ties, and community life.

Religious Practices

The people in the northern and east coast states, particularly in
Kelantan, tend more towards fundamentalist Islam than those along the
west coast. Their religious development has been closely linked to the
southern Malay provinces of Thailand, and their distinctive Islamic
tradition has drawn inspiration from Pattani in southern Thailand, a key
trading town, as well as an information centre for Islam in South-East
Asia from the seventeenth century onwards (Carstens, 1986). A large
proportion of Malays from these states support fundamentalist Islamic
beliefs and institutions, and stricter interpretation of religious dogma.
However, a major focus of their Islamic movement has been directed
against any political organizations, policies, and ways of life that they
view as unlslamic. By contrast, the Malays in the west coast states have
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historically been more influenced by Hinduism and by Javanese and
Western culture (see Chapter 1). This has tended to lessen their adher-
ence to strict doctrinaire Islam, as has the ethnic diversity in these states.

Overview of Changes in Malay Fertility and
Nuptiality by State

State Fertility Trends

Figure 5.1 provides a broad overview of the pattern of changes that have
occurred in Malay total period fertility rates (TPFR) in the states of
Peninsular Malaysia and in Singapore since the late 1950s. Four features
are apparent. First, in the late 1950s, there was significant variation in
Malay fertility levels across the Peninsula. The TPFR, at around 8 per
woman, was highest in Malacca, Negri Sembilan, and Johore; here also
it was highest among the Chinese and Indians. Fertility was lowest in the
east coast states and in Penang, where the TPFR was below 6 per
woman. Fertility levels in the other states were clustered in a narrow
range around 6.5. Second, when Malay fertility started to decline
around 1960, the response was similar in each of the states, except in
the east coast states of Kelantan, Trengganu, and Pahang, where there
were hardly any changes. Nevertheless, when Malay fertility levels began
to stabilize after the mid-1970s, and subsequently increased slightly, the
state response was fairly uniform. Third, although Malay fertility in
several states continued a very slow downtrend during the 1970s and
1980s, that in the east coast states hardly changed at all during the three
decades up to 1990. The result was that the range of state differentials
was as wide in 1990 as it had been in the late 1950s. Fourth, Malay
fertility in the former Straits Settlements of Penang, and to a lesser
extent Malacca, has been significantly lower than in other states
throughout much of the past three decades, but has not reached the low
levels of Singapore.

State Nuptiality Trends

The early phase of the Malay fertility transition, like that of the Chinese
and Indians, was clearly associated with their later age pattern of marriage.
In 1957, almost all Malay woman married, most at a very young age
with a partner chosen by their parents. With the passage of time,
arranged marriages among young Malay couples have become increasingly
less common, such that the 1984/5 Malaysian Population and Family
Survey (MPFS) found less than one-third of women aged 20-29 in
arranged marriages (Arshat et al., 1988). The substantial shift in Malay
marriage patterns has progressed throughout the past thirty years, but
was particularly conspicuous during the period 1957-70 (Table 5.1). By
1991, the Malay singulate mean age at marriage was 24.7 years—some
6.8 years later than in 1957—and was the same level as that of the
Chinese in 1970 and of the Indians in 1980. While Malay women are
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FIGURE 5.1
Total Period Fertility Rates for Malay Women by State? in Peninsular
Malaysia and Singapore, Selected Years® 1958-1990
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Proportion of Malay Women Ever Married by Given Ages and
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage by State in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991

State 1957 1970 1980 1991
Ever Married at Ages 15-19
Johore 0.455 0.161 0.076 0.045
Kedah 0.570 0.234 0.107 0.051
Kelantan 0.755 0.398 0.170 0.069
Malacca 0.350 0.137 0.048 0.037
Negri Sembilan 0.504 0.151 0.064 0.035
Pahang 0.544 0.284 0.163 0.061
Penang 0.407 0.130 0.063 0.040
Perak 0.458 0.177 0.191 0.043
Selangor? 0.466 0.200 0.078 0.041
Trengganu 0.682 0.352 0.157 0.064
Peninsular Malaysia 0.541 0.227 0.105 0.051
Ever Married at Ages 20-24
Johore 0.862 0.597 0.477 0.351
Kedah 0.941 0.728 0.568 0.406
Kelantan 0.976 0.846 0.652 0.482
Malacca 0.845 0.566 0.392 0.344
Negri Sembilan 0.930 0.636 0.473 0.397
Pahang 0.908 0.754 0.637 0.489
Penang 0.863 0.546 0.406 0.257
Perak 0.865 0.619 0.492 0.417
Selangor? 0.859 0.603 0.411 0.305
Trengganu 0.970 0.831 0.649 0.458
Peninsular Malaysia 0.906 0.676 0.514 0.382
Ever Married at Ages 45-49
Johore 0.993 0.991 0.976 0.971
Kedah 0.995 0.996 0.989 0.948
Kelantan 0.995 0.995 0.992 0.990
Malacca 0.988 0.992 0.983 0.971
Negri Sembilan 0.997 0.996 0.987 0.977
Pahang 0.993 0.992 0.985 0.984
Penang 0.992 0.992 0.979 0.961
Perak 0.996 0.992 0.980 0.968
Selangor? 0.995 0.988 0.976 0.964
Trengganu 0.996 0.996 0.989 0.989
Peninsular Malaysia 0.994 0.993 0.983 0.977
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage
Johore 18.6 22.1 23.7 25.0
Kedah 17.5 20.5 22.5 24.4
Kelantan 16.4 18.9 214 23.5
Malacca 19.1 22.4 24.8 253

(continued)
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TABLE 5.1 (continued)

State 1957 1970 1980 1991
Negri Sembilan 17.9 21.7 23.7 24.4
Pahang 17.8 20.2 21.7 23.5
Penang 18.7 22.5 24.6 26.3
Perak 18.6 22.0 23.7 24.4
Selangor? 18.6 21.8 24.3 25.5
Trengganu 16.7 19.3 21.6 23.8
Peninsular Malaysia 17.9 21.1 23.2 24.7

Sources: Computed from data in the 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1991 state-level census
reports.
2Includes the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur.

marrying at ever later ages, unlike the Chinese there is no evidence yet
of a sharp movement away from universal marriage.

State-level variations in marriage are as pronounced as those in
fertility. The trend has been for states in which marriage age is lowest to
also become those where fertility is highest—a contrast to the situation
in the late 1950s. In 1957, Malay women in Kedah and the east coast
states married earliest. However, fertility in these states also tended to be
among the lowest (see Figure 5.1). Marriage age in the southern state of
Johore, where fertility is relatively high, has always been among the
latest. Marriage age is latest of all in the former Straits Settlements of
Malacca and Penang (see Table 5.1), which are also characterized by
relatively lower fertility. While the trend towards later marriage has
occurred in every state, such that by 1991 less than 10 per cent of Malay
women in any particular state had married by ages 15-19, state differen-
tials have remained remarkably similar throughout the past three
decades.

Malay Fertility and Nuptiality in the Late 1950s

Levels and trends in I I,and Ig values for the Malays in the states of
the Peninsula and Singapore are shown in Tables 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4, and a
summary of the changes in disaggregated 1 and Ig values in Figure 5.2
(see Chapter 4 for a discussion and interpretation of these indices). In
the late 1950s, overall fertility (I) in Peninsular Malaysia ranged from a
low of 0.45 in Penang and Pahang to a high of around 0.7 in Malacca
and Negri Sembilan (see Table 5.2), where it was of a similar magnitude
to that for the Hutterites in 1930. Examination of the separate effects of
the proportions married and marital fertility helps explain the very wide
state variation in I; levels. The proportions of Malay women who were
married (I) is shown to be exceptionally high—above 0.74 in every
state (Table 5.3), a higher level than among Hutterite women in 1930.
The I values were highest in the east coast states, where they exceeded
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0.8, and lowest in Penang and Malacca. Marital fertility among the
Malays varied very markedly among the states, with values of Ig ranging
from a high of 0.93 in Malacca, close to the Hutterite standard, to
around 0.56 in the east coast states (Table 5.4). In the late 1950s, Malay
marital fertility was below that of the Chinese and Indians in most of the
states of the Peninsula (see Chapter 4).

Dimensions of Malay Fertility Changes at State Level

Early Phase of the Fertility Decline, 1957-1970

The period 1957-70 was characterized by sharp declines in the propor-
tons of Malay women married at the younger ages, as well as in marital
fertlity, particularly at ages 40 and above. Values of I, fell markedly in
all states, ranging from 48 per cent in Negri Sembilan to
26 per cent in Kelantan. By 1970, the range of the I, values in the
states had widened compared with 1957, reflecting the more modest
falls in the east coast states where levels remained highest. There were
hardly any changes in I, values, while those of I, increased, reflecting
the decline in the proportions divorced and widowed (see below). In this
early phase of Malay fertility decline, marital fertility tended to increase
at the young ages in most states, but there were big. falls in Ig3 in all
states, and to a lesser extent in Ig2> that is, marital fertility at ages 25-39
* and 40-49 respectively, consistent with the start of parity-related fertility
control. Nevertheless, overall declines in marital fertility were much
more marked in the west coast states. The declines in marital fertility
during this period may have been associated with the early campaign of
the national family planning programme.

Differential Fertility Change, 1970~1980

The period 1970-80 was characterized by continued changes in the
proportions of Malay women married in all states and contrasting trends
in marital fertility between the west and east coast states. Declines in the
proportions married were generally limited to the young ages (I, values),
and were reasonably consistent in all states. Marital fertility continued a
steady, albeit rather slow, decline in the west coast states but, in sharp
contrast, increased in the east coast states. The declines in west coast
marital fertility were most marked at the older childbearing ages, that is,
in Ig3 values. However, unlike the case of the Chinese and Indians, there
appeared to be no really spectacular increases in parity-related fertility
control at the older childbearing ages. Conversely, there were small
increases in Malay marital fertility at all ages in the east coast states,
most conspicuously in Kelantan and Trengganu. The result was that by
1980 marital fertility in the east coast states, which had been below that
of the west coast states in 1957 and 1970, had become higher, although
the range between the highest and lowest states had narrowed by the
end of this period (see Table 5.4).
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Further Slow Fertility Decline, 1980—1990

Between 1980 and 1990, there were significant further declines in
marriage at the young ages, coupled with reductions in marital fertility
in most states. The declines in I, values tended to be less marked than
in the previous two periods, with a tendency for states that had the
smallest changes in the two previous phases to experience the most
marked changes. Marital fertility declines at the younger childbearing
ages, in Igl and Igz values, albeit rather modest, were noticeably consistent
with some increased use of family planning for spacing purposes. At
the older childbearing ages (Ig3), fertility fell much less sharply than
expected on the basis of the pattern of change among the Chinese and
Indians, and even increased in Kelantan and Trengganu. As a con-
sequence of these trends, by 1990 the differentials in marital fertility
between the east and west coast states had become more marked than a
decade earlier.

Qwerall Pattern of the Change

Over the period 1957-90, Malay I fell by almost 40 per cent, with
the level of reduction being much greater in the west coast states
(see Table 5.2). The rise in women’s age at marriage, which was reason-
ably uniform in the states, played an important part throughout the
Peninsula, especially in the east coast states. Reductions in marital fer-
tility during this period, as measured through Ig, amounted to less than
20 per cent overall (see Table 5.4). However, this overall figure conceals
wide state differentials. Marital fertility declined by more than 30 per
cent in the west coast states, while in the northern state of Kedah, the
reduction has been more modest. Conversely, marital fertility actually
increased in the east coast states of Kelantan, Trengganu, and Pahang.

Figure 5.3 provides an overall perspective on the pattern of differen-
tials through time. In 1957, there were relatively narrow differentials in
state marriage levels but wide variations in state marital fertility levels. In
the next two decades, as the transition to later marriage continued,
differences in I values widened and those in marital fertility narrowed.
By 1990, state variations in I had become small, but once again there
were big differences in marital fertility. In contrast to 1957, when
fertility was highest in the west coast states, in 1990 it was lowest in
these states. In several respects, the pattern of fertility transition in the
west coast states has been similar to that of the Chinese and Indians (see
Chapter 4), although it has proceeded at a much slower pace. What has
been unique is the pattern of fertility change in the east coast states
where marital fertility levels in 1990 were above those in 1957.

Factors in Lower East Coast Fertility in the Late 1950s

It is instructive briefly to consider the causes of the wide state variation
in Malay fertility in the late 1950s. The possibility of some under-
registration of Malay births in the more rural east coast states cannot be



MALAY FERTILITY CHANGES BY STATE 111

FIGURE 5.3
Fertility and Marriage Indices for Malay Women by State in
Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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entirely ruled out. However, given that comparable regional fertility
differentials were shown for the 1950s in the 1984/5 MPFS data, it is
highly probable that there were other more important causes. First, the
east coast Malays traditionally had, and continue to have, higher divorce
rates than those on the west coast (Saw, 1967b; G. W. Jones, 1994).
Although there has been some tightening of family laws affecting
divorce during recent decades, it was, and remains, relatively easy for a
Malay man to divorce his wife under Islamic law (G. W. Jones, 1994).
The exceptionally high divorce rates among young Malay women, many
of whom had married even before puberty, led to frequent disruptions
in their childbearing. The 1957 census shows how the magnitude of
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FIGURE 5.4
Malay Total Period Fertility Rates by Proportions of Women Aged 15-49
Who Were Divorced and Widowed by State in Peninsular Malaysia, 1957
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divorced women (who had not remarried) of childbearing ages differed
in the states, and approached 9 per cent in Kelantan and Trengganu
(Figure 5.4); the 1947 census showed even higher proportions divorced.
In 1957, some 25 per cent of all Malay women in the Peninsula, but
more than one-third in Kelantan and Trengganu, had married more
than once, and sizeable proportions had done so three or more times
(G. W. Jones, 1994). Censuses since 1957 have shown that the propor-
tions of divorced Malay women (who had not remarried) has declined
markedly. While there is no clear relationship between the proportion of
women divorced and the level of fertility, frequent disruptions to
marriage have undoubtedly affected levels of childbearing. In the late
1950s, an added factor in the disruption of marriages, particularly at the
older childbearing ages, was the high incidence of widowhood. Sharply
lower levels of divorce and widowhood over the past three decades may
well have been significant contributory factors in rising east coast fertility.

Second, the Malays have a history of prolonged breastfeeding, which
has tended to extend their period of post-partum amenorrhoea relative
to other communities in the Peninsula (Da Vanzo and Haaga, 1982;
Arshat et al., 1988; Da Vanzo, 1992). Breastfeeding for a period of
around two years has traditionally been favoured and promoted by Islam
(Page et al., 1982), although the median duration is less in Malaysia.
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FIGURE 5.5
Malay Total Period Fertility Rates by Infant Mortality Rates and State in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1957 and 1990
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Breastfeeding has long been encouraged during lessons on religious
studies among the Malays, and it is reasonable to hypothesize that the
period of breastfeeding would have been longer among the Malays in
the more traditional and religious-bound east coast states. However,
confirmatory data are lacking.

Fertility and Changing Infant Mortality Levels

As noted in Chapter 4, declining infant and child mortality have long
been cited as important determinants of fertility change. In the late
1950s, Malay infant mortality per 1,000 live births was above 70 in
every state, and close to 100 in a few. Over the next three decades it
declined dramatically, reflecting the rapid socio-economic transforma-
tion of the country, such that by 1990 the level for all states was in the
very narrow range of 13-16. Yet, even with these greatly increased
survival chances, fertility has not responded in the expected manner,
and in fact has even increased in the east coast states (Figure 5.5). In so
far as the level of infant mortality is a sensitive index of broad socio-
economic conditions of a population, the changes in fertility in the west
coast states almost certainly reflect changes in these conditions rather
than improved childhood survival. It is evident that relatively high levels
of fertility are compatible with low levels of infant mortality. Stated in
another way, socio-economic conditions favourable to reduced infant
mortality can also result in increased fertility.
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Use of Family Planning and Malay Fertility Changes

Context of the Introduction of Family Planning

The Malaysian government first established an official family planning
programme in 1966 to promote smaller families (see Chapter 3). Even
before that year, family planning had made significant inroads in urban
areas of the Peninsula through the work of private clinics run by the
voluntary family planning associations. The official programme was not
universally welcomed in the Peninsula and, when introducing legislation
to support it in Parliament, the government emphasized the links
between family planning and the welfare of mothers and their children—
a strategy designed to diminish political and religious opposition,
particularly among the Malays (Lee et al., 1973). Although some prom-
inent Malay leaders had supported the introduction of family planning,
others had reservations, seeing it as an interference with God’s will. East
coast political opposition was, in particular, expressed through the Pan-
Malayan Islamic Party (now Partai Islam Se Malaysia or PAS), which
saw the government thinking on this matter as having been influenced
by liberal Western values (Iee et al., 1973). Opposition to the idea of
family planning grew, even among some members of the ruling Malay
party of UMNO, following the May 1969 ethnic riots (see Chapter 1).
The riots heightened concerns about the link between fertility control
and the ethnic balance of the population, and its obvious implications
for political power. Several Malay politicians and religious leaders ques-
tioned the necessity of the official family planning programme, although
others saw the adoption of it as a way in which the Malays could narrow
the education and economic gap between themselves and the other
communities.

Use of Family Planning

In its first five years, the official family planning programme was
concentrated almost exclusively in urban areas, largely populated by the
non-Malays. Subsequently, it was extended to rural areas, in a low-key
manner so as to minimize opposition, by integrating it with the maternal
and child health programmes in rural health centres. The programme
was voluntary, contraceptive services were provided, and demand
created through information campaigns. By the mid-1970s, there had
been a steady growth in the use of family planning by all communities in
Peninsular Malaysia, although prevalence rates were much lower among
the Malays (Johnson et al., 1978). Despite some opposition, the pro-
gramme continued throughout the 1970s, but with care being taken not
to offend rural leaders. However, a subtle shift in Malaysia’s anti-natalist
stance came about in the 1970s, and can be detected from the Mid-term
Review of the Third Malaysia Plan (1976-80), which no longer saw
population growth as a major problem, and showed that allocations
made in the Third Plan for the provision of family planning were under-
spent (Malaysia, 1978). The official change in population policy, from
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anti-natalism to pro-natalism, came in the early 1980s, with emphasis
placed on promoting family welfare and development, rather than on
spreading the use of family planning.

A steady fall in the number of new acceptors to the family planning
programme occurred in the late 1970s, but the fall was substantially
greater following the announcement of the New Population Policy (Tey
et al., 1985). In most states, the number of new acceptors to the family
planning programme during much of the 1980s was less than in the
early 1970s. Further, the level of new acceptors was always much lower
in the east coast states than elsewhere (Table 5.5).

Additional information on the use of family planning comes from the
1984/5 MPFS (Arshat et al., 1988). In the MPFS, Peninsular Malaysia
was divided into four regions, namely, north, south, east, and central,
the sample numbers being too small to make an analysis by state. The
north comprises the states of Kedah, Perlis, Penang, and Perak; the

TABLE 5.5
Number and Rate of New Family Planning Acceptors by State in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1970, 1980, and 1990

State 1970 1980 1990
Number (000)
Johore 8.9 9.9 7.7
Kedah 4.0 7.4 6.1
Kelantan 1.7 2.6 2.9
Malacca 2.9 3.1 3.0
Negri Sembilan 4.1 3.4 4.2
Pahang 3.2 4.3 5.0
Penang 6.7 8.0 6.1
Perak 8.7 9.3 9.4
Selangor 11.3 15.0 13.9
Trengganu 1.9 2.1 2.3
Peninsular Malaysia 53.5 65.1 60.6
Rate per 1,000 Currently Married Women Aged 15-49

Johore 54.1 44 .4 23.9
Kedah 28.4 45.8 28.1
Kelantan 15.7 20.1 16.3
Malacca 55.6 50.5 34.7
Negri Sembilan 66.1 43.7 38.2
Pahang 45.1 37.8 32.0
Penang 65.5 61.7 33.7
Perak 41.0 37.4 28.2
Selangor 51.8 43.6 26.3
Trengganu 29.1 27.7 221
Peninsular Malaysia 44.6 41.6 27.3

Source: Computed from data supplied to the author by the National Population and
Family Development Board.
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south, the state of Johore; the east, Kelantan, Trengganu, and Pahang;
and the central region, Negri Sembilan, Malacca, Selangor, and Kuala
Lumpur. This regional classification is not ideal, since, for example, two
of the four states in the northern region, Perlis and Kedah, are much
closer in many respects to those of the eastern region. Nevertheless,
differential regional levels of contraceptive use are apparent. In no
region is the use of efficient methods of family planning by any marriage
cohort of Malays above 25 per cent (Table 5.6), much lower propor-
tions than among the Chinese or Indians. A striking feature of the
figures is that Malays in the east coast states are much less likely to use
birth control, particularly effective methods, than those elsewhere in the
Peninsula.

Coale and Trussell’s m Index

An indirect approach for assessing trends and differentials in the level of
fertility control in the states can be made by using Coale and Trussell’s
m index. This index measures the deviation of age-specific marital
fertility from natural fertility, that is, marital fertility under conditions
where fertility-limiting behaviour is not parity-dependent (see Chapter 4).
Its theoretical basis assumes that the age pattern of marital fertility has a
typical form in populations with, or without, parity-dependent control
(Coale, 1971). In a study of the age patterns of fertility among several
European and Asian populations, Knodel (1977) showed that whereas
populations with natural fertility tend to have convex fertility curves at
ages above 20, those in populations with controlled fertility are concave.

TABLE 5.6
Percentage of Currently Married Malay Women Using Contraception by
Marriage Cohort and Region in Peninsular Malaysia, 1984/5 MPFS

Marriage Cohort North Central East South
All Methods
1950-9 36 45 20 43
1960-9 46 62 30 63
1970-9 48 57 34 . 51
All women 42 46 29 51
Efficient Methods
1950-9 10 17 5 9
1960-9 17 21 10 16
1970-9 25 23 8 22
All women 19 20 9 20
Sample Numbers
1950-9 (111) (53) (83) (44)
1960-9 (167) (101) (150) (57)
1970-9 (284) (188) (221) (111)
All women (725) (512) (586) (288)

Source: Computed from 1984/5 MPES data.
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Under conditions of natural fertility, fertility declines slowly with age
until reduced levels of fecundity and lower levels of sexual intercourse
impact at the older childbearing ages. By contrast, under conditions of
controlled fertility, there is a much more rapid decline once desired
family size has been achieved.

Coale and Trussell proposed a model of marital fertility in two
parameters—M describing the level of marital fertility, and m describing
the extent of parity-dependent control (Coale and Trussell, 1974 and
1978; United Nations, 1983). The M parameter, the ratio of the
observed marital fertility to the natural fertility standard for women aged
20-24, is used as a scale factor in the calculation of m so as to make it
entirely independent of the level of fertility. An inadequacy of the
Coale—Trussell model is its failure to allow for differences between
populations in their composition by marriage duration (Page, 1977).
Moreover, it should be remembered that other factors apart from parity-
dependent family limitation can also affect the age pattern of deviation
from natural fertility, such as frequent interruptions to marriage (and
childbearing) through divorce, as historically found among the Malays
in Malaysia. Hence, care is necessary when interpreting trends and
differentials in m values.

While there is no simple threshold value of s that necessarily implies
the presence of family limitation (Wilson et al., 1988), an m value above
0.2 is generally taken to indicate some degree of control (Lavely and
Freedman, 1990). The greater the value of m, the greater the deviation
from the natural fertility, and hence the greater the amount of fertility
control implied. If m is very large, the schedule shows rapidly dimin-
ishing ratios of fertility relative to natural fertility as age increases. If m
is negative, this indicates that fertility declines more slowly with age than
in the natural fertility standard. If observed marital fertility deviates
from natural fertility according to the typical pattern, the value of m at
all ages above 20-24 would be identical. However, in practice, observed
m values by age-group are seldom uniform.

A simple way of examining trends in fertility control is through the
use of m values based on all age-groups above 20 (Table 5.7). Between
1957 and 1970, m values of the Malays increased in all states, reflecting
some increased use of family planning. Levels are shown to be highest in
Penang and Malacca. There is no evidence in the sequence of state
m values of any consistent secular increase in fertility control as could
have been expected on the basis of the trend between 1957 and 1970,
and the presumption that once an innovative behaviour has been
adopted it rapidly diffuses to all sections of the population. In 1980,
m values were much the same as they had been in 1970, and in 1990
there were marked reductions in several states. In Kedah, Kelantan, and
Trengganu, m values in 1990 had declined to much the same levels as
they had been in 1957.
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TABLE 5.7
Index of Fertility Control (#)? for Malay Women by State in
Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore, 1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990

State 1957 1970 1980 1990
Johore -0.04 0.40 0.48 0.38
Kedah 0.24 0.49 0.50 0.20
Kelantan 0.11 0.49 0.49 0.16
Malacca 0.53 0.89 0.90 0.58
Negri Sembilan 0.31 0.65 0.70 0.40
Pahang 0.21 0.37 0.31 0.33
Penang 0.39 0.82 0.64 0.70
Perak 0.04 0.43 0.51 0.25
Selangor 0.08 0.39 0.59 0.80
Trengganu 0.29 0.57 0.47 0.11
Peninsular

Malaysia 0.17 0.49 0.51 0.42
Singapore 0.59 0.69 1.61 1.37
Standard Error of m
Johore 0.09 0.05 0.03 0.05
Kedah 0.11 0.02 0.003 0.03
Kelantan 0.29 0.02 0.04 0.04
Malacca 0.11 0.07 0.03 0.10
Negri Sembilan 0.12 0.06 0.02 0.09
Pahang 0.18 0.05 0.004 0.04
Penang 0.04 0.07 0.04 0.09
Perak 0.09 0.04 0.04 0.04
Selangor 0.13 0.02 0.02 0.08
Trengganu 0.27 0.02 0.04 0.03
Peninsular

Malaysia 0.10 0.03 0.004 0.03
Singapore 0.10 0.18 0.11 0.12

aComputed using the equation given below:
In (¢@)/AD)) = In(M) + mo(i)
where ¢(i) is the observed age-specific marital fertility rate;
h() is the age-specific standard natural fertility rate;
(i) is the deviation pattern from natural fertility; and
M s a scaling factor.

Conclusion

Malay fertility trends and their interpretation have been a subject of
considerable interest, as well as some debate, among observers of South-
East Asian demography. On the one hand, it is argued that Malay
fertility trends will inevitably respond to economic and structural
changes, as with populations elsewhere in East and South-East Asia, and
that the current lag is due to period phenomena (Hirschman, 1986;
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G. W. Jones, 1990). On the other hand, the importance of funda-
mentalist Islamic values, cultural norms, and political context are seen as
being of central importance in sustaining relatively high Malay fertility
(Leete, 1989a; Leete and Tan, 1993).

This analysis of Malay state fertility trends has thrown new light on
the nature of the overall changes. It has shown that since the late 1950s
there have been significant declines, albeit at a modest and discon-
tinuous pace, in Malay fertility in the west coast states, and to a lesser
extent in the northern state of Kedah. Current generations of Malay
women in these states, while still having three to four children, are less
likely than their mothers to bear more than three children—by no means
an insignificant reduction. By contrast, in the east coast states there has
been little change in overall fertility for the past forty years. Marriage age
has risen just as sharply as elsewhere in the Peninsula, but marital
fertility has tended to increase in comparison with the relatively low
levels prevailing in these states in the late 1950s.

The provision of primary and secondary education greatly expanded
around the early 1960s, and the resulting increased educational attain-
ment of the population has undoubtedly been the key factor responsible
for later age at first marriage throughout the Peninsula. Literacy levels
among women of childbearing ages have increased markedly in all states,
although levels tend to be lower in the east coast states (Table 5.8).
Comparable data for years beyond 1980 are not available, but it is
certain that levels in all states would have increased given the continued
expansion of education, and the fact that relatively older women of
childbearing ages in 1980, among whom illiteracy rates were highest,
would no longer be of childbearing ages in 1990 and beyond.

Yet, despite an increasingly educated female population, increased
rates of urbanization, modern sector employment, and greatly increased
infant and child survival, there has not been widespread adoption of a

TABLE 5.8
Percentage of Malay Females Aged 15-49 Literate by State in
Peninsular Malaysia, 1957 and 1980

State 1957 1980
Johore 27.6 80.1
Kedah 154 69.0
Kelantan 11.0 58.4
Malacca 25.6 77.2
Negri Sembilan 38.0 81.6
Pahang 26.7 75.9
Penang 46.0 85.1
Perak 42.9 77.8
Perlis 251 74.2
Trengganu 11.5 65.1

Selangor 37.3 87.7
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small family norm among the Malays. Only in the former Straits
Settlement states of Penang and Malacca, where the Malays have long
been subjected to external influences, and where in the former they are a
minority community and in the latter only a small majority, is the total
period fertility approaching 3 per woman. The strong influences of
traditional pro-natalist Malay culture have tended to lessen the pressures
of rapid development for low levels of fertility, as has cognizance of the
link between population size and maintaining political dominance.

The Malays in the east coast states, particularly in Kelantan and
Trengganu, have their own distinct subculture. Their stronger tradi-
tional kinship structure, their cultural base, and the more conservative
and pervasive influence of religion on their daily lives have made them
much more resistant to change than their west coast counterparts.
Although the proportions of households living in poverty in these states
in 1990 were among the highest of all states, current proportions are
markedly lower than in the late 1950s (Malaysia, 1991a). Development
factors appear to be much less important than cultural and political
factors in sustaining high east coast Malay fertility. In this heartland of
the principal Malay fundamentalist Islamic opposition party PAS, where
typically more than 40 per cent of voters in general elections have
supported this party (New Straits Times Press Research and Information
Services, 1990), there is very low use of modern methods of birth
control despite almost universal knowledge among married couples
about family planning.



6
Demographic Change in
Sabah and Sarawak

WHILE the demographic situation in Peninsular Malaysia has been
widely reported, very much less has been published on the demography
of Sabah and Sarawak since Jones’s seminal work on the population of
Borneo covering the period up to 1960 (L. W. Jones, 1966). This is
primarily because vital statistics in Sabah and Sarawak are incomplete,
and the series of fertility and family planning surveys held in the
Peninsula have not covered these states. Further, population census data
have generally been insufficiently robust to make fertility and mortality
estimates by direct means (Leete and Kwok, 1986). This gap in the
demographic accounting of Malaysia has often led to the assumption
that fertility and mortality levels in Sabah and Sarawak are the same as,
or similar to, those in Peninsular Malaysia. However, the ethnic com-
position of these two relatively sparsely populated states differs and they
are significantly less developed than the Peninsula, both of which
suggest that their demographic trends could also differ.

This chapter pieces together the available vital registration and census
data to construct a profile of trends in mortality and fertility in Sabah
and Sarawak since 1960. It begins with a short account of the setting of
Sabah and Sarawak, the people, and their characteristics. Next, mortality
estimates are made using indirect estimation techniques, and these in
turn are used to help estimate trends in fertility. In making the various
estimates, considerable attention is given to evaluating the quality of the
available data. The best estimates of mortality and fertility for Sabah and
Sarawak are considered and compared with those for the Peninsula.
Since the full results of the 1991 population census had not been
released at the time this book was being prepared, much of the analysis
in this chapter does not go beyond 1980. However, Sabah and Sarawak
each carried out a Population and Family Survey (PFS) in 1989
(Malaysia, National Population and Family Development Board, 1992a
and 1992b). While the design and sample size limit the potential of
using data from these two surveys alone for making ethnically disaggreg-
ated demographic estimates, PFS data are used together with those from
civil registration to assess post-1980 fertility trends.



122 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

The Setting, the People, and Their Characteristics

Resource-rich Sabah and Sarawak joined the Federation of Malaysia in
1963 (see Chapter 1). They are situated on the island of Borneo,
separated from Peninsular Malaysia by some 600 kilometres of the
South China Sea. They are the largest of Malaysia’s thirteen states.
Sarawak, with an area of about 124 450 square kilometres, and Sabah
with 73700 square kilometres together comprise 60 per cent of
Malaysia’s total land area. Along their interior margins is the border
separating the two states from Kalimantan (part of Indonesia), while the
small independent nation of Brunei Darussalam lies on the north-eastern
coast of Sarawak, between them. A sizeable part of the land area of
Sabah and Sarawak is mountainous highland that supports luxuriant
tropical forests (Lee, 1965; Jackson, 1968). Both states have long coast-
lines and a multitude of rivers which have histerically played an import-
ant part in settlement patterns, as well as providing a vital means of
transportation, especially in the interior of Sarawak.

Timber and estate agriculture, coupled with oil and gas, are the
mainstay of the economies of Sabah and Sarawak. However, the federal
government and not the state government has control over the oil and
gas revenues. Unlike in Peninsular Malaysia, there has been hardly any
significant diversification in the economies of Sabah and Sarawak. In
particular, there has been heavy reliance on the timber industry to
underpin and resource economic development efforts (King, 1994).
In general, much of the economic gains through logging, commercial
agricultural estates, and oil and gas have not directly involved the
majority of the indigenous population, although there have been indirect
benefits stemming from off-farm employment opportunities, for example.

The people of Sabah and Sarawak are of indigenous and immigrant
stock. The indigenous people comprise a large number of tribal groups
with differing characteristics and settlement patterns. They are similar in
appearance to the Malays, to whom they are related, but have different
dialects/languages and religions. With respect to the latter, some groups
are mainly Christians, some mainly Muslims, and some are animists.
But many groups are divided in their religious affiliation having been
subject to different conversion movements, of which Islam has been to
the forefront in recent decades (King, 1994). Moreover, both the
community and religious composition of these two states, particularly
Sabah, have also been markedly affected by immigration—largely of
estate labourers from Indonesia and construction and service workers
from the Philippines. In Sabah, large numbers of foreign migrants have
entered the state illegally, and a sizeable proportion live in squatter
settlements along the coastal areas.

The official population census reports for Sabah and Sarawak up
to 1960 gave very detailed classifications of the indigenous groups,
even though it was frequently difficult for census officials to classify
the people accurately because of doubt, even among the individuals
themselves, about the name of the group to which they belonged
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(L. W. Jones, 1966). Subsequent decennial population censuses have
given less detailed classifications, and changes over time in nomenclature
and ways of classifying and tabulating the official information add
further to the discontinuities in the data. Thus, for example, as a result
of a political directive of the Sabah state government, all the indigenous
communities in Sabah enumerated in the 1980 census were classified
together as Pribumi (‘sons of the earth’)—a category that also subsumed
the growing numbers of migrants from Indonesia and the Philippines.
Moreover, as noted in Chapter 1, for the first time, the 1991 census
divided the people into Malaysian citizens and non-Malaysian citizens
before grouping them by community.

Trends in the population size and percentage distribution of the main
communities in Sabah and Sarawak show how markedly they have
changed between 1960 and 1991 (Table 6.1). Since the various
classificatory discontinuities described above have been greatest for
Sabah, the figures for that state in Table 6.1 need to be interpreted with
considerable care. In Sabah, the main indigenous communities are the
Dusuns/Kadazans (until the 1991 census these two communities were
grouped together as Kadazan), Bajaus, Indonesians, and Muruts. The
Dusuns are mainly Muslims and more rural while the Kadazans are
mainly Christians and have a significant urban presence. The Bajaus,
Muslim peoples found on the east and west coast, are primarily engaged
in fishing and farming. A conspicuous feature of the trends in Table 6.1
is the growth in number of Indonesians living in Sabah who have
become Malaysian citizens. Note, too, that in 1991 about one quarter of
Sabah’s population were non-Malaysian citizens.

In Sarawak, the largest of the indigenous groups are the Ibans
(formerly classified as Sea Dayaks), a farming community mainly
located in the interior. Most Ibans are Christians, although a significant
minority do not adhere to any orthodox religion. The next largest group
are the Malays who live mainly in the towns, particularly in the state
capital of Kuching, and along the coast. Other sizeable groups are the
mainly Christian Bidayuhs (formerly classified as Land Dayaks) and the
Melanaus, who are predominantly Muslims. These latter two groups
were initially found mostly in coastal and riverine villages but subsequently
largely relocated towards the interior (Purcell, 1965; 1.. W. Jones, 1966).

In both states, the Chinese constitute a significant minority group.
They are mainly located in and around the towns. Although the Chinese
originate from different provinces of south-eastern China, they are more
homogeneous than the indigenous people, sharing a common written
language, culture, and customs. Many of the Chinese, particularly the
Hakka, the largest of the Chinese groups, were initially farmers and
estate labourers, but with development have increasingly engaged in
commerce, industry, and the service sector. In 1960, the Chinese
accounted for 23 per cent of Sabah’s population. While subsequently
growing in number, their share of the total has declined sharply on
account of the large inflows of migrants, coupled with their lower rate of
natural increase compared with the other communities. Thus, by 1991,



‘sourdy,y Papnpdu oste 31 <1647 10§ 1q ‘sueadoang

SE 1ons ‘s1oo pue UeIpU] ATurewr pesuduuos S_YQ, L1089180 317y ‘1661 d1052¢,

oms snous3ipur oy [l poz1103180 yeqeg 0] s

“(B€861) ooy 1y -,

(LL61) Te 12 19pURYD Ur ey

TWNLIT se sanrunwwos
2In3Y  snsuoo 0861 Y],
(S661) ooy ‘D 'S pue
woxy painduron) 1904M0§

0001 0001 0001
[ - =
60 €1 01
LLT §6C 1'0¢
19 €S [
LS LS Y
'8 '8 9’8
$'6C €'0¢ '1e
0'1Z L61 981
0001 0001 0001
6'vC - -
6'1 60 (a4
L'11 291 €1z
9L 09
S 0'¢T
6'C L'y
711 678 6’11
781 1'8¢
99 8C

0001 78ILT
- v'81
'St
8'GLY
Y01
1'L6
L0v1
$°90S
¥'09¢

YO 00—
D= NG S e
Aanlas! o0

L'€98°T
819

<
=]
S
—

8'v¢

2812
€Trl
§0LT
6°¢S

0'cic
VeEpe
ERYA

Wi o —
NN

To—aounam
o —

SNt O

1661 20861 0s67 0961
a8pguaoLa gy

9'LOE’T €9L6
991 L6
98¢ 6'¢6C
1'69 L0S
| A Pes
SLOT 9¢8
£96¢ §€0€
8L8T 7181
01107 9°€S9
6'8 1a4!
0v91 T6ET
Z'6¢
€05t
6°0¢
1'8¢8 8LL
9°€81
81

SPhL

< oy o6
<t n

I ONON o~
I < -~

vy N N
<t — Y o~

NS < i3
1=
=

TN

LAy 000y
—

Al ale)

1661 0861 0L61 096
000.) sioquinp;

[BIO T,
SUSZNID

UBISAB[BAT-UON]

FRkeliile)

asauryD

snouaSipuy 1opQ

SneuBpRp

syndeprg

sueqp

sfelepy
Jemereg

[B10T,
SUSZIII0

UBISAB[BIAT-UON]
pielinlel
ssasumyn)
suelssuopuy
Snouadipuy 1oy
sy
snefeq
Sunsn(y/suezepeyy
sAereIAr

Yeqeg

Artunmuory

124

1661~0961 “Yemereg pue YBQeS ur dnoiny oruyg £

1'9 471dv.L

q 9Z1S uonemdog



DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN SABAH AND SARAWAK 125

they comprised just 12 per cent of the population. By contrast, the
Chinese share of Sarawak’s population has declined much less dramat-
ically, from 31 per cent to 28 per cent over the corresponding period
(see Table 6.1).

The Chinese have long been considerably more advanced than the
indigenous peoples of Sabah and Sarawak, economically and socially.
They have used their superior education and entrepreneurial skills for
upward mobility, which has helped consolidate and further their
economic advantages. In the three decades since 1960, they have
widened the economic gap, such that by 1990, only 4 per cent of
Chinese households in both states were living below the poverty line,
whereas for the indigenous communities the corresponding figures were
41 per cent in Sabah and 29 per cent in Sarawak (Malaysia, 1991a).
The incidence of poverty is thus higher in Sabah than in Sarawak, the
gap having widened over time, with socio-economic conditions being in
some respects similar to the state of Kelantan on the east coast of the
Peninsula. Of the indigenous people, the Sarawakian Malays, more
urbanized and more educated than the other groups, have the next
highest socio-¢conomic standing to the Chinese: the other indigenous
groups have lower educational attainment and less exposure to the
modern sectors of the economy.

In spite of remaining significantly less developed than Peninsular
Malaysia, both Sabah and Sarawak have made considerable progress
since 1960. For example, the 1991 population census estimated that
more than 70 per cent of all persons aged 10 and over were literate in
1991, compared with just 25 per cent in 1960 (Table 6.2). The
continued spread of education, has been more marked in Sarawak than
Sabah. The proportions of persons engaged in agricultural occupations

TABLE 6.2
Selected Socio-economic Indicators in Sabah and
Sarawak, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 1991

Socio-economic Indicator Year Sabah Sarawak
Percentage of literate persons aged 10+ 1960 24 25
1970 44 38
1980 58 55
1991 72 76
Percentage of working males 1960 77 74
engaged in agriculture 1970 58 62
1980 54 53
1991 45 47
Percentage urban 1960 13 13
1970 17 16
1980 21 18
19912 34 38

Source: Compiled from census reports for the years to which the data relate.
#Based on a revised definition of urban areas (see Chapter 1).
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have declined steadily as urban areas have grown. However, in general,
urbanization has been concentrated in the administrative capitals of
Kota Kinabalu and Kuching, the regional administrative market centres,
and a few major towns around the oil and timber processing areas.

Estimation of Mortality

Mortality rates are usually calculated by relating registered deaths by age
and sex in a given year to the estimated mid-year population of the same
age and sex, that is, age—sex-specific death rates. From these rates, other
measures of mortality can be readily derived. However, in Sabah and
Sarawak, not all deaths are registered, even though civil registration has
been compulsory for almost fifty years. Thus, age-specific death rates
for these two states understate the true incidence of mortality if
computed directly from the raw registration data. Moreover, until recent
years, of those deaths that were registered, only limited statistical details
about them were tabulated (Table 6.3).

Registration of deaths of the indigenous communities is much less
complete than those of the Chinese. An important factor in this is that
the Chinese tend to reside mainly in and around urban areas, whereas
the indigenous groups mostly live in the interior where communications
are less developed. Moreover, the Chinese, being better educated, are
more aware of the importance of registration. Because of the different
level of completeness, the approach used here is to make separate

TABLE 6.3
Summary of the Types of Civil Registration and Census Data Available
for the Estimation of Mortality in Sabah and Sarawak, 1960 Onwards

Source Data Available Year/Period
Sabah
Civil Deaths by age and sex to age 70 and over  1960-2
registration Deaths by age and sex to age 70 and over
by ethnicity 1963-72
Deaths by age and sex to age 85 and over
by ethnicity 1973 onwards
Sarawak
Civil Deaths by age and sex to age 55 and over
registration by ethnicity (for period 1975-9 for
both sexes combined only) 1960-79
Deaths by age and sex to age 85 and over
by ethnicity 1980 onwards
Sabah
and Sarawak Children ever born and number surviving
Population by age of mother and ethnicity 1960, 1970, 1980
censuses Age distribution by ethnicity 1960, 1970, 1980,

1991
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mortality estimates for the two groups, and then to combine them into
composite estimates. For the Chinese, estimates can be made using
death registration data alone. For the indigenous groups, the incomplete
registration data are supplemented with population census data to
estimate mortality levels through indirect methods. Separate estimates
are first made of levels of child and adult mortality, and these are then
combined into overall estimates.

Indigenous Group Mortality

Child Mortaliry, 19601980

For the indigenous groups in Sabah and Sarawak, estimates of child
mortality were made using Brass’s childhood survival method with data
from the 1970 and 1980 censuses on children ever born and those still
" surviving (Brass and Coale, 1968; Brass, 1975). Comparable data are
not available from the 1991 census since no questions were asked on
numbers of children born and surviving. Through this method, the
proportions of children who have died among those ever born to women
in successive age-groups in the childbearing range (D(i)) are converted
into estimates of q(x), the life table probability of dying between birth
and exact age x. The D(@) values were converted into q(X) values using
a set of multipliers developed by Trussell from model fertility schedules
(Trussell, 1975; United Nations, 1983). When mortality is changing
smoothly, the child mortality estimates (q(x) values) obtained from data
for women in the ith age-group are equal to the corresponding values
prevailing during the reference year (t(x)), that is, the estimated date to
which the q(x) values relate (Feeney, 1980). Since information on
children ever born and surviving from the 1970 and 1980 censuses was
not available separately according to the sex of the children, it was only
possible to derive childhood mortality estimates for both sexes combined
by Brass’s method. These values, together with the reference year of the
estimates, as well as the implied West mortality levels of the Coale and
Demeny model life tables, are given in Table 6.4 (Coale et al., 1983).
The trend in the estimates suggests that childhood mortality of the
indigenous groups in both regions fell markedly between 1960 and
1980.

An assessment of the consistency of the figures in Table 6.4 was made
by examining trends in the implied mortality levels of Coale and
Demeny’s West model life tables. Leaving aside those based on the
reports of children ever born and surviving to women aged 15-19, that
is, the estimates relating to the reference periods 1970 and 1980, the two
sets of estimates are broadly consistent. They suggest that there has
been a sustained decline in childhood mortality of the indigenous groups
in both regions, although childhood mortality in Sarawak remains
slightly lower than that in Sabah. A further test was made by comparing
the estimates based on reported children ever born and surviving to
women aged 25-29, generally considered to be the most reliable, with



128 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

TABLE 6.4
Estimates of the Probability of Dying from Birth to Age x (,q,) by
Indigenous Groups in Sabah and Sarawak, 1960—1980

Approximate Probability of Dying (g, West Mortality Level
Reference

Age Vear Sabah Sarawak Sabah Sarawak
Derived from the Census of 1970

1 1970 0.0997 0.0766 15.2 17.2

2 1968 0.1090 0.0854 16.0 17.6

3 1966 0.1267 0.0988 15.5 17.2

5 1964 0.1581 0.1163 14.5 16.7
10 1961 0.1874 0.1438 13.8 15.8
15 1960 0.2180 0.1682 13.1 15.1
Derived from the Census of 1980

1 1980 0.0429 0.0360 20.3 21.0

2 1978 0.0504 0.0384 20.2 21.1

3 1976 0.0532 0.0472 20.2 20.6

5 1974 0.0744 0.0634 19.1 19.8
10 1971 0.0951 0.0849 18.3 18.9
15 1969 0.1144 0.0994 17.7 18.4

child mortality estimates from the official life tables for the Malays in
Kelantan, the least developed state in the Peninsula. Comparison
showed that the estimated values of g, for the Malays in Kelantan in
1970 and 1980 were of the same order of magnitude as for the indigen-
ous groups in Sabah and Sarawak. Life expectancy at birth of the
Malays in Kelantan was 61.3 years in 1970 and 67.4 years in 1980.

Adult Mortality, 1965 and 1975

Estimates of adult mortality for the indigenous groups in Sabah and
Sarawak for the two intercensal periods centred on 1965 and 1975 were
derived by using a method developed by Preston and Bennett (1983).
Their method uses estimates of age-specific growth rates (;r,) derived
exponentially from two sets of census age distributions. These values are
used to transform the observed census population age structure to the
equivalent [I._values of a life table, that is, a stationary population from
which life expectancies at various ages can be readily computed and
used to determine mortality levels from Coale and Demeny’s West
model life tables. Overall estimates of adult mortality are obtained by
averaging the most consistent levels.

The so determined estimates of adult mortality for Sarawak, and those
for Sabah for 1975, were accepted despite the rather unusual, but
consistent, finding of slightly higher adult mortality among women than
among men (Table 6.5). However, the estimate for Sabah for 1965 was
considered implausibly low, probably on account of the very severe age
misreporting in the census of 1960, as well as from the disturbing
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TABLE 6.5
West Mortality Levels and Life Expectancy at Age 10 for Males and
Females by Indigenous Groups in Sabah and Sarawak, 1965 and 1975

1965 1975
State
and West Mortality  Life Expectancy ~ West Mortality  Life Expectancy
Sex Level at Age 10 Level at Age 10
Sabah
Males 11.3 47.5 16.1 53.5
Females 10 47.8 (Level 10) 13.9 53.1
Sarawak
Males 14.8 51.9 19.3 57.5
Females 11.7 50.2 16.8 57.1

influences of heavy net intercensal migration. The problems of age
misreporting and migration also affected the estimates for Sabah for
1970 and 1980. However, the results obtained by using actual census
data were more acceptable than those obtained after trying to adjust the
data to take account of migration—due to inaccuracies in the migration
figures.

Ovwerall Mortality, 1965 and 1975

Life tables for both sexes together were derived by combining the
separate estimates of child and adult mortality. The values of ¢,
(0L x<5) were taken from selected West model life tables based on the
estimates of (1-¢,) obtained by Brass’s childhood survival method. The
remaining values were obtained from the estimates of adult mortality
derived by Preston and Bennett’s method, after combining the figures
for both sexes by calculating a weighted average of the separate values of
g, for men and women.

An independent estimate of adult mortahty was not available for
Sabah in 1965, so a life table was developed by using a one-parameter
approach. It was assumed that the rate of change between 1966 and
1976 in the implied life expectancy at birth obtained from the West
model life tables based on estimates of child mortality was valid. This
rate of change was then applied to the composite estimate of life
expectancy at birth for 1975. By this means, an estimate of 49.3 years
for 1965 was obtained (Table 6.6).

Ovwerall Mortality, 1970 and 1980

The estimates of adult mortality for 1965 and 1975 were supplemented
with estimates for 1970 and 1980 by adjusting death registration data
for the indigenous groups using a method developed by Preston and
Hill (1980). Their method, which can be used in populations which are
not stable, makes use of an intercensal survival procedure with
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cumulated age data. The method allows for three approaches for
estimating the extent of under-registration of deaths with census age
distribution and death registration data, namely for (i) 5-year age-
groups; (i) cumulative age-groups with no upper age limit cut-off; and
(iii) cumulative age-groups with an upper age limit cut-off. All three
approaches were tried with data from Sabah and Sarawak, and it was
found that using cumulative age-groups with no upper age limit cut-off,
which helps reduce the effects of age misreporting, produced the most
plausible results.

Following Preston and Hill’s notation, and assuming that the rate of
census under-enumeration and under-registration is proportionately
constant from age 10 onwards, an estimate of the true intercensal death
rate at age 10 and over & = D/(P~"2 D) can be obtained as:

28d,

2-pd,

where 3 = k,/c is the ratio of the completeness of the 1970 census to the
completeness of death registration during the intercensal period; and d,
is the ratio of the number of registered intercensal deaths to the enumer-
ated population in the census of 1970, that is, D/Pl.

An adjustment factor which strictly applies to the observed intercensal
death rate is d*/d*, where d* is the intercensal death rate based on
registered deaths and the enumerated population in the census of
1970 diminished by half the number of intercensal deaths, that is,
D (IE‘I — 14D). The adjustment factor has, however, been taken here as
applying to the adjustment of age-specific death rates at ages 10 and
above in 1980. This factor was estimated at 1.62 for Sarawak in 1980.
An adjustment factor was also calculated for 1970. However, in 1970,
the death statistics were classified up to age 55 only, and the revised
death rates yielded an implausibly high life expectancy at birth. The
same method could not be used to adjust the death registration data for
Sabah because of the disturbing effects of severe age misreporting and
heavy migration.

A life table for the indigenous groups in Sarawak for 1980 was
derived by combining the adjusted age-specific death rates for ages 10
and above with the child mortality estimates obtained by Brass’s method
(see Table 6.6). For 1970, the approach was to combine child and adult
mortality interpolated from the estimates for 1965 and 1975. For the
indigenous groups in Sabah, it was assumed that the level of under-
registration of adult deaths was the same as that found in Sarawak in
1970 and 1980. The adjusted adult death rates were then combined
with estimates of child mortality to obtain life tables for those years.
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Chinese Mortality

For the Chinese in Sabah and Sarawak, life expectancies at birth for
1970 and 1980 were computed by conventional means from registration
data, and compared with corresponding estimates for Peninsular Malaysia
where registration data are reliable. For 1970, the estimated life
expectancies for the Chinese in Sabah and Sarawak were just slightly
higher than the levels for the Chinese in Peninsular Malaysia. This may
well be due to a small amount of under-registration in those states. By
1980, life expectancy for the Chinese was much the same as in
Peninsular Malaysia. On the basis of this comparison, the estimates of
life expectancy at birth for the Chinese in Sabah and Sarawak are
assumed to approximate those for the Chinese in Peninsular Malaysia
(see Table 6.6).

An attempt was made to check Chinese child mortality obtained from
vital registration data, with estimates made using Brass’s childhood
survival method. However, the latter estimates were found to be unreal-
istically low, confirming a marked tendency among the Chinese in
Malaysia to under-report children who have died in their count of total
children ever born. Similar problems were reported in the 1960 census
data for the Chinese in Malaysia (Kwok, 1982). This phenomenon has
also been observed elsewhere among Chinese populations. Thus, in field
tests before the 1961 Hong Kong census, it was reported that there were
strong cultural factors which made Chinese couples reluctant to admit
having given birth to a child who had subsequently died (Barnet, 1964).

Evaluation and Discussion of Mortality Estimates

The various estimates of life expectancy at birth, together with the
implied infant mortality rates for the indigenous groups and the
Chinese, as well as composite estimates for all ethnic groups, are given
in Table 6.6. Most of the estimates for the indigenous groups for Sabah
and Sarawak were obtained by using two parameters. This approach
was justified by comparing adult mortality estimates derived by Preston
and Bennett’s method with corresponding estimates based on Coale and
Demeny’s West model life tables, selected by using the child mortality
estimates in Table 6.4. The comparison showed that life expectancy at
the tenth birthday for the indigenous groups in Sarawak would have
been overestimated by some 5.0 years in 1965 and 3.5 years in 1975
had a one-parameter approach been used, because adult mortality was
higher than that given by the West model life tables for any given level
of child mortality, a phenomenon also observed in Peninsular Malaysia.

The distinctive pattern of mortality found in selected populations in
East and South-East Asia was noted, among others, by Goldman
-(1980). On the basis of an examination of the mortality patterns of
Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore, Goldman characterized the
Far Eastern pattern as one with higher than expected death rates of men
at adult ages compared with their mortality at younger ages, and large
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differences between the death rates of the two sexes at adult ages.
Subsequently, the United Nations identified a Far Eastern pattern of
mortality (United Nations, 1982). The Far Eastern pattern in the UN
model life table system is based on the mortality patterns of Korea,
Hong Kong, Singapore, Guyana, and Trinidad and Tobago. An exam-
ination was made to determine whether the Far Eastern pattern in the
UN model life tables fitted the data for Peninsular Malaysia better than
that of Coale and Demeny’s West model life tables. Comparison of the
mean square error of the values of / for the Malays and Chinese
separately at two different time points showed that, except for Malay
males, the mean square error was appreciably higher if the West model
life table system was used than if the UN’s Far Eastern model system
was used. However, despite the better fit, the UN model life tables were
not used since mortality levels could be more readily obtained from the
West model life tables from the indirect methods used here.

Additional checks were made to test the validity and consistency of
the values given in Table 6.6. Estimates of life expectancy for 1970 and
1980 were obtained by using a regression technique developed by
Gunasekaran, Palmore, and Gardner (1981). The results were all within
about two years or less of those given in Table 6.6, except for the
indigenous groups in Sabah in 1980, where the discrepancy was greater.
The next check was to compare the estimates of life expectancy at birth
for the indigenous groups in Sabah and Sarawak with those for the
Malays in the various states in the Peninsula for 1970 and 1980.
Comparison showed that life expectancy at birth in Sarawak was of a
similar order of magnitude to that for the Malays in the states with the
lowest life expectancy in the Peninsula, while that of Sabah was
somewhat lower. This finding is in line with expectations, since the
states in the Peninsula are generally somewhat more developed than
either Sabah or Sarawak. Results from the Housing Census of 1980
showed that in Sabah and Sarawak the average percentage of housing
units possessing the basic amenities and facilities of piped water,
adequate toilet facilities, separate bathroom and kitchen, and access to
electricity, was among the lowest of all states in Malaysia, except
Kelantan and Trengganu (1. H. Khoo, 1983b).

The trends in Table 6.6 show that gains in life expectancy at birth
have been spectacular in both Sabah and Sarawak, although mortality in
the former state is still heaviest. Differences between survival chances in
these states and those in Peninsular Malaysia narrowed appreciably
during the 1970s. Infant mortality levels have fallen markedly in both
regions, particularly among the indigenous groups. By 1980, regional
(and ethnic) differences in infant mortality had narrowed substantially,
with infant mortality being highest among the indigenous groups in
Sabah (34 per 1,000) and lowest amongst the Chinese (19 per 1,000).
These improvements in mortality reflect the national and state govern-
ments’ efforts to raise living standards. Health services have expanded,
and basic health care has been extended to remote and sparsely
populated areas (Chen, 1981). The slightly more favourable level of
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mortality conditions in Sarawak than in Sabah probably reflects the
greater penetration of maternal and child health centres in the rural
areas of Sarawak as well as the better socio-economic conditions.

Estimation of Fertility

There is considerable information from which to estimate fertility in
Sabah and Sarawak (Table 6.7). However, civil registration and popula-
tion census statistics are cither only partially complete or have other
defects. Estimates for the different ethnic communities have been
derived by using the most reliable aspects of each source.

TABLE 6.7
Summary of the Types of Civil Registration and Census Data Available
for the Estimation of Fertility in Sabah and Sarawak, 1960 Onwards

Source Data Available Year/Period
Sabah
Civil registration Births by ethnicity 1960 onwards

(no information on age or parity)

Sarawak
Civil registration Births by age of mother and ethnicity 1960 onwards
(no information on parity)
Sabah and Sarawak
Population censuses Children ever born by age of mother 1960, 1970, 1980

Age distribution 1960, 1970, 1980,
1991
Own children 1980

Fertility Estimates Based on Civil Registration Data

During the 1960s, birth registration in Sabah and Sarawak was incom-
plete. However, as administration became more efficient and people
more aware of the importance of birth certificates for proof of citizen-
ship, as well as for other benefits, the completeness of registrations
significantly improved during the 1970s. In Sarawak, the main defi-
ciency in birth registration occurs among some of the indigenous
groups. Comparison of birth statistics for the five years before the
census of 1980 with the census population aged 0-4, adjusted by the
results from the Post-Enumeration Survey (PES) and backward-
survived, showed that there was a 27 per cent shortfall in births regis-
tered among persons in the ‘other indigenous’ category, excluding
Malays and Bidayuhs. This figure is not a final measure of under-
registration, since the census population estimate was only adjusted for
omissions found in the PES, and not for persons excluded in both the
census and PES, or for omissions resulting from age shifting (see
below). Conversely, the comparison pointed to the completeness of
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birth registrations among the more urbanized communities of Chinese,
Malays, and Bidayuhs. A similar comparison made for Sabah suggested
that birth registration was largely complete.

In Sabah, age of mother is not recorded at birth registration. Two
methods were used to estimate the distribution of births by age of
mother. For the Chinese, the pattern in Peninsular Malaysia was as-
sumed to apply in Sabah, since it was found that the age structure of
women of childbearing ages in the Peninsula was closer to that of Sabah
than of Sarawak. For the indigenous groups in Sabah, it was observed
that the age pattern of fertility obtained by the ‘own children’ technique
was broadly similar to that of registered births in Sarawak. ‘Own
children’ fertility rates for 1970-5 and 1975-80 were computed for
Sabah after adjusting the age data of the 1980 census (see below). The
derived ‘own children’ age-specific fertility rates for the total population
were then multiplied by the average number of females in the corres-
ponding periods in each five-year age-group to obtain the ‘expected’
distribution of births by age. This distribution was applied to the total
number of registered births, adjusted for late registration, so as to obtain
the number of births by age of mother. Finally, the number of births
assumed to have occurred among the Chinese at each age, on the basis
of the Peninsular Malaysia pattern, were subtracted to give the total for
the indigenous groups, from which fertility rates were then computed
(Table 6.8).

The most reliable estimates derived from registration, shown in
Table 6.8, relate to the Chinese, and suggest that fertility of that group
has fallen steadily throughout the past two decades, a phenomenon also
observed among the Chinese in the Peninsula (see Chapter 3). For the
indigenous groups, there are clear indications of under-registration
during the 1960s. In Sabah, the level of registration for the indigenous
groups improved during the 1970s, and total period fertility has hovered
between 5.5 and 6.0. In Sarawak, fertility of the Malays and the
Bidayuhs appears to have fallen during the 1970s, although remaining
above the level of the Malays in the Peninsula. Little, if anything, can be
deduced about the true levels of fertility of the other indigenous groups
in Sarawak from the trend in Table 6.8.

Children Ever Born Based on Census Data

In each of the past three population censuses in Sabah and Sarawak, a
question was asked about the number of children born per woman. An
attempt was made to obtain total fertility for hypothetical cohorts by
combining the intercensal fertility increments implicit in tabulations of
average number of children ever born to women in different age-groups.
However, the estimates were found to be implausibly low when compared
with corresponding estimates from birth registrations. Nevertheless, the
data in Table 6.9 provide some insight into cumulative fertility in Sabah
and Sarawak. The trends confirm the picture given by registration data
of declining fertility among the Chinese, and among Malays and
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Bidayuhs in Sarawak. Trends in cohort fertility among the indigenous
groups in Sabah and the other indigenous groups in Sarawak are marred
by obvious defects in the reported parity information in the census of
1960. Moreover, interpretation of the figures for Sabah for 1980 is
confounded by the effects of migration. The 1980 census showed that of
the 181,000 non-Chinese women aged 15-49, some 22,000 (12 per
cent) were foreign-born and had lived in Sabah for less than ten years.

Brass’s P/F Ratio Estimates

From the analysis above it is apparent that the greatest uncertainty in
estimating fertility relates to the indigenous groups in Sabah and, in
particular, to the other indigenous groups (that is, excluding the Malays
and Bidayuhs) in Sarawak. If it is assumed that fertility has been
approximately constant for these groups, the most robust element of the
census parity data can be used to adjust the period registration rates by
Brass’s P/F ratio method. This method is most commonly used to adjust
period rates obtained from surveys, so as to take account of reference
period errors. It implicitly assumes that other errors in period fertility
data, such as the failure to report babies who have died soon after birth,
are proportionately constant among mothers of different ages.

The applicability of Brass’s method to fertility data obtained from
vital registration also rests on the assumption that the level of under-
registration of births is proportionately constant for mothers of different
ages. This assumption may be more tenuous than that relating to
misstatement of reference period since, for example, it is possible that
the probability of registering a birth is related to such factors as literacy
and education of parents and parity, which are often a function of age.
However, examination of the age pattern of registered births did not
suggest any obvious anomalies.

The P/F ratios by age of mother for the indigenous groups in Sabah
and the other indigenous groups in Sarawak are given in Table 6.10.
Recall that in Sabah, the age patterns of current fertility were obtained
by indirect means. For 1970, the P/F ratios in Sabah decrease steadily
with age, in line with expectation, given that the quality of information
on reported parity declines with age. The results suggest that in 1970,
births of the indigenous groups were under-registered by around
23 per cent, and in 1980 by about 5 per cent.

For Sarawak, the P/F ratios of the other indigenous groups are
extremely high at all ages in 1970, indicating severe under-registration of
births among those groups. Taking the average of the P/F ratios for the
age-groups 20—24 and 25-29 suggests births were under-registered by
58 per cent. The 1980 P/F ratios of the other indigenous groups in
Sarawak differ from those of 1970, that is, they tend to increase with
advancing age. This appears to imply declining fertility. However,
examination of cumulative current fertility for 1970 and 1980 suggests
that this explanation is confounded by improvements in birth registra-
tion. The P/F ratios suggest under-registration by 23 per cent, which
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yields what appears to be an unrealistically low total fertility of 4.2 for
1980 (Table 6.10).

Reverse-survival Estimates

Reverse-survival methods offer considerable potential for obtaining
robust fertility estimates from census age distributions. However, they
are sensitive to selective under-enumeration of children, and to age-
reporting errors, particularly systematic age shifting. The census age
distributions of Sabah and Sarawak are characterized by severe distor-
tions resulting from under-enumeration and age heaping (Malaysia,
Department of Statistics, 1986b; Tee, 1987). The first step in adjusting
the age distribution of Sarawak for 1980 was to add the additional persons
enumerated in the PES. Subsequently, the age distribution was smoothed
using a technique described by Hill, Zlotnik, and Durch (1982). Their
method was efficient in smoothing age heaping on digits 0 and 5, and
did not produce discontinuities between age-groups. However, it was
less satisfactory at ages younger than 15 where the pattern of age
misstatement differed from that at older ages. Along with other incon-
sistencies, it yielded implausible sex ratios.

For ages below 15, an attempt was made to verify the population
estimated from the PES using the most reliable data from birth registra-
tion statistics. For Sarawak, the PES estimates of Malays, Bidayuhs, and
Chinese aged 0—4 in 1980 were compared with corresponding estimates
derived from birth statistics and forward-survived. This showed that
there was a deficit of 6 per cent, 7 per cent, and 10 per cent respectively
in the PES estimates of the Malays, Bidayuhs, and Chinese. For the
other indigenous groups, there were more persons in the PES than
the estimate derived from birth statistics. Consequently, a different
approach had to be used to obtain a better estimate of the PES popula-
tion of other indigenous groups. This was done simply by taking an
average of the ratios of the rates of under-enumeration of the Malays,
Bidayuhs, and Chinese derived from the PES and the estimated popula-
tion from birth statistics. The results suggested that the PES estimate of
the other indigenous groups in Sarawak was too low by 23 per cent.
A similar procedure, based on the results of the adjustment to
the 0—4 age-group, was used to obtain an improved estimate for the
populations aged 5-9 and 10-14 in each ethnic group. From the
revised census age distributions, estimates of fertility were made by
reverse-survival methods.

Application of Rele’s regression technique suggested that total
fertility for Sabah and Sarawak declined in the 1970s compared with
the 1960s (Rele, 1967; Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1986b).
Almost identical estimates of the levels of fertility for the two states were
given by the ‘own children’ method of reverse-survival (Table 6.11),
which provides information on childbearing patterns as well as
levels (Retherford and Cho, 1978). Comparison of the pattern of the
‘own children’ age-specific rates with those from the incomplete vital
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TABLE 6.11
‘Own Children’ Estimates of Age-specific Fertility Rates (per 1,000 women)
in Sabah and Sarawak, 1970-1975 and 1975-1980

‘Own Children’ Estimates

Age of Women 1970-5 1975-80
Sabah
15-19 119.0 130.0
20-24 264.0 255.0
25-29 270.0 290.0
30-34 269.0 215.0
35-39 162.0 175.0
40-44 85.0 91.0
45-49 41.0 40.0
Total fertility (per woman) 6.1 6.0
Sarawak
15-19 98.0 93.0
20-24 260.0 224.0
25-29 304.0 261.0
30-34 206.0 208.0
35-39 152.0 117.0
40-44 83.0 53.0
45-49 18.0 17.0
Total fertility (per woman) 5.6 4.9

Source: 1980 Census results.

registration statistics for Sarawak (not given here) showed both to have
a broadly similar pattern. Changes over time in the rates suggest that
the decline in fertility in Sarawak has resulted from falls in fertility
among younger and older mothers.

Indigenous Groups in Sarawak: Estimate for 1980

The fertility level of the other indigenous groups in Sarawak for 1980
was determined from an estimate of under-registrations of births in that
year. That is, the final population estimate of the indigenous group
aged 0—4 was reverse-survived and compared with births during the
five years preceding the 1980 census to obtain a first estimate of under-
registrations. This was then adjusted to obtain a corresponding figure
for 1980 so as to allow for improvements in birth registration. The
original total fertility derived from birth registration for 1980 was then
divided by the complement of the estimated rate of under-registration to
yield a total fertility of 5.3 (Table 6.12).
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TABLE 6.12
Estimated Total Period Fertility Rates (per woman) by
Ethnicity and Region in Malaysia, 1960, 1970, and 1980

Area and Ethnic

Community 19607 19700 1980

Sabah

Indigenous groups 7.5 7.4 6.4

Chinese 7.1 ) 4.7 3.5

All groups 7.4 6.8 5.9
Sarawak

Malays 5.9 4.9

Bidayuhs } 7.0 6.2 4.7

Other indigenous ' 6.8 5.3

Chinese 7.0 5.7 3.7

All groups 7.0 6.3 4.7
Peninsular Malaysia

Malays 5.9 5.1 4.5

Chinese 6.3 4.6 3.1

Indians 6.7 4.8 3.4

All groups 6.0 4.9 3.9
Malaysia

All groups 6.2 5.1 4.1

¥The estimates for the Chinese in Sabah and Sarawak for 1960 are averages for the period
1960-4, while those for the same year for the indigenous groups have been obtained from
adjusted census parity data for women aged 45-49 in 1980 related backwards to when
that cohort was at its average age of childbearing.

bThe estimates derived from birth registration for the Chinese in Sabah and Sarawak for
1970, as well as those for the Malays and Bidayuhs in Sarawak, are an average of 1970,
and 1971.

Evaluation and Discussion of Pre-1980 Fertility Estimates

Table 6.12 summarizes the best estimates of trends between 1960 and
1980 in levels of fertility in Sabah and Sarawak obtained through the
differing estimation techniques, and compares them with those for the
Peninsula. For each period, the overall state total fertility rate has been
constructed as the weighted average of those for the component ethnic
groups.

For the Chinese, the levels obtained from civil registration data were
accepted. They suggest a marked decline in fertility in both Sabah and
Sarawak. The declining fertility trends are consistent with those shown
in the census-derived parity data. The tempo and slope of the declines
has been remarkably similar in both states, as well as similar to that of
the Chinese in the Peninsula. The available evidence for the post-1980
period suggests that the downtrend in Chinese fertility in these two
states has continued in much the same way as in the Peninsula (Hasan,
1988).

For the indigenous groups in Sabah, the P/F adjusted estimates for
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1970 and 1980 have been accepted. The registration estimate for 1980
was fairly consistent with the P/F¥ method, which suggested registrations
were only 5 per cent incomplete. The final estimates suggest a modest
decline in fertility during the 1970s, although the level of fertility for this
group remains significantly higher than for any other group in Malaysia,
a phenomenon confirmed in the study by Hasan (1988).

For the Malays and Bidayuhs in Sarawak, the estimates derived from
registration data have been accepted, while for the other indigenous
groups in Sarawak, the P/F adjusted estimate for 1970 was considered
most plausible, and for 1980, the estimate based on births adjusted for
under-registration was accepted.

Fertility is shown to have fallen faster in Sarawak than in Sabah. This
finding is consistent with the reverse-survival trends (see Table 6.11).
The levels of fertility given by the reverse-survival methods are similar to
the composite estimates derived largely through independent means
(see Table 6.12). Of course, part of the explanation for the far greater
fertility decline in Sarawak is the higher proportion of Chinese in the
state. But it is also the case that fertility in Sarawak has fallen signi-
ficantly among all ethnic groups.

Changes in fertility in Sabah and Sarawak have gone hand in hand
with big changes in marriage behaviour (Table 6.13). There have been
falls in the percentages of women married at ages 20—24 in each ethnic
group, as age at marriage has risen. In other words, women in these two
states are marrying later. Overall the increase in marriage age over the
period 1960 to 1991 has amounted to almost four years. In both states,

TABLE 6.13
Percentage of Females Ever Married at Ages 20-24 and
Singulate Mean Age at Marriage by Ethnicity in Sabah and
Sarawak, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 1991

Percentage of Females Ever — Singulate Mean Age at

Area and Married at Age 20-24 Marriage
Ethnic
Community 1960 1970 1980 1991 1960 1970 1980 1991
Sabah
Indigenous groups 85 78 71 56 18.7 193 208 22.7
Chinese 55 45 38 23 223 235 246 26.6
All 79 69 66 51 194 203 215 233
Sarawak
Malays 71 65 58 49 20.1 21.7 223 233
Bidayuhs 84 82 66 58 185 195 214 227
Other indigenous 86 81 71 67 182 194 20.6 214
Chinese 56 47 40 31 223 237 244 256
All 75 68 58 49 198 21.1 222 231

Source: Computed from distributions of the population by marital status in census reports
for the years to which the figures relate.
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the Chinese marry much later than do the indigenous groups, which is
in line with expectations given their higher educational attainment and
the fact that they are more urbanized.

Post-1980 Fertility Trends

This section makes a brief review of recent evidence on fertility obtained
from the 1989 Population and Family Surveys (PFS) of Sabah and
Sarawak, as well as from civil registration data. The PFS data are
insufficiently robust to examine fertility levels by ethnic community
because of the relatively small sample size, for example. However, some
limited disaggregated analysis is possible through the use of civil regis-
tration data.

Comparison of the reported mean number of children born to ever
married women in the PFSs of Sabah and Sarawak in 1989 with com-~
parable data from the 1980 census shows that fertility in Sabah has
remained much the same between these two dates, while that in Sarawak
appears to have continued to decline (Table 6.14). In Sabah, fertility
levels were much the same in most age-groups in 1980 and 1989, except
for the sharp difference at ages 35-39, which is probably due to
reporting errors. By contrast, in Sarawak, the data show that at every
age-group except the youngest the mean number of children born to
ever married women by 1989 was significantly lower than in 1980.

To what extent have the post-1980 trends in cumulative fertility
suggested by the data in Table 6.14 been exhibited by the different
ethnic communities in Sabah and Sarawak? An attempt was made to
answer this question by examining trends in fertility separately for the
Bumiputera and the Chinese in Sabah and Sarawak using information
on births from civil registration. The registration. data for the Chinese
were accepted without any adjustment, but those for the Bumiputera
were adjusted by assuming that the levels of under-registration observed

TABLE 6.14
Mean Number of Children Ever Born by Age-group of
Ever Married Women in Sabah and Sarawak, 1980 and 1989

Sabah Sarawak
Age-group 1980 1989 1980 1989
15-19 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8
20-24 1.9 1.8 1.6 1.5
25-29 2.9 2.9 2.7 2.3
30-34 4.0 39 3.9 33
35-39 5.1 4.6 4.9 4.1
40-44 5.6 5.5 5.4 4.5
45-49 5.6 6.0 5.8 5.4

Sources: Extracted from Table 5.1 in Malaysia, National Population and Family Develop-
ment Board (1992a and 1992b).
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in 1980 were similar throughout the period 1981-90.

Bumiputera fertility in Sabah is shown to have remained virtually
unchanged throughout the 1980s, with the total period fertility rate
(TPFR) fluctuating within a narrow range of 6.3 and 6.7 (Table 6.15).
In contrast, Bumiputera fertility in Sarawak, which even in 1980 was
already lower than that for the Bumiputera in Sabah, appears to have
declined fairly steadily in the 1980s. By 1990, the Bumiputera TPFR in
Sarawak had declined to 4.6, a level which is two children below that of
the Bumiputera in Sabah.

Chinese fertility in Sabah and Sarawak has been below that of the
Bumiputera since the early 1960s. In the period between 1980 and 1990,
the secular decline in Chinese fertility continued in both states, except in
the ‘dragon’ year of 1988. However, their fertility levels have remained
noticeably above their counterparts in the Peninsula.

Conclusion

Demographic trends in Sabah and Sarawak are much more difficult to
quantify and are less current than those in the Peninsula on account of
data limitations. However, it has been possible to make some estimates
of fertility and mortality largely through the use of indirect methods.
Substantial gains in life expectancy at birth were recorded for the
Chinese and the indigenous communities in both Sabah and Sarawak
between 1960 and 1980. Mortality in Sabah is heaviest, and that among
the indigenous groups is significantly higher than among the Chinese.
Differences in survival chances between Sabah and Sarawak and

TABLE 6.15
Estimated T'otal Period Fertility Rates (per woman) by
Ethnic Group in Sabah and Sarawak, 1980-1990

Year Bumiputera Chinese Total
Sabah
1980 6.4 3.5 5.9
1982 6.7 3.2 6.1
1984 6.6 3.0 6.0
1986 6.7 2.8 6.1
1988 6.5 3.2 6.0
1990 6.6 3.0 6.0
Sarawak _
1980 5.1 3.7 4.7
1982 5.0 34 4.5
1984 4.8 3.1 4.3
1986 5.0 2.7 4.3
1988 4.8 3.3 4.4
1990 4.6 2.7 4.0

Source: Estimated from civil registration data.
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Peninsular Malaysia narrowed appreciably during the 1970s, although
they remain much higher in the Peninsula. The improvements in
mortality reflect developmental gains in these two states, coupled with
the upgrading and extension of basic health care to the interior areas.
The more favourable mortality conditions in Sarawak compared with
Sabah may well be due in part to the greater penetration of maternal and
child heaith centres which have helped reduce infant and maternal
mortality. Conversely, the incidence of poverty is significantly higher in
Sabah and the living conditions of particular subgroups, especially those
in squatter areas, are not conducive to good health and rapidly
increasing longevity.

Fertility in Sabah and Sarawak has fallen since 1960. The declines
have been much greater for the Chinese, where trends have followed
those of the Chinese in the Peninsula, although levels remain a little
higher. Fertility levels of the indigenous groups have also fallen,
although they remain higher than among the Malays in the Peninsula.
The decline in fertility in Sabah and Sarawak is partly due to the later
age at first marriage, and partly due to changes in marital fertility,
particularly at the older ages. Developmental changes that have been
occurring in Sabah and Sarawak, particularly increases in education, will
undoubtedly have influenced both marriage and childbearing trends.

Moreover, the use of family planning in Sabah and Sarawak is higher
than might have been expected given the absence of a strong famuily
planning campaign. Evidence relating to the late 1980s suggests that the
contraceptive prevalence rates were as high as 58 per cent in Sarawak,
and 51 per cent in Sabah (Malaysia, National Population and Family
Development Board, 1992a and 1992b). However, the proportions
using efficient methods of contraception were significantly lower.
Further, as might be expected, the overall figures conceal wide variations
in prevalence rates between the different ethnic groups, with the
Chinese having markedly higher rates than the other communities. The
dual fertility trends observed in the Peninsula are being mirrored by
similar trends in Sabah and Sarawak, that is, low Chinese fertility
alongside relatively high fertility of the indigenous groups. Among the
indigenous groups, it appears to be the more urbanized and better
educated who are marrying latest and having the lowest fertility.



7
Demographic Changes in Malaysia
Compared with Similar Groups in
East and South-East Asia

HAVE demographic trends for the Chinese and Malays been similar
irrespective of the socio-economic and political contexts in which they
live? Do trends differ when the Chinese and Malays live as part of
multiethnic communities? What are the common factors behind the
changes, and what are the causes of differences? These are among the
questions that this chapter attempts to answer by examining marriage
and fertility behaviour of the Malaysian Chinese and Malaysian Malays
in a wider context of what has happened among similar cultural groups
in other countries in East and South-East Asia. Some comparisons of
marriage and fertility trends of the Malaysian Indians with the Singa-
porean Indians are given in Chapter 4, and a broader international
perspective on this cultural group is given elsewhere (Muthiah and
Jones, 1983).

Background

By the mid-1980s, it had become apparent that several countries in East
and South-East Asia had not only completed the demographic transition
at a historically unprecedented speed, but had also entered a post-
demographic transition phase largely unparalleled in the experiences of
Western countries. Three distinctive features characterized this phase
(Leete, 1987): first, the postponement of death, whereby the ‘hard rock’
of mortality crumbled as infant mortality fell to just 0.5 per cent of
annual births and life expectancy exceeded 80 years; second, a conspicu-
ous rise in the age at marriage, such that women were on average over
age 25 at the time of their first marriage; third, a cancellation of births,
such that period fertility rates tumbled well below replacement, implying
that successive generations of women would have too few daughters to
replace themselves.
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Chinese Populations

Prominent in the East and South-East Asian post-demographic trans-
ition were the overseas Chinese populations, particularly those in
Malaysia, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan. Some three decades of
sustained high economic growth rates have completely transformed the
economic and social settings where these Chinese populations live—
settings which differ from one another in political and ethnic character.
The Asian overseas Chinese are predominantly urban, with roots in
the south-eastern provinces of mainland China. Although sharing the
same traditional culture and similar customs, there are considerable
subcultural differences between them, as noted in Chapter 4 in relation
to the Malaysian Chinese. Yet, despite the differences, they have
exhibited remarkable similarities in their patterns of demographic
change, including a historically unprecedented flight from marriage and
parenthood (Leete, 1994a).

The Flight from Marriage

At the onset of the overseas Chinese fertility transition in the 1950s,
marriage behaviour differed from that prevailing during the early phases
of the European fertility decline. In Europe, couples entered marriage at
a late age, and it was not atypical for relatively high proportions of
women to remain permanently unmarried (Hajnal, 1965). By contrast,
among the overseas Chinese, women typically entered marriage at a
fairly young age, generally around age 20, albeit not as young as among
the Asian Indians and Malays, and only a very small proportion, usually
less than 4 per cent, remained permanently unmarried—similar to early
post-war Europe.

Since the 1950s, each of the overseas Chinese populations in East
and South-East Asia has exhibited fundamental changes in marriage
behaviour (Table 7.1). Marriage age has become ever later, such that
by 1991, Chinese women were on average aged 26 years and above at
the time of first marriage—a slightly later pattern than the corresponding
age in much of Europe. In Europe, the recent trend towards later
marriage is strongly associated with the substitution of cohabitation for
marriage at younger ages (Ermisch, 1990). For example, almost half of
women first marrying in Great Britain in 1987 had lived with their
partners before marrying (Haskey and Kiernan, 1989). The overseas
Chinese, by contrast, show no evidence of a major trend towards cohab-
itation before marriage, or of rising proportions of births outside of
marriage. As in Europe, efficient contraception is widely available to the
overseas Chinese and facilitates premarital sexual relations, with induced
abortion readily available for women who do not wish to carry an
unwanted conception to term.

An evaluation of cumulative marriage levels of different birth cohorts
of Chinese women shows that hardly any now marry before their
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twentieth birthday, and ever-diminishing proportions do so before
their twenty-fifth and thirtieth birthdays. For example, in Singapore in
1990, almost one-quarter of women aged 30-34 were unmarried, and in
Hong Kong the corresponding figure was around one-fifth.

It is evident from these data that the delay in timing has now turned
into a flight from marriage, particularly among the most urbanized
Chinese. While comparable trends have not been so marked among the
Chinese in Malaysia and Taiwan, marriage patterns in two of the
leading cities in these countries, that is, Penang and Taipel respectively,
are much the same as in Singapore and Hong Kong. In 1990, some
12 per cent of Singaporean Chinese women aged 40-44 had never
married, nor had around 7-8 per cent of women of the same ages in
Hong Kong and Malaysia. Moreover; these levels of spinsterhood will
almost certainly be exceeded over the next decade by those currently
aged 30-34, given that the proportions married among this cohort are
substantially lower than among those aged 30-34 ten years earlier. An
attempt was made to estimate the proportions of younger generations of
Chinese women who will remain unmarried at age 50 by fitting the data
in Table 7.1 to a cohort nuptiality model developed by Coale (1971).
However, the results were unstable, suggesting that this model is
inappropriate for period data at a time of rapidly changing marriage
patterns. The trends foreshadow the likelithood that some 15 per cent or
more of urban overseas Chinese women in Asia, currently aged below
35, will remain permanently unmarried.

Similarly high proportions of women remaining permanently unmar-
ried have been recorded in the past. For example, in Scotland during the
late nineteenth century, some 20 per cent of women aged 45-49 never
married, and in England and Wales, some 12 per cent of those of the
same ages did not do so (Anderson and Morse, 1993). However, these
countries experienced large-scale net out-migration of males, which
markedly distorted the sex ratios at the marriageable ages. This factor
has not been operative in the overseas Chinese populations in Asia.

On the contrary, in Hong Kong, in-migration of males has led to a
serious imbalance between the number of Chinese men and women. In
1991, males outnumbered females by 20 per cent at ages 15-24, by
17 per cent at ages 25-34, and by 27 per cent at ages 35-44 (Hong
Kong, Census and Statistics Department, 1993). Given the long-term
deficit of women at young marriageable ages, one might have expected a
‘marriage squeeze’, leading to a decline in age at first marriage among
females (Akers, 1967). This has not occurred. Young, educated Chinese
women in Hong Kong, and elsewhere, are extremely diffident about
marrying less-educated and relatively less-economically secure male
migrants; they are, however, far from diffident about marrying econom-
ically prosperous and/or highly educated males. In general, the rise in
the proportion of highly educated women, a group that ubiquitously
experiences difficulty in finding suitable marriage partners (or is reluctant
to do so), may well account for the increasing proportions remaining
permanently unmarried. As Cheung (1988: 4) notes, with reference
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to traditional cultural norms of the overseas Chinese in Asia, ‘It is
traditionally accepted that women should not marry men who are less
qualified than themselves as this is considered unbecoming and con-
stitutes downward mobility. However, it i1s deemed acceptable for men
to marry down educationally, for education does not make a woman a
good wife.’

Another intriguing feature about women’s flight from marriage is that
it has occurred at a time of economic prosperity. Elsewhere, and histor-
ically, the popularity of marriage has often risen in periods of economic
boom. Further, in contrast to much of mainland China, where later
marriage was at least partly associated with the government’s population
control programme (Peng, 1993), among the overseas Chinese it has
been a spontaneous change in behaviour, largely associated with the
spread of education and increased employment opportunities. Govern-
ment intervention to influence later marriage has not occurred. In
Singapore, a country that has never been slow to react to what it
perceives to be a population problem, government concern about
declining proportions of Chinese women marrying, particularly gradu-
ates, led to the establishment in the mid-1980s of a Social Development
Unit that organizes social activities, stratified according to educational
level and excluding women aged 30 and above, with the ultimate aim of
encouraging the better educated to marry and have children (Cheung,
1988). However, in contrast to its economic endeavours, the govern-
ment’s matchmaking attempts have been conspicuous by their lack of
success.

One might have thought that educated Chinese women of high
human capital would be much sought after by Chinese men, who, by
marrying such brides, could further their own material aspirations.
Clearly, however, many factors play a part in spouse selection, and it
appears that many better educated Chinese women are extremely reluct-
ant to sacrifice their careers and lifestyles for the uncertainties of
marriage.

Fertility Transition of Overseas Chinese Populations

The Trading Cities as Forerunners

Following the lead of Japan, the Asian fertility transition was led by the
overseas Chinese living in the cities of Hong Kong, Singapore, Penang,
and Taipei, as well as by the mainland Chinese in Shanghai (Figure 7.1).
From about the mid-1950s, period fertility trends in these cities were
remarkably similar, with rapid and inexorable progression to below
replacement level. As with marriage, trends in fertility in the lead cities
of Penang and Taipei have tended to foreshadow what subsequently
happens to the Chinese elsewhere in Malaysia and Taiwan.

The onset of fertility decline in these leading cities preceded the
major thrust of government-organized family planning programmes.
Private family planning clinics, partially supported by government and
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FIGURE 7.1
Total Period Fertility Rates by Selected Chinese Populations, 1955-1991
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semi-government sources, had been established in several East and
South-East Asian cities during the 1950s. The Chinese, coming from
all social groups, formed the main clientele of these clinics, even in
ethnically mixed cities (Caldwell, 1963b; Smith, 1964). Knowledge
and use of contraception increased, as did that of abortion (Malaysia,
National Family Planning Board, 1968). Chinese culture has long con-
doned induced abortion (and infanticide), which was an important means
of family limitation in the-ecarly decline in fertility (Taeuber, 1965).
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Government programmes, which followed from around the mid-1960s,
were also initially established in the cities, where it was much easier and
less costly to organize efficient birth control campaigns. Although there
are some contrary suggestions (Freedman and Adlakha, 1968; Chang,
1979; Mok, 1979), it is unlikely that either private or public clinics had
much real effect on fertzlity trends during the early phase of transition.
Over a longer period, by making the means of birth control readily
available, the programmes may well have reinforced the substantial impact
of the ongoing socio-economic development, which led to the changes
in opinion about desired family size. The remarkable similarity of the
secular fertility trends of the overseas Chinese in various Asian cities,
located in countries which had differing population policies, suggests
that fertility was responding to the same set of forces, and that the trends
would have been much the same irrespective of the nature of their
family planning programmes, or their political organization (see below).

The severe disruptions caused by the hostilities in the Pacific during
the Second World War, coupled with the beginnings of rapid post-war
modernization, were the precursor of many societal changes in East and
South-East Asia (Taeuber, 1971). They undoubtedly played a part in
accelerating the ongoing Japanese fertility decline. Further, the period up
to the mid-1960s was very important in the history of the overseas
Chinese who had to adjust in the face of the success of the Communist
Revolution in China, as well as the rise of nationalism and independence
movements in the former colonies. These sudden changes may well
have been responsible for precipitating the onset of fertility declines
among the overseas Chinese. Concerns about maintaining and im-
proving living standards at a time of rapid social, economic, and political
changes, were probably uppermost in the minds of Chinese couples
when fertility declines got under way and gained momentum. Such
considerations were found to have been important in the European
fertility decline (Banks, 1954). The Chinese in various Asian cities were
conscious of the possibilities, and sought ways to achieve upward
mobility, particularly for their children. The spread of education and
employment opportunities reinforced and gave greater importance to
this goal. However, the processes of diffusion of the rapid changes in
reproductive behaviour of the overseas Chinese, both within and
between countries, is difficult to identify. Perhaps their shared cultural
origin, extended family ties, and mutually supporting commercial and
communication connections were conducive to discussing the advant-
ages, and various means of, family limitation.

Hong Kong and Shanghai

Comparison of fertility trends in Hong Kong and Shanghai—two inter-
national trading centres sharing common cultural traditions, but with
differing socio-economic and political systems—brings out similarities in
their transitions, and supports the contention of similar origins and
causes among all the overseas Chinese populations.
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Fertility in Hong Kong started to decline steadily from the late 1950s,
falling in successive years to go below replacement level in 1980, after
which it has continued at very low levels (see Figure 7.1). Fertility in
Shanghai fell rapidly from the mid-1950s—it is probable that the decline
may have started even sooner but data for carlier years are not readily
available—and the total period fertility rate (TPFR) went below replace-
ment level in 1971. While the starting dates of fertility decline in
Shanghai and Hong Kong were similar, the momentum of Shanghai’s
initial decline was more dramatic compared with that of Hong Kong, no
doubt resulting from the disruptions of the Great Leap Forward period
between 1957 and 1961. While fertility in the rest of China recovered
after the Great Leap (Coale and Freedman, 1993), Shanghai’s fertility
continued to decline. The impact of higher migrant fertility in Hong
Kong may well have helped to maintain fertility differentials throughout
the 1960s and 1970s; large net inflows from the mainland had a
significant impact on Hong Kong’s demography (Greenfield, 1981).

The official family planning programme appears at first sight to have
been important in Shanghai’s fertility transition. The Chinese govern-
ment initiated its first birth planning campaign soon after Premier Zhou
Enlai officially endorsed birth control in 1956 (Zeng and He, 1988).
One could thus argue that Shanghai reacted more quickly to that
campaign than elsewhere in China. However, it is unlikely that the
family planning programme had much effect until the mid-1960s, by
which time the TPFR was well below 3. Further, while acknowledging
the ‘awesome’ effects on fertility of the Chinese family planning
programme, Lavely and Freedman (1990) contend that among the
better educated urban élite in China, fertility decline antedated govern-
ment efforts to spread family planning information. Fertlity in Hong
Kong, with a lag of just a few years, fell just as remarkably as it did in
Shanghai, without any official government-backed anti-natalist policy.
That is, there was a conspicuous trend towards a one-child family in
Hong Kong without specific policy measures to promote it.

Chuldlessness and Completed Family Size

The flight from parenthood among the overseas Chinese populations is
nowhere better illustrated than through trends in increasing childless-
ness. Among post-Second World War birth cohorts of women, the
younger the cohort of women, the higher the proportion still childless at
any particular age reached in the early 1990s (Leete, 1994a). Part of the
explanation is due to the flight from marriage, as well as later age at first
birth arising from later marriage. But marital fertility has also fallen
markedly in these Chinese populations, and families with three or more
children have become uncommon. At ages 25-29, where childbearing is
at its peak, marital fertility is higher in Taiwan than in Malaysia, Hong
Kong, or Singapore, reflecting the greater concentration of childbearing
(Leete, 1987). At ages above 30, the reverse holds, indicating greater
control of marital fertility at these ages. The index of fertility control (m)
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TABLE 7.2
Index m of Marital Fertility Control by Selected Chinese
Populations, 1957, 1970/1, 1980/1, and 1990/1

Country 1957 1970/71 1980/81 1990/91
Malaysia 0.45 0.71 1.41 1.49
Singapore 0.31 1.21 2.12 1.71
Taiwan 0.10 1.53 2.72 2.97
Hong Kong - 1.44 1.81 2.03

has risen substantially in each of the countries (Table 7.2). This overall
summary index is unweighted, and so the level of control is shown to be
highest in Taiwan because there is greater use of birth control at ages 30
and above.

The weight of evidence from cohort and period fertility trends is such
that it is almost certain that, compared with the past, increasing propor-
tions of women currently of childbearing ages will remain permanently
childless. The recent series of official population projections for Hong
Kong and Taiwan forecast that generations of women born since the
mid-1950s, and currently of childbearing age, will not produce enough
children to replace themselves (Hong Kong, Census and Statistics
Department, 1987 and 1992; Taiwan, Manpower Planning Department,
1993). Support for this position comes from several directions. First,
data from surveys show contraceptive prevalence rates approaching
ceiling levels, with hardly any scope for increases in ever-use of birth
control. Liberal abortion remains an option in cases of contraceptive
failure or non-use (Chen et al., 1985). Second, survey data show that
ever-higher proportions of young married women desire very small
families. The data suggest that young married couples will have fertility
around, or below, replacement level (Singapore, Family Planning and
Population Board, 1978 and 1984; Chang et al., 1981 and 1987;
Family Planning Association of Hong Kong, 1982). Of course, intended
family size, as reported in surveys, does not always equate with actual
childbearing behaviour. As Ryder (1973) contended, ‘reproductive
decisions are as much oriented to consideration of the passage of
personal and historical time as to any cumulative frequency’. Third, the
structural changes already in train imply lower marriage and fertility
levels. For example, among the Asian overseas Chinese populations,
there is an inverse relationship between a woman’s educational level and
her fertility (see Chapter 3). Given that increasing proportions of
younger women are receiving higher education, it is probable that their
demographic behaviour will be similar to their elder counterparts of
comparable educational levels.
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A Flight from Marriage and Parenthood outside the Major Cities?

Will the flight from marriage and parenthood of the overseas Chinese in
the major cities of Asia be emulated by the Chinese elsewhere in
Malaysia and Taiwan? In a recent study of fertility decline in Taiwan,
Feeney (1991) contended that TPFRs, as conventionally calculated, can
be misleading, and that the use of period parity progression ratios to
derive TPFRs indicates substantially higher fertility levels. He concluded
that marriage and motherhood in Taiwan are virtually universal, and
that there is even doubt as to whether fertility in Taiwan has fallen below
replacement level. But Feeney’s period parity progression ratios contain
an element of estimation, and an implicit forecast, and, if used as a basis
for assessing present and future levels, appear to be even more mis-
leading than TPFRs derived in the conventional manner.

For over half a century, and particularly since the widespread use of
birth control, demographers have cautioned about the interpretation of
period measures (Hopkin, 1949; Hajnal, 1950a and 1950b; Glass, 1967;
Ryder, 1973). Changes in the timing of marriage (or childbearing) can
seriously distort period marriage (or fertility) measures (see Appendix 1).
While the shifts in age patterns of marriage and childbearing that
occurred in Taiwan in the 1980s will have affected period measures,
cohort trends in levels of marriage and childbearing during this period
appear entirely inconsistent with near-universal marriage and mother-
hood. Further, Taiwan’s 1990 census shows that in Taipei, 19 per cent
of women aged 30-34 were still unmarried, as were 11 per cent of those
aged 35-39. Marriage and fertility behaviour in Taipei sets the pace
which the rest of Taiwan tends to follow. A similar conclusion holds for
the Malaysian Chinese in relation to trends in Penang.

Some Key Factors in the Transition

Has Population Policy Affected Overseas Chinese Fertility Trends?

The overseas Chinese fertility transition began in the 1950s, but the
tempo of decline differed somewhat between countries. Was this the
result of differing population policies? For example, what role, if any,
did Singapore’s comprehensive fertility control programme play in the
decline? Singapore’s official programme began in 1966 when the Family
Planning and Population Board was established to provide and promote
family planning services, although the decline in fertility was already
underway (Neville, 1978 and 1982). Other key elements in the pro-
gramme were easy abortion and sterilization, together with a range of
social measures designed to discourage childbearing beyond a second
child (Fawcett and Khoo, 1980; Singapore, Family Planning and Popu-
lation Board, 1982). It has been argued that government policy was the
main factor responsible for Singapore’s rapid fertility transition (Saw,
1990). But the evidence, taking into account the behaviour of the
Chinese in Malaysia and elsewhere in East Asia, suggests that it is highly
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probable that Singaporean Chinese fertility trends would have been
much the same even without the government’s control programme.
Comparisons with Chinese fertility in Penang—the Peninsula’s most
developed state which shares a similar history to that of Singapore—
shows striking parallels n fertility trends (see Figure 7.1). Penang’s
development lagged somewhat behind that of Singapore as did its
fertility transition, but the lag is less than that for Malaysia as a whole,
and the same holds for its fertility transition. Similarly, the fertility
transition in Hong Kong mirrored that in Singapore, yet the former had
no official population policy or programme. Moreover, while Taiwan
had a much stronger family planning programme (Chang et al., 1987)
than Malaysia, and a swifter fertility decline, the similarity of trends in
Taipei and Penang suggests that the faster pace in Taiwan is probably
due to its more rapid development.

Infant Mortalivy and the Overseas Chinese Fertility Decline

The continuing postponement of death to levels of life expectancy at
birth approaching 80 years and beyond has characterized several
Chinese and Chinese-related populations. Mortality has declined most
dramatically in infancy (Table 7.3), a pointer to how living standards
have improved. Bourgeois-Pichat’s forecast of the biological minimum
of infant mortality at 9 per 1,000 male births and 6 per 1,000 female
births, as measured through endogenous deaths and assuming the
elimination of exogenous deaths, has already been improved upon
(Bourgeois-Pichat, 1977 and 1981). Infant mortality among the overseas
Chinese in Asia is now lower than in most European countries—a
reversal of the position in 1970. Interestingly, Chinese infant mortality
in the United States is lower than that of the white American population,
suggesting that cultural practices may be significant (Kleinmann, 1985).
Extensions of health care programmes and facilities, with ready access at

TABLE 7.3
Infant Mortality Rates (per 1,000 live births) by Selected Chinese
Populations, 1970-1990

Year Hong Kong Singapore Taiwan Malaysia
1970 17.7 18.5 17.4 28.5
1972 17.4 17.9 16.4 27.4
1974 16.8 16.2 14.1 26.5
1976 13.7 10.0 12.9 18.9
1978 11.8 113 11.3 18.2
1980 11.2 11.1 11.0 16.0
1982 9.9 10.3 9.0 12.1
1984 8.8 8.5 7.5 10.5
1986 7.7 8.6 6.6 9.5
1988 7.6 6.3 6.2 8.3

1990 5.9 6.1 5.9 7.9
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times of emergency, facilitated by the urbanized environment in which
these Chinese populations live, have also been important contributory
factors (Shigematsu and Nagai, 1985).

Declining infant and child mortality has often been cited as a major
determinant of fertility change (Davis, 1963; Carlsson, 1966). It is
contended that as infant and childhood mortality declines, couples
realize that they do not need as many babies as previously for a given
number to survive to adulthood. However, the empirical evidence
from the Princeton Project on the European fertility decline severely
challenged this proposition (Van de Walle, 1986). Throughout the
period of the decline in overseas Chinese fertility, there have been big
reductions in infant mortality. Were these declines associated with the
declines in fertility? A correlation analysis of the relationship between
the level and rate of change in infant mortality, and the level and rate of
change in marital fertility in the states of Peninsular Malaysia, revealed
no causal association between the two sets of variables (see Chapter 4).

Role of Increased Female Participation Rates

Economic factors, combined with, and related to, increased education
appear to be the key structural determinants in the flight from marriage
and parenthood of the overseas Chinese. The main economic factor
appears to be the increased female participation in the labour force.
Figure 7.2 illustrates just how marked the upward trend in female parti-
cipation rates of the overseas Chinese has been over the past three
decades. Participation rates have risen at all ages, particularly at ages
under 30. Forgoing earning opportunities in paid employment in favour
of marriage and childbearing appears to be an increasingly unattractive
option among the independent-minded overseas Chinese.

Discussion of Demographic Changes in
Chinese Populations

According to Tang (1993), traditionally Chinese reproductive behaviour
has been strongly influenced by Confucianist pro-natalist values. These
values emphasize the importance of marriage and the preference for
both high fertility and male children. Paradoxically, however, it would
appear that the realization of other Confucian values, such as universal
education, have negated these traditional preferences by giving rise to
the flight from marriage and parenthood among the Chinese. With
modernization, particularly in terms of education and employment,
radical changes in Chinese demographic behaviour were predictable.
But the magnitude of the response offers new challenges for theory. The
institution and traditions of the Chinese family are at a turning-point,
with important implications for policy. The often observed (Chang et al.,
1981) strong traditional preference for sons has now been largely eroded
in modern urban contexts, where preferences for the sex of children are
of much less demographic importance than considerations about
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FIGURE 7.2
Chinese Female Labour Force Participation Rates in Malaysia,
Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, ¢.1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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quantum and opportunity costs of additional children (Hong Kong,
Census and Statistics Department, 1984; Zeng and He, 1988).

Malay Populations

Have the demographic trends of the Malays living in different parts of
South-East Asia been similar? Comparisons are made here of the
Malaysian Malays with those in Indonesia—the world’s fourth largest
country—and with the relatively small number of Malays living in
Brunei Darussalam and the city-state of Singapore. There are, of course,
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vast differences in the socio-economic settings of these Malay popula-
tions. For example, leaving aside oil-rich Brunei Darussalam, at the
beginning of the 1990s, GNP per capita in Singapore was more than
five times greater than that in Malaysia, which in turn was some
four times greater than in Indonesia (World Bank, 1993). In Brunei
Darussalam and Singapore, the Malays are almost entirely urban and
involved in modern sectors of the economy. In contrast, Indonesia,
although undergoing a process of rapid urbanization, is still predomin-
antly rural, with the bulk of the population engaged in peasant farming.

Just as the overseas Chinese are first- or second-generation descend-
ants of immigrants from the mainland, similarly, a significant proportion
of the Malays in Malaysia and Singapore are descendants of immigrants
from Indonesia. In spite of subcultural differences, such as dialect, the
Malays are a relatively homogeneous group, bound together by their
common adherence to Islam. Religion is very important for the Malays,
and provides a framework which greatly influences their daily lives,
customs, and institutions. While some facets of Malay culture have been
eroded by modernization, their religious conviction remains strong. Yet,
the strength of adherence to Islam among these four Malay populations
differs, reflecting their differing historical development. In general terms,
it ranges from rather liberal practices in Indonesia (where more than
10 per cent of Indonesians are non-Muslims, mainly Christians) and, to
a lesser extent, among the minority Malays in Singapore, to the stricter
practices in Brunei Darussalam and fundamentalism among many of the
Malays in the east coast states of Malaysia. Religion has often been
invoked as a factor acting as a barrier to fertility declines, particularly
with respect to Islam and Catholicism. For example, it has long been
argued, especially with reference to the Middle East and South Asia,
that the reasons for high Muslim fertility include resistance to change
and modernization, conformity to religious and social practices, and the
very subordinate position of women (Kirk, 1967). However, there is
often a fine line between religion and the customs associated with a
particular culture. The culture and customs of the Malays in South-East
Asia differ sharply from the rather austere and sexually more segregated
culture and customs prevailing in the Islamic countries of the Middle
East and South Asia.

Malay Marriage in Transition

Malays have traditionally entered marriage at young ages, typically
through parental arrangements, and only very small proportions have
remained permanently unmarried. In this respect, the institution of
marriage among Malays is much closer to that of the populations of
South Asia than to the populations of East Asia. However, since the late
1950s, and perhaps even starting a little earlier, there have been big
changes in marriage behaviour in the Malay populations of South-East
Asia. These changes have been particularly conspicuous in the later
age of entry into first marriage (Table 7.4). In the 1950s, more than
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50 per cent of Malay women had first married at ages 15-19. Against
the background of rapid development, however, particularly with the
expansion of educational opportunities, this fraction has since fallen
markedly, such that it has now become increasingly uncommon for
Malay women to marry at these young ages. The earlier marriage
pattern observed in Indonesia, compared with the other Malay popula-
tions, is expected given big differences in modernization indicators,
particularly lower educational attainment. What is more remarkable is
the rather close similarity in trends in levels and patterns of marriage
between the Malays in the other three populations. The Singaporean
Malays marry latest, possibly reflecting in part the higher relative costs
of setting up home in that highly urbanized environment.

It can be confidently anticipated that there will be big increases in the
proportions of Malay females who will remain unmarried throughout
their childbearing years, although the levels are unlikely to reach those
expected among the overseas Chinese populations. The probable increase
in lifelong spinsterhood is suggested by the significant declines in the
proportions of Malay women ever married by the time they have
reached their thirties—a trend observed in all four Malay populations
(see Table 7.4).

Both later marriage and declining proportions of Malay women ever
marrying are readily explicable in terms of the spread and extension of
education. Traditionally, Malay women received little or no formal
education and their marriages were arranged by their parents around
the time they reached puberty. With the spread of education, such
arrangements have become much less feasible for parents, and much
less acceptable for their children, such that arranged marriages among
the Malays have increasingly become a phenomenon of the past,
(Arshat et al., 1988). In the past, the marriage ceremony was often the
first time the bride and groom met, although the bride’s parents would
usually know the parents of the groom. Nowadays, the bride and groom
generally know each other before the marriage and it is generally the
bride’s parents who get to meet those of the groom for the first time at
the wedding ceremony.

It can be conjectured that with rising educational levels, some women,
particularly among the highly educated, are reluctant to forgo career
opportunities outside of the home in favour of the tradition-bound roles
and cultural expectations of a typical Malay marriage. In a typical Malay
marriage of the past, the female role ‘as helpmate and mother’ is held up
as ideal, a role that can be ‘combined with, but never made inferior to,
paid work’ (G. W. Jones, 1994). Further, as with the Chinese highly
educated, Malay women are much more reluctant to marry someone of
lesser education than are highly educated Malay men. On the other
hand, Malay men are diffident about marrying highly educated women
whom they perceive to be reluctant to play the submissive role expected
of a traditional wife.



DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES IN MALAYSIA 163

Contrasting Fertility Trends in Malay Populations

The comparative fertility analysis of the four Malay populations is less
detailed than for the Chinese populations because of data gaps, particu-
larly in the case of Indonesia. The fertility transition of the four Malay
populations appears to have started in the mid-1960s, but unlike for the
Chinese, the pattern of change has differed markedly in these popula-
tions (Figure 7.3). As expected, given its earlier development, Singapore
was the forerunner. After an apparent rise in fertility from the late
1950s, there was a quite remarkable transition among the Singaporean
Malays, such that in a span of just a decade between 1965 and 1975, the
TPFR fell from around 6.3 to 2.1, Fertility remained below replacement
until the shift in government policy away from anti-natalism in the late
1980s, after which it increased, such that by 1991 it had risen to around
2.6—one child above that of the Singapore Chinese. As was described in
Chapter 3, in Malaysia, Malay fertility also declined from around the
mid-1960s, and continued on a steady downtrend to around 1977, after
which it tended to level and even rise slightly up to the mid-1980s.
Subsequently, a moderate decline resumed but again leveled at
around 4.0 in 1990. Fertility trends for the Malays in Brunei
Darussalam have been similar to those in Malaysia, with the TPFR
being slightly below 4.0 in the early 1990s. In Indonesia, fertility change
appears in general to have followed that of Malaysia until around 1980,
but subsequently, and quite remarkably for such a large and poor rural

FIGURE 7.3
Total Period Fertility Rates by Selected Malay Populations, 1957-1991
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people, it continued to decline to below 3.0 children per woman in
1990—-close to the level prevailing among the Malays in Singapore.
What are the factors responsible for these rather unexpected trends?

Pre-decline Rise in Malay Fertility

Before turning to that question, it is interesting to ponder why Malay
women had lower fertility than Chinese women before the onset of fertility
transition, despite their earlier age at marriage (compare Figures 7.1 and
7.3 and Tables 7.1 and 7.4). Three factors help to explain this apparent
paradox. First, the Malays traditionally had, and continue to have, very
much higher divorce rates than the Chinese (Saw, 1967b). Social customs,
and the legal grounds for entitlement to petition, tend to discourage
divorce among the Chinese. By contrast, it is relatively easy for a Malay
man to divorce his wife (but not necessarily vice versa) under Islamic
law, even though there has been some tightening of family laws affecting
divorce during recent decades (G. W. Jones, 1994). Second, Malays had
significantly higher mortality levels compared with the Chinese in the
late 1950s (see Chapter 3). As Malay men tended to marry women who
were often considerably younger, there was a very high incidence of
widowhood among the Malays. Third, in contrast to the Chinese, the
Malays have a history of prolonged breastfeeding, which would have
tended to extend their period of post-partum amenorrhoea (Da Vanzo
and Haaga, 1982; Arshat et al., 1988; Da Vanzo, 1992). Changes in the
pattern of breastfeeding, as the Malays became more urbanized, may
well have contributed to their pre-decline increase in fertility in the early
1960s, particularly in Singapore. Initial increases in fertility before the
onset of sustained decline have been observed in several countries for
differing reasons (Dyson and Murphy, 1985).

Malaysia

Chapters 3 and 5 gave an account of the factors behind the pattern of
changes in Malay fertility trends. It will suffice here to merely recall the
main reasons. In particular, there was a heightened awareness of Malay
identity and fundamentalist Islamic principles starting in the 1970s
which, among other things, led to a strengthening of traditional cultural
values and a decline in the use of modern contraception. The govern-
ment’s pro-natalist population policy of the early 1980s led to a further
de-emphasis of the official family planning programme and a weakening
of its activities.

Singapore

Two key factors help explain the rapid fertility transition of the Malays
in Singapore. First, it was powerfully influenced by the country’s
modernization and industrialization, which  transformed the country
from an impoverished and tentative entity into a prosperous, dynamic,
and affluent city-state within a period of around two decades. In a
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context where the Malays were a minority population, the forces of
modernization undoubtedly had an impact on their traditional culture.
Recall that the onset of the Malay fertility decline in Singapore preceded
that of their counterparts in Malaysia by about five years. As the pace of
industrialization quickened, so did the Singaporean fertility decline.
Thus, for example, from exceptionally low labour force participation
rates observed in 1957 and 1970, there was a staggering change in the
following decade compared with the other three Malay populations
(Figure 7.4). The perceptions of the opportunity costs of having addi-

FIGURE 7.4

Malay Female Labour Force Participation Rates in Malaysia,
Singapore, Brunei Darussalam, and Indonesia, ¢.1957, 1970, 1980, and 1990
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tional children, or anything but relatively small families, became increas-
ingly apparent to an ever-more educated and urbanized Malay popula-
tion in the context of a strongly enforced anti-natalist government
population policy. ,

Second, while it is probable that the speed of the decline in Chinese
fertility in Singapore would have been much the same even without the
government’s fertility control programimes, this is not the case with
respect to the speed of the Malay transition. Given Singapore’s phenom-
enal modernization and its compact and densely populated urban
environment, it is highly probable that Malay fertility would also have
declined without the control programme. However, the strong imple-
mentation of the programme, including the impact of the disincentive
measures, undoubtedly contributed to lowering Malay fertility at a pace
that was more rapid than would otherwise have been the case had the
programme not existed (Singapore, Family Planning and Population
Board, 1982). Significantly, once Singapore changed its population
policy, Malay fertility rose sharply.

Bruner Darussalam

In the affluent state of Brunei Darussalam, with a total population size in
1991 of about one-tenth that of Singapore’s, and with no pressures on
land, housing, and employment, the opportunity costs of additional
children are much lower. Education, health, and welfare services are
provided without charge, there is no personal income tax, and there
are relatively high rates of female participation (see Figure 7.4). Never-
theless, Brunei Darussalam considers itself underpopulated. However,
the government does not have an explicit pro-natalist population policy,
despite the chronic shortage of local labour, such that in 1991 more than
40 per cent of the labour force were foreign workers (Brunei, Economic
Planning Unit, 1994). Family planning is available. In 1990, Malay
women in Brunei Darussalam were having an average of four children.

Indonesia

The extraordinary and rapid fertility decline in Indonesia has taken
place in a context where social and economic development during the
post-1970 period, although of great relative significance, lags markedly
behind that experienced by the other Malay populations in South-East
Asia. Yet, fertility levels in Indonesia have fallen more rapidly, and to
lower levels, than in Malaysia, and are close to those in Singapore.
According to a 1987 survey, the TPFR had declined to 3.0 by that year
(Indonesia, Central Bureau of Statistics, 1989; Rutenberg et al., 1991).
The national population policy, in particular the family planning
programme, which has had strong political and bureaucratic support at
all levels of administration, has been the major factor in the Indonesian
decline. In Indonesia, there is a very high level of use of modern
methods of birth control and, rather surprisingly, some resort to steril-
ization (Arnold and Blanc, 1990). Religious leaders have, for the most
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part, given their support to the Indonesian government’s family
planning programme, which has been strongly promoted, crusaded, and
enforced. Strong persuasion to adopt family planning is seen as being in
the national interest, and as such can be justified (McNicoll, 1993b).
The geographical areas where fertility fell first, and where it has fallen
furthest, are those where social progress, but not necessarily economic
progress, was greatest (Hull and Hatmadji, 1990). Social factors have
facilitated the efforts of the family planning programme, but the latter
has had its own independent effect on Indonesia’s fertility decline.

Infant Mortality and the Malay Fertility Decline

In the 1950s, infant mortality was markedly higher among the Malay
populations than among the Chinese populations in South-East Asia,
consistent with their lower level of social and economic development.
Among the Malays at that time, infant mortality ranged from around
60 per 1,000 live births in Brunei Darussalam to around 150 in
Indonesia. By 1990, infant mortality in Indonesia had not fallen to the
level of any of the Chinese populations in the late 1950s (Figure 7.5).
The pattern of the trends in infant mortality by fertility levels among the
Malay and Chinese populations, shown in Figure 7.5, supports the
following conclusions: (i) that the two variables tend to, but do not
necessarily, decline together when there is rapid modernization, as in

FIGURE 7.5
Total Period Fertility Rates by Infant Mortality Rates by Selected Chinese
and Malay Populations, 1957 and 1990
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Singapore. This is probably because they are responding to similar
influences, rather than being causally linked; (ii) that fertility can decline
to low levels even in the face of relatively high infant mortality, as in
Indonesia; and (iii) that even with very low levels of infant mortality,
fertility can remain relatively high, as with the Malays in Malaysia and
Brunei Darussalam.

Discussion of Demographic Changes in Malay Populations

Development factors can exert a powerful influence on fertility, but the
extent to which changes in these factors actually affect fertility can be
significantly influenced by political and cultural factors. The degree of
government involvement in family planning programmes can be a major
political determinant, while religion can be a major cultural determinant.
Cultural factors have previously been shown to be associated with the
timing of fertility transition in the European fertility decline (Anderson,
1986). Political and cultural factors have offset the expected inverse
relationship between the level of modernization and fertility among the
Malay populations in Malaysia and Brunei Darussalam. Conversely, in
the different contexts of Indonesia and Singapore, strongly enforced
official family planning programmes have had a major influence in
changing the traditional cultural values of the Malays and lowering their
fertility. Since cultural and political factors can help facilitate, or resist,
the impact of modernization in influencing childbearing behaviour, there
is a need to take them into account in theories of fertlity change.
Existing theories have already been shown to have limitations when
tested against the data from Malay populations (G. W. Jones, 1990).

As the experiences of the Malay populations considered here show,
Islam per se does not preclude a wide range of reproductive behaviour.
In so far as religion has a direct bearing on factors that support high
fertility, such as the status of women and restriction on the use of
modern methods of birth control, it can also have a powerful influence
on fertility. The impact of any religion on fertility is best viewed contex-
tually and in relation to the socio-economic development and the polit-
ical situation of the country. Differences in interpretation of religious
doctrine among religious leaders about, for example, matters relating to
the use of modern methods of birth control can, however, lead to
differing practices both within and between countries (Knodel and
Chayovan, 1990). Further, the influence of religious factors on fertility
should also be considered in relation to the stability and power of polit-
ical leaders. In contexts where political leaders are constrained in their
freedom of policy options by the power of religious leaders, it can be
difficult for governments to actively promote family planning pro-
grammes. Conversely, where political leaders are strong, anti-natalist,
and not constrained by religious leaders, family planning programmes
can erode traditional pro-natalist cultural values.
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1. The tables and charts in this chapter have been computed from a wide range of
official published and unpublished civil registration and census data. For Brunei Darussalam,
see Economic Planning Unit (1994). Unpublished data for Brunei Darussalam were
supplied by the Statistics Division of the Economic Planning Unit. For Hong Kong, see
Census and Statistics Department (1984, 1987, 1992, and 1993) as well as the series of
reports published after each of its five-yearly population censuses. Unpublished data for
Hong Kong were supplied by the Census and Statistics Department. For Indonesia, data
were obtained from official census reports and United Nations (1993). For Malaysia, see
Department of Statistics (1991a—c), the annual series of Viral Statistics: Peninsular
Malaysia, and the national and state reports of Malaysia’s decennial population census.
Unpublished data were supplied by the Department of Statistics, Kuala Lumpur. For
Singapore, see the annual series of Report on the Registration of Births, Deaths and
Marriages, the reports of Singapore’s decennial population census, and Singapore Family
Planning and Population Board (1983). Unpublished data for Singapore were supplied by
the Population Planning Unit of the Ministry of Health. For Taiwan, see the annual series
of Taiwan Demographic Factbook, the reports of Taiwan’s decennial population census,
and the annual series of Staiistical Yearbook of the Republic of China. Unpublished data
for Taiwan were supplied by the Taiwan Provincial Institute of Family Planning. For
Shanghai, the time series of total fertility rates were supplied by the State Family Planning
Commission of the People’s Republic of China.
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Implications of Malaysian Fertility
T'ransition for Theory and Policy

THis chapter summarizes the main findings of this study of Malaysia’s
fertility transition and assesses the implications of the findings for
theories of fertility change and population policy. Specific attention is
placed on assessing the evidence from the empirical analysis, including
that relating to the fertility transition among similar cultural groups in
other East and South-East Asia countries, in relation to the hypotheses
advanced in Chapter 2. Population policy is considered both in terms of
the impact it has had on fertility trends of the different communities in
Malaysia, and in terms of the implications of fertility trends for popula-
tion policy, with particular reference to labour supply and spatial differ-
ences in rates of natural increase. The impact of fertility trends on
ageing and ethnic composition of Malaysia’s population is discussed in
Chapter 9.

Summary of the Main Findings

Setting

Malaysia has been transformed from a low~income, agrarian economy to
an upper middle-income and increasingly industrial-based society in the
span of a generation. Spectacular economic gains have been accompanied
by equally impressive social and welfare progress. By the beginning of
the 1990s, Malaysia had achieved almost universal literacy among the
younger generations, and infant and childhood mortality rates are as low
as those of many Western industrialized countries. All communities in
Malaysia’s multiracial society have benefited from these developmental
gains.

While Malaysia has become a relatively unified and politically stable
nation, the separate historical development of its states still has import-
ant and interrelated influences, particularly with respect to economic
development, ethnic composition, cultural traditions, and political
allegiance. In particular, within the Peninsula, the main divide is between
the more economically developed and ethnically heterogeneous west
coast states and the lesser developed, predominantly Malay, and
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religiously conservative east coast states. A second divide is between the
Peninsula and the geographically separated, larger, lesser developed, and
more ethnically diverse Borneo island states of Sabah and Sarawak.

In the late 1950s, the Malays and indigenous groups were primarily
concentrated in farming and fishing, the Indians in the plantations, while
the Chinese, who dominated trade and commerce in the towns, were
also prominent in tin-mining and commercial agriculture. The urban
base of the Chinese gave them social and economic advantages over the
Malays and indigenous groups, as well as the Indians, in terms of access
to education, health facilities, markets, information, and commercial
contacts. In the main, the different ethnic communities were economic-
ally and residentially segregated, both in the Peninsula and in Sabah and
Sarawak. Since independence, Malay political power has been used to
help redress economic inequalities and geographic imbalances, and the
Malays have increasingly been brought info the modern urban sectors of
the economy. Residential and employment patterns have become less
differentiated, particularly since the early 1970s, and especially as a
result of the redistributive policies of the New Economic Policy (NEP).

In the post-independence era, population growth has depended
largely on natural increase, which has been higher among the Malays
than the other communities. As a consequence, the Malay share of the
population has increased to well above the 50 per cent mark prevailing
at the time of independence. Rapid economic development has brought
with it increasing urbanization, such that by 1991 over half of Malaysia’s
population lived in urban areas. Nevertheless, levels of urbanization vary
widely by state mirroring the differentials in development.

Fertiliry Transition

Against the background of rapid development, and given the experi-
ences of several other South-East and East Asian countries, sustained
fertility declines to low levels were to be expected based on theories of
fertility change, particularly structural theories. Trends in Malaysian
Chinese and Malaysian Indian fertility have followed the expected
pattern, such that by the early 1990s women were having just sufficient
children to replace themselves. By contrast, overall levels of Malay
fertility in Peninsular Malaysia, which had exhibited a moderate
downtrend up to the mid-1970s, have subsequently tended to stabilize
for much of the period up to the early 1990s, at almost double the level
of the other communities. The dual fertility trends observed in the
Peninsula have been mirrored by similar trends in Sabah and Sarawak,
that is, low Chinese fertility alongside relatively high fertility of the
indigenous groups.

The transition from high to low fertility among the Chinese and
Indians has been remarkably similar in all the states of Malaysia. For
both of these communities, once fertility decline started, the state
response was almost identical, despite wide variations between the states
in fertility levels in the late 1950s. In general, the early phase of the
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transition was characterized by big rises in age at first marriage of
women, coupled with steep declines in marital fertility concentrated
primarily, but not exclusively, at the older childbearing ages. Women
were thus stopping childbearing at earlier ages and lower parites.
During later stages of the transition, when fertility declined to around
replacement level, there were substantial reductions in childbearing at all
ages. Couples increasingly used family planning for child spacing,
including during the early years of marriage. The more modern and
urbanized state of Penang was the forerunner in fertility decline for both
communities, and Johore and Negri Sembilan, where there has been a
tradition of plantation agriculture, were the laggards. By 1990, the state-
level dispersion in fertility levels was significantly lower than it had been
in the late 1950s. No distinctive subcultural differences were observed in
Malaysian Chinese or Malaysian Indian fertility levels.

Analysis of Malay fertility trends by state showed that, since the late
1950s, there have been significant declines, albeit at a modest and
discontinuous pace, in west coast state fertility levels, and, to a lesser
extent, in the northern state of Kedah. Malay fertility has declined most
in the former Straits Settlement states of Penang and Malacca, where
the populations have long been subjected to external influences. Current
generations of Malay women in the west coast states, while still having
an average of 3—4 children, are bearing more than three children less
than their mothers. Later age at first marriage, and reductions in marital
fertility at the older childbearing ages, have been responsible for much of
the decline. In several respects, the pattern of fertility transition in the
west coast states has been similar to that of the Chinese and Indians,
although it has proceeded at a markedly slower pace. It is probable that
the strong influence of traditional pro-natalist Malay culture has served
to lessen the pressures of rapid development in inducing very low levels
of fertility. Further, the heightened awareness among the Malays, par-
ticularly as a result of the rise in the reaffirmation movement in the
1970s, of the link between population size and maintaining political
dominance, has also acted as a check on declining fertility.

By contrast with the west coast, in the east coast states there has been
little change in overall fertility for the past three decades or so. Typically,
couples in these states are still having five or more children. Marriage
age has risen just as sharply as elsewhere in the Peninsula, but marital
fertility has tended to increase in comparison with the relatively low
levels prevailing in the late 1950s. Increased educational attainment of
the Malays, which has been observed throughout the Peninsula, has
undoubtedly been the key factor responsible for later age at first
marriage. Yet, despite an increasingly educated female population,
increased rates of urbanization, greater modern sector employment, as
well as greatly increased infant and child survival there has not been a
widespread adoption of a smaller family normi among the Malays in the
east coast states.

The Malays in the east coast states, particularly in Kelantan and
Trengganu, have their own distinct subculture which they may perceive
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to be threatened unless their numbers are increased. Their stronger
traditional kinship structure, their cultural base, and the more conser-
vative and pervasive influence of religion on their daily lives, have shown
even more resistance to change than among their west coast counter-
parts. Although the proportions of households living in poverty in these
states in 1990 were among the highest, current proportions are markedly
lower than in the late 1950s. Development factors appear to be less
important than cultural and political factors in sustaining high east coast
Malay fertility. In this heartland of the principal Malay fundamentalist
Islamic opposition party, Partai Islam Se Malaysia, where typically more
than 40 per cent of voters in these states support it in general elections,
there are very low levels of use of modern methods of birth control,
despite almost universal knowledge among married couples about family
planning. :

Implications for Theory

In Chapter 2, it was hypothesized that abrupt discontinuities with the
past, rather than substantial declines in mortality as assumed in
demographic transition and ideational theories, act as the catalyst for
initial fertility change. It has long been apparent that rapid development
generally plays an important part in explanations of fertility decline.
However, it was further hypothesized that cultural and political factors
are also.of primary importance in both the onset of fertility decline and
in the subsequent path it follows. Cultural factors refer here to religion
and the belief or value systems, as well as kinship structures, of par-
ticular communities. Political factors refer here to the government’s
population policy, as well as the political ideology at the local adminis-
trative levels. These hypotheses are reviewed below on the basis of the
findings of the fertility decline among Malaysia’s different communities
and the evidence relating to similar cultural groups elsewhere in East
and South-East Asia. The discussion will concentrate on these issues
primarily in relation to changes in Chinese and Malay fertility. The
explanation for the changes in Malaysian Indian fertility is much the
same as that for the Chinese.

Abrupt Discontinuities with the Past as the Catalyst of Change

The start of the decline in Malaysian Chinese fertility was around the
late 1950s, a similar time to the start of fertility change among other
overseas Chinese populations elsewhere in East and South-East Asia.
Their socio-economic settings differed, but the similarity of timing
suggests a similarity in cause. The start of the decline preceded both the
implementation of anti-natalist population policies and the creation of
national family planning programmes. Although some voluntary family
planning clinics had already been established in the main cities, their
geographical coverage and clientele were limited.

Quite apart from the severe disruptions caused by the hostilities in the



174 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

Pacific during the Second World War, the period of the 1950s was a
watershed in the history of the overseas Chinese in general, and the
Malaysian Chinese in particular. The sudden changes were: (i) the
overseas Chinese no longer had mainland China either to protect them,
or to return home to, following the success of the Communist
Revolution; (it) the rise of nationalism, and the attainment of independ-
ence by the former South-East and East Asian colonies, exposed the
Chinese to the fears and resentments of the indigenous communities;
and (iii)) within Malaysia, the Chinese were further affected by the
disruptions of the emergency period during the communist uprising (see
Chapter 1). Further, the granting of citizenship to the Malaysian
Chinese prior to independence gave them a new permanent homeland,
as well as a new perspective on their future.

The combined effect of these sudden and major changes with the
past, and the uncertainties and anxieties about the future, were con-
ducive to rapid adjustments in Chinese (and Indian) family formation
behaviour. The Malaysian overseas Chinese, like their counterparts
elsewhere in East and South-East Asia, adapted to the new situation by
entering marriage at a later age and curtailing their childbearing. This
line of explanation for the onset of the fertility decline of the overseas
Chinese is also consistent with the change observed in Shanghai—a
flourishing international trading port in mainland China—whose pattern
of fertility decline differed from that of the rest of the mainland.
Although the period of the 1950s was also a time of change for the
Malaysian Malays, particularly with the attainment of independence, the
changes were very much less abrupt and disruptive of the past
compared with those affecting the Malaysian Chinese. Not surprisingly,
there were no immediate, major, and pervasive changes in Malay child-
bearing behaviour at this juncture. The modest declines in Malay
fertility in the late 1950s and early 1960s, where they occurred, were
more likely to have been induced by the start of rapid development.

Cultural and Political Factors

The Malaysian and other overseas Chinese populations were far from
being a homogeneous group. Nor did they share similar socio-economic
conditions. Yet, the simultaneity in the timing of the onset of their
fertility decline, and in its subsequent progression, suggests that
ideational changes about the advantages of having fewer children played
a major role. The period of the 1950s and 1960s was also marked by
major development changes, particularly the spread of formal schooling.
The Chinese have traditionally valued education, and its increased
importance as an avenue for acquiring new skills and for upward
mobility would not have escaped a community who were largely labour
migrants, or first-generation descendants of migrants. Chinese culture,
unaffected by religious constraints about the use of contraception and
abortion, was readily able to adapt to the ideational changes with respect
to new family size norms. Greatly increased modern-sector employment
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opportunities for women outside of the home provided further mo-
mentum for the fertility transition.

By contrast, there was no similar major ideational shift with respect to
family size norms among the Malays in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Indeed, there was hardly any need for this largely rural community to
adapt its childbearing behaviour as the present remained little different
from the past, despite the attainment of independence. Reductions in
Malay marital fertility that began to occur in the 1960s and early 1970s
can be seen as a slow adjustment to modernization, supported by the
newly created family planning movement (see below). By contrast with
the Chinese, the modest reductions in Malay fertility did not represent a
major break with the past.

Social and economic factors, that is, modernization or development
variables, can exert a powerful influence on fertility, but the extent to
which changes in these factors actually affect fertility can be greatly
influenced by cultural and political factors. Religion and kinship struc-
tures are major cultural determinants of fertility. Population policy,
particularly the extent of government involvement in the family planning
programme, together with state-level ideology, are the major political
determinants of fertility. Cultural and political factors have offset the
expected inverse relationship between the level of modernization and
level of Malay fertility. Conversely, in the very different contexts of
Indonesia and Singapore, strongly enforced official family planning
programmes have had a major influence in helping to change the tradi-
tional cultural values of the Malays with respect to family size norms.

The experiences of the above-mentioned Malay populations show
that Islam per se does not preclude a wide range of reproductive beha-
viour. The Koran and works of Prophet Muhammad have, like other
religious texts, been subject to differing interpretations on many matters,
including the status of women and the use of modern methods of birth
control (Obermeyer, 1992). In so far as religion has a direct bearing on
factors that support high fertility, such as the status of women, restric-
tions on the use of modern methods of birth control, and the mainten-
ance of traditional kinship structures, it can have a powerful influence
on fertility.

The impact of any religion on fertility is best viewed contextually and
in relation both to development and the political situation of the country.
The political context, which can differ even within national boundaries
as in Malaysia, can determine the role played by religion. Thus, differ-
ences In interpretation of religious doctrine among religious leaders
about, for example, matters relating to the use of modern methods of
birth control can lead to differing practices both within and between
countries. Such differences are central to the explanation of Malay
subcultural differences in fertility between the east coast and west coast
states. Islamic fundamentalism, which is most prominent in the east
coast states, encourages high fertility and does not fear the economic
consequences, whereas Western values, which support low fertility, are
more influential among Malays in the west coast states.
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Further, the influence of religious factors on fertility should also be
considered in relation to the stability and power of political leaders. In
contexts where political leaders are constrained in their freedom of
policy options by the power of religious leaders, it can be difficult for
government to actively promote family planning programmes. Con-
versely, where political leaders are strong and not constrained by
religious leaders, family planning programmes can erode traditional pro-
natalist cultural values.

In sum, since cultural and political factors can help facilitate, or resist,
the impact of modernization in influencing childbearing behaviour, there
is a clear need to take them explicitly into account in explanations of
fertility changes, or lack of changes, in Asian populations.

The Impact of Policy on Fertility

Malaysia, like most of its neighbouring countries, first embarked on
an anti-natalist population policy in 1965. Its First Five-Year Plan
(1965-70) targeted declines in population growth rates and established
an official family planning programme to promote smaller families. At
that time, Malaysia was a low-income, agrarian society. However, its low
population of just 9 million, and its abundance of natural resources,
hardly merited an anti-natalist policy. However, it was initiated against a
background of heightened international concern, particularly among
Western countries, with the Third World’s accelerating population
growth, and with a consensus among economic planners from interna-
tional organizations that rapid population growth inevitably had an
adverse impact on economic development. From the outset, there were
many reservations expressed about the wisdom of such a policy for
Malaysia, and also some opposition to it, which could be expected given
the country’s finely balanced ethnic composition; at that time, the
Malays comprised hardly more than half of the population. Initiators of
Malaysia’s anti-natalist policy felt that the adoption of family planning
by the Malays would be one means by which they could improve their
well-being and catch up with the non-Malays.

A baseline fertility survey conducted in 1967 showed that, overall,
some 86 per cent of currently married women living in Peninsular
Malaysia had never used any form of birth control. In terms of ethnic
group, the proportion of current users was just 3 per cent among the
Malays, 27 per cent among the Chinese, and 7 per cent among the
Indians (Malaysia, National Family Planning Board, 1968). By the early
1970s, the family planning programme had spread beyond the urban
areas, such that by the time of the 1974 Malaysian Fertility and Family
Survey (MFFS), these proportions had risen to 25 per cent, 57 per cent,
and 55 per cent respectively (Chander et al., 1977). However, a shift in
Malaysia’s anti-natalist stance began in the mid-1970s, and there was a
steady decline in family planning acceptors (see Chapter 5). The idea
that resource-rich Malaysia was underpopulated gained greater accept-
ance in the late 1970s as the economy grew rapidly and labour shortages
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emerged. By the time the new pro-natalist policy was officially estab-
lished in 1984, Malay fertility had already stopped declining and was
even showing signs of increasing (see Chapter 3).

To what extent has population policy been responsible for shaping
fertility trends in Malaysia? As already pointed out, trends in Malaysian
Chinese fertility have been remarkably similar to those among the
overseas Chinese elsewhere in Asia where there are differing population
policies. Fertility of the Malaysian Chinese started to decline before the
official family planning programme began, and continued unabated even
after the programme was curtailed. The Indians, particularly those
working in the plantations, were targeted by the family planning
programme in its early years, and it is highly likely that their rapid
fertility decline from the mid-1960s onwards was due in part to the
efforts of the family planning programme.

Among the Malays, a substantial increase in contraceptive prevalence
between 1967 and 1974 was clearly due to the efforts of the family
planning programme. This was mainly among women of older child-
bearing ages and high parity, and is reflected in the declines in fertility at
these ages. However, fertility of the Malays levelled in the late 1970s and
even increased slightly well before the formal shift away from ant-
natalism, but around much the same time as the rise in the reaffirmation
movement. With the subsequent de-emphasis on the family planning
programme, there has been little change in Malay fertility since the late
1970s. Current policy allows couples to freely determine their family
size and does not explicitly encourage high fertility through, for
example, the provision of incentive measures.

Implications of Fertility Trends for Policy

Labour Supply

Faced with a tight labour market in the context of sustained economic
development, Malaysia, like several Asian governments, has expressed
concern about the implications of declining fertility levels for future
labour supply, and the potential impact on economic growth. Fertility
decline affects the growth of the working age population through the
time-lagged impact of smaller cohorts of births entering the working
ages. While some of the decline in labour force growth rates has been
compensated for by higher female participation rates, this has not
significantly lessened labour shortages. Concerns about labour supply,
which had been a factor in the change in Malaysia’s population policy,
also figured prominently when Singapore switched from anti-natalism to
(limited) pro-natalism in the mid-1980s (Saw, 1990; Leete and Tan,
1993). But policies attempting to increase fertility, even if effective, will
take around two decades to have any impact on labour supply.

A more immediate solution to problems of labour shortages is
to allow migration from neighbouring lower-income labour-surplus
countries. Pressures have and continue to be brought to bear on several



178 MALAYSIA’S DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

governments, by those with local industrial and commercial interests, to
review their immigration policies, and significant changes have resulted
(Bauer, 1990). However, while a limited amount of selected labour
migration takes place, and in the short term will continue, the fear of the
permanence of migrant workers, the social adjustments and costs that
have to be borne by the indigenous population, as well as considerations
about domestic sensitivities towards large numbers of foreigners and
concerns that they merely delay structural adjustments, have made the
free movement of foreign migrants across national boundaries politically
unacceptable. Malaysia’s immigration policy, like those of Australia and
the United States, only allows short-term contract foreign workers and
does not encourage permanent settlement. While this provides flexibility
in adjusting numbers according to the needs of the labour market, it
may not be sufficiently attractive to encourage adequate numbers of
high-skilled workers of the type that are currently most needed.

Another option to increase labour supply would be to adopt measures
to try to further raise female labour force participation rates. Female
participation rates in Malaysia are markedly lower than those of
Scandinavian countries, for example. There are several routes available
for encouraging women to remain in the labour force, which are both
pro-natalist and consistent with helping couples achieve their reproduct-
ive targets. The Scandinavian approach to family policy has attractive
features, with welfare policies providing, among others, public day-care
facilities, child benefits, long maternity leave, and rights to part-time
work (Hoem, 1990).

A policy to gradually phase out labour-intensive, low value-added
industries, in favour of more capital-intensive industries, would appear a
better long-term development strategy to cope with labour shortages in
Malaysia. It has become evident that Auman capital is of critical import-
ance, and the greater the accumulation of human capital, the higher
would be the growth of output, simply because more highly educated
workers are more productive. Although a strategy of relying upon
labour-intensive exports led to rapid growth in output in Malaysia
during the 1970s and early 1980s, it only works when labour is
abundant. With the exhaustion of surplus labour, this development path
will inevitably lead to growing shortages of labour, secular increases in
real wages, and loss of competitiveness. The highly favourable declines
in age-related dependency burdens that Malaysia will experience over
the coming years can help to offset the higher per capita inputs required
for greater investments in education, training, and the creation of a
higher skilled labour force. Future developments in technology may help
to widen options if they prove to be more user-friendly and less
demanding in terms of education and training, and help to resolve the
conflict between childbearing and employment. Not surprisingly,
Malaysian planners are increasingly moving towards strengthening human
resource development, particularly through investments in training.
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Spatial Disparities in Rates of Natural Increase and Population Policy

If current state fertility trends continue, one effect will be a growing
disparity in rates of natural increase (births less deaths), with east coast
states growing more rapidly than those on the west coast. Markedly
different state fertility levels will inevitably lead to differences in state
population growth rates unless those states with the highest rates of
natural increase also experience net out-migration. To some extent, this
has happened in the recent past; several of the more developed west
coast states have experienced net in-migration. Nevertheless, the fact
that state fertility levels are highest where social and economic condi-
tions are poorest is a matter of policy interest. Making the means of
fertility control more readily available in these states is not inconsistent
with the current pro-natalist population policy.

An important question in considering the future course of population
policy with respect to fertility in Malaysia is the extent to which the
government should attempt to directly influence childbearing (in either
direction) through explicit policy measures, or merely adapt existing
institutions to demographic changes. In recent decades, few Western
governments have intervened to raise fertility, despite the continuation
of fertility well below population replacement levels, relying instead on
policies aimed at improving the standard of living of families. However,
the cultural context differs sharply. In the West, the freedom of the
individual is often protected at the expense of society. In the East, while
it is acknowledged that individuals have rights, the rights of society are
viewed as paramount, and its long-term interests can override them.
Governments have legitimate interests in the demographic future of
their countries—its size, age structure, and composition. The promotion
of these interests may not always be best served by turning to Western
models of population policy, in much the same way as explanations of
the causes of Asian fertility declines need to go beyond those of
Western-based demographic transition theory.



9
The Demographic Context
of Vision 2020

IN early 1991, the Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir Mohamad,
presented a working paper to the Inaugural Meeting of the Malaysian
Business Council in which he outlined the government’s aspiration and
determination to see Malaysia attain developed nation status by 2020—a
perspective which he termed ‘Vision 2020’ (Mahathir, 1991). He fore-
cast that the country would continue to have sustained economic growth,
averaging 7 per cent per year up to 2020—a target that appeared
attainable given Malaysia’s past growth experience, pragmatic economic
policies, resource-rich base, political stability, and leadership resolve.
The targeted economic growth assumes an average population (labour
force) growth of 2.5 per cent over the period, with technological
progress contributing the other 4.5 per cent. Of course, the main aim
of Vision 2020 is to raise average incomes of Malaysians to levels
comparable with those of populations living in the highly industrialized
countries. This means that the critical factor is not the rate of population
(labour force) growth, but the rate and sustainability of technological
progress (Demery, 1994). However, an understanding of how the popu-
lation is likely to grow provides an important basis for evaluating what
levels of aggregate economic output are required to improve economic
welfare, as well as for a wide range of other economic and social planning
purposes.

This chapter presents a probable scenario of the demographic context
of Malaysia up to the year 2021. It gives the summary results of a set of
1991-based projections of the size of the population and its composition
by age, sex, and ethnicity. The chapter begins with a brief account of
the demographic assumptions underlying the population projections. It
then describes and assesses the projected size, growth, and distribution
of the population, as well as its ethnic and age composition.

Demographic Assumptions

The approach taken here was to make separate projections of Malaysian
citizens and of non-Malaysian citizens. In the past, there has been some
blurring of the distinction between these two groups in the official
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statistics, not least because a significant proportion of non-Malaysian
citizens come to obtain Malaysian citizenship with the passage of time.
However, the distinction is consistent with the classification used in the
1991 population census (see Chapter 1) and is considered necessary
because, whereas changes in the numbers of Malaysian citizens are
determined primarily by natural increase, changes in the numbers of
non-Malaysian citizens are determined almost entirely by future net
international labour migration. For Malaysian citizens, eight projections
were prepared, one each for the Malays, Chinese, Indians, and Others in
Peninsular Malaysia, and one each for the Bumiputera and Others in
both Sabah and Sarawak. Separate projections for each of these groups
are required because of their differing demographic behaviour, particu-
larly with respect to fertility levels. For non-Malaysian citizens, only a
single projection was made.

The set of population projections for the above-mentioned groups of
Malaysian citizens was prepared using the micro-computer software
package PEOPLE (Overseas Development Administration, United
Kingdom, and Economic Planning Unit, Malaysia, 1992). PEOPLE
employs the standard cohort component methodology, that is, the
projections are made by age and sex, with separate assumptions about
the future levels and patterns of mortality and fertility. Net international
migration for Malaysian citizens was assumed to be zero. Since the
future number of non-Malaysian citizens living in Malaysia will be
determined largely by the extent to which there is a deficit in the supply
of local workers relative to demand, a different methodology was
adopted for the projection of this category of persons (see below).

Malaysian Citizens

The starting-point for the projections of each of the eight groups of
Malaysian citizens was the 1991 census population classified by age and
sex, adjusted for under-enumeration on the basis of the results of the
census Post-Enumeration Survey (PES) (S. G. Khoo, 1995).

Future levels of mortality of each of the communities were determined
by extrapolating current levels of life expectancy at birth to assumed
asymptotic levels of 76 years for males and 82 years for females. The
speed of progression to these levels was determined separately for each
community on the basis of recent trends, with the Chinese in Peninsular
Malaysia reaching these outer limits of life earliest, in the period 2006-11
for males and 2011-16 for females. The slowest progression towards
these outer limits is for the Bumiputera in Sabah, whereby even in 2021,
male life expectancy at birth is assumed to be just 70.3 years and that of
females 75.5 years. The underlying age patterns of mortality were deter-
mined through model life tables.

Future levels of fertility of each of the ethnic communities were deter-
mined by extrapolating and considering past trends in total period
fertility rates (TPFRs). For the largest community, that is, the Malays in
Peninsular Malaysia, the TPFR is assumed to decline slowly from
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around 4.1 births per woman in the period 1991/6 to 2.7 in 2016-21.
Fertility levels of the Bumiputera in Sarawak are assumed to follow a
similar trend, albeit at a slightly higher level, to that of the Malays in
Peninsular Malaysia. However, Bumiputera fertility in Sabah is expected
to remain above that of all other communities in Malaysia, declining to
just below four births per woman in 2016-21. In contrast, Chinese and
Indian fertility is assumed to decline to around replacement level in
1991-6 and 2001-6 respectively. The underlying age patterns of fertility
were determined through PEOPLE’s model standards.

Non-Malaysian Citizens

The projection for non-Malaysian citizens was based on the assumed
demand for foreign workers. The 1991 census estimate was taken as the
starting-point, although it is recognized that this figure may well repres-
ent an undercount (see Chapter 1). An important factor in determining
the demand for foreign labour is the rate of growth of the economy.
Because of the great uncertainty in forecasting economic growth in the
long run, different methods were used for the period 1991-2001 and for
the period 2001-21.

For the period 1991-2001, it was assumed that annual growth in
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) will average 8 per cent per year over
the first five years and 7 per cent over the next. The implications of
these economic growth rates for the demand for foreign labour depends
largely on two factors—labour elasticity and growth in the supply of
local workers. Thus, for example, a labour elasticity of 1.0 would imply
that a given level of economic growth requires a correspondingly similar
level of labour force growth. For the purposes of the projections, it was
assumed that labour elasticity in Malaysia will decline from 0.45 per cent
in 1991-6 to 0.35 per cent in 1996-2001. Given the assumed economic
growth rates and labour elasticities, the future additional demand for
workers was readily obtained by multiplying the number of persons in
employment in 1991 by the product of the growth in GDP and the
labour elasticities. The number of local workers was determined by
applying assumed age—sex-specific labour force participation rates (con-
stant rates for males and increasing rates for females) to the projected
population. An estimate of the deficit in numbers of workers was then
obtained by subtracting the local labour force (assuming an unemploy-
ment rate of 2.5 per cent) from the estimated demand for workers. The
shortfall is assumed to be made up by foreign workers. For the period
beyond 2001, it was arbitrarily assumed that the proportion of foreign
workers out of the total workers will decline from 6.2 in 2001, to 5.5 per
cent in 2006, and then by 0.5 per cent in each subsequent five-year period.

In order to obtain the total numbers of non-Malaysian citizens for
each period of the projections, it was assumed that for every foreign
worker there is 0.732 dependants (as estimated in 1991). Further, the
age and sex composition of foreigners, as well as the state distribution,
are assumed to be the same as in 1991.
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Limitations

In interpreting the results of the population projections made here, it is
important to bear in mind that the assumptions made about the future
components of population growth, particularly fertility levels, inevitably
contain a margin of error which cannot be measured or determined
without hindsight. The uncertainties inherent in the projections will, in
general, be greater the further into the future one looks.

Moreover, the projections of non-Malaysian citizens are much less
robust than those of Malaysian citizens because of the great uncertainty
in forecasting the future demand for labour, especially beyond 2001. In
projecting fertility, it is necessary to assess the achievement of women in
fulfilling their desired family size. For migration, it is not merely the
desire of individuals to migrate but also potential opportunities. Oppor-
tunities for migration into Malaysia are strongly determined by govern-
ment policies. It has been implicitly assumed that in the future there will
be some tightening of the rather lax immigration policies prevailing in
the first half of the 1990s, as the economy places ever more emphasis on
higher value-added employment (see Chapter 8). One consequence of
not doing so would be that particular sectors of the economy will
become increasingly dependent on foreign workers.

For these reasons, the tables and charts of the projection results given
below place most emphasis on the projections of Malaysian citizens.
Only Tables 9.1 and 9.2 give figures that include non-Malaysian citizens.

Size, Growth, and Distribution of the Population

The total population of Malaysia is projected to grow from an estimated
18.4 million persons in 1991 to 22.9 million in 2001, and to 32.5 million
by the year 2021 (Table 9.1). The annual rate of growth of the popula-
tion is expected to decline steadily from 2.5 per cent in the period
1991-6 to about 1.5 per cent in the last decade of the projection period.
These overall figures are, of course, dominated by the projected trends
for Malaysian citizens. For non-Malaysian citizens, there is a surge in
numbers in the period 1991-6, which results from the assumed 8 per cent
annual growth in the economy, after which the numbers drop back on
account of the economic factors outlined above, coupled with the
increasing supply of local labour.

While population growth is projected to slow throughout Malaysia in
the period to 2021, it will continue to be higher in Sabah compared with
Peninsular Malaysia and Sarawak (Table 9.2). However, it needs to be
borne in mind that the projected population trends for Sabah are rather
conservative compared with actual trends over the past three decades or
so. The lower growth that might be expected results from the method
used here for allocating non-Malaysian citizens to the states, that is, the
assumption that the proportionate distribution will remain the same as in
1991. Nevertheless, as a result of the differing regional growth rates, the
long-term trend for Sabah to have an increasing share of Malaysia’s
population will continue.
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TABLE 9.1
Projected Population by Citizenship Status in Malaysia, 1991-2021

Population Males per Annual Growth

Year Size "000) 100 Females Median Age Rate* (%)
Malaysian Citizens

1991 17,573 101.5 21.6

1996 19,668 101.7 22.4 2.25

2001 21,903 101.9 23.3 2.18

2011 26,827 102.1 25.4 2.02

2021 31,559 101.7 27.7 1.62
Non-Malaysian Citizens

1991 805 143.2 25.4

1996 1,047 143.2 25.4 5.26

2001 1,000 143.2 25.4 -0.93

2011 980 143.2 25.4 -0.20

2021 914 143.2 25.4 -0.70
Total

1991 18,378 103.1 21.8

1996 20,716 103.4 22.6 2.39

2001 22,930 103.4 234 2.03

2011 27,806 103.3 254 1.92

2021 32,473 102.6 27.6 1.55
aFrom the preceding year shown in the table.

TABLE 9.2
Projected Population in Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and
Sarawak, 1991-2021
Peninsular

Year Malaysia Sabah Sarawak Malaysia
Number ("000)

1991 14,797 1,862 1,718 18,378

2001 18,310 2,441 2,179 22,930

2011 22,112 3,020 2,674 27,806

2021 25,710 3,618 3,144 32,473
Annual Growth (%)

1991-2001 2.13 2.71 2.38 2.21

2001-11 1.89 2.13 2.05 1.93

2011-21 1.51 1.81 1.62 1.55
Distribution (%) '

1991 80.5 10.1 9.3 100.0

2001 79.9 10.6 9.5 100.0

2011 79.5 10.9 9.6 100.0

2021 79.2 11.1 9.7 100.0
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Ethnic Growth and Composition

The ethnic composition of Malaysia will continue to change markedly in
the period to 2021 as a result of differentials in ethnic growth rates.
Among Malaysian citizens, Bumiputera growth rates will be more than
double those of the Chinese and almost double those of the Indians.
Thus, the Bumiputera group is projected to steadily increase its share of
Malaysia’s total population from 61 per cent in 1991 to 70 per cent
in 2021. Similarly, in Peninsular Malaysia, the Bumiputera share of
the population will increase from 58 per cent in 1991 to slightly more
than two-thirds by 2021 (Table 9.3). The primary factor responsible
for Malaysia’s continuously changing ethnic composition is the long-
term differentials in the pace of fertility decline between the ethnic
communities.

TABLE 9.3
Projected Population of Malaysian Citizens by Ethnic Group in
Malaysia and Peninsular Malaysia, 1991-2021

Year Bumiputera Chinese Indians TotalP
Malaysia
Number (000)
1991 10,789 4,994 1,380 17,573
2001 14,198 5,641 1,609 21,930
2011 18,195 6,251 1,822 26,827
2021 22,179 6,725 2,036 31,559
Annual growth (%)
1991-2001 2.75 1.22 1.53 2.21
2001-11 2.48 1.03 1.25 2.02
2011-21 1.98 0.73 1.11 1.62
Distribution (%)
1991 61.4 28.4 7.9 100.0
2001 64.7 25.7 7.3 100.0
2011 67.8 233 6.8 100.0
2021 70.3 21.3 6.4 100.0

Peninsular Malaysia
Number (000)

1991 8,434 4,251 1,380 14,475
2001 11,028 4,791 1,609 17,910
2011 14,043 5,297 1,822 21,720
2021 17,000 5,690 2,036 25,345
Annual growth (%)1
1991-01 2.68 1.20 1.53 2.13
2001-11 2.42 1.00 1.25 1.93
2011-21 1.91 0.72 1.11 1.54
Distribution (%)
1991 58.3 294 9.5 100.0
2001 61.6 26.8 9.0 100.0
2011 64.7 24.4 8.4 100.0
2021 67.1 22.4 8.0 100.0

aThe total figures include a small number of persons of other ethnic groups.
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Growth and Changes in the Age Composition

While the number of persons in every age-group in Malaysia will
increase over the course of the projection period, the rate of increase will
vary and change sharply (Figure 9.1).

Although the number of children aged under 15 of Malaysian citizens
is projected to increase from 6.5 million in 1991 to 9.0 million in 2021,

FIGURE 9.1
Projected Population of Malaysian Citizens by Age-group and Region
in Malaysia, 1991-2021

All Ages Under 15
10
2] [2]
c c
9 L
s =
£ £
= ._
3 | 3
[ ular:Malaysia': E
3 ]
z Zz
ol : | 0 B ;
1991 2001 2011 2021 1991 2001 2011 2021
15-64 65 and over
— — 3.0 -
@ ]
c c
2 S
b p=
£ £
. »
3 3
'g 104 : nn [
) i Peninsular:Malaysi 3
0 —— 0.0+

T T - T T T =
1991 2001 2011 2021 1991 2001 2011 2021



THE DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXT OF VISION 2020 187

the rate of growth of young persons will slow markedly as declining
fertility has an increasing impact on the population’s age structure, as
illustrated in Figure 9.1, Figure 9.2 and Figure 9.3. )

The time-lagged impact of smaller birth cohorts entering the working
ages means that a slowing of the overall population growth rate and that
of persons under age 15 precedes that of the population of working ages

FIGURE 9.2
Population Pyramids of Malaysian Citizens by Ethnic Group in Malaysia,
1991 and 2021
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FIGURE 9.3
Projected Population of Malaysian Citizens by Age-group in Malaysia,
1991-2021
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(see Figure 9.1). For the period 1991-2021, the growth in the number
of Malaysian citizens aged 15-64 will average 2.2 per cent per year.
However, the annual growth of persons of working ages is projected to
slow to 1.8 per cent in the third decade of the projection period com-
pared with 2.6 per cent in the first.

The number of persons aged 65 and above—typically labelled the
elderly—is projected to be the fastest growing segment of Malaysia’s
population throughout the projection period. However, population
ageing in Malaysia will be more gradual than in several of the other East
and South-East Asian countries, simply because the pace of fertility
decline has been much slower. However, the number of elderly persons
will continue to increase, and the Chinese and Indian communities will
face more rapid ageing than implied by projections for the total popula-
tion because of their more rapid fertility decline.

With the elderly increasingly being survivors of more healthy cohorts,
coupled with a need to prolong people’s stay in the labour force, there is
a case for reviewing Malaysia’s retirement age, which is as low as 55 in
the public service—a phenomenon that dates back to colonial times
(Cleland, 1992; Leete, 1994b). Further, for many purposes it may be
appropriate to consider as elderly only those aged 75 and above, since
physical frailty and real old-age dependency, in terms of the need for
long-term care, mainly occur when people reach their mid and late
seventies. The fraction of Malaysia’s population aged 75 and above will
still be very small even in 2021.

These differential growth rates of Malaysia’s population by age over
the course of the projection period will lead to sharply declining propor-
tions of children, and compensating increases, of roughly the same
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TABLE 9.4
Projected Dependency Ratios of Malaysian Citizens by Ethnic Group
in Malaysia, 1991-2021

Child Old-age Total

Year Dependency Dependency Dependency
All

1991 62.9 6.4 69.3

2001 54.8 . 7.3 62.0

2011 50.6 9.1 59.7

2021 44.6 12.3 57.0
Bumiputera

1991 72.3 5.8 78.2

2001 66.3 6.4 72.7

2011 60.7 7.4 68.2

2021 51.0 9.6 60.6
Chinese

1991 47.4 7.6 54.9

2001 34.7 9.0 43.7

2011 31.0 13.2 44.2

2021 29.5 19.8 493
Indians

1991 54.7 5.5 60.2

2001 41.7 6.6 48.3

2011 34.9 7.9 42.8

2021 33.6 13.9 47.5

magnitude, in those of working ages and of the elderly (Figure 9.3).

The projected changes in the age composition of Malaysia’s popula-
tion will have important effects on dependency ratios. There will be a
progressive decline in the overall dependency ratio from 69 dependants
per 100 persons of working ages in 1991, to 62 in 2001, and to 57 in
2021 (Table 9.4). This overall decline will come about entirely from the
reduction in child dependency; old age will rise steadily throughout the
next thirty years. The figures in Table 9.4 demonstrate just how
markedly dependency levels differ according to ethnic community. The
dependency level is highest for the Bumiputera where the major, albeit
declining, component is child dependency. By contrast, the Chinese and
Indians have significantly lower levels of child dependency but wil
experience dramatic rises in old-age dependency, reflecting their more
rapid fertility declines compared with the Bumiputera.

Conclusion

By the year 2020, Malaysia will have more than 31 million citizens. The
additional number of non-Malaysian citizens who will be living in the
country cannot be accurately determined but will be at least one million
and could well be considerably more. Of the 31 million Malaysian
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citizens, some 70 per cent will be Bumiputera, 21 per cent Chinese, and
about 6 per cent Indians. Although the population’s age composition
will be significantly older, half its members will still be below age 28.
The proportion of persons aged 65 and above, which will still be small
in comparison with today’s more industrialized countries, wil be
growing. In Malaysia, ageing will take place in a context where living
with children and reliance on extended family support is part of tradi-
tional culture, unlike in the West where the elderly are more likely to live
alone or receive institutional care (G. W. Jones, 1993). However, de-
clining fertility, coupled with greater geographic mobility of the young,
means that the elderly will increasingly be living in smaller households.
With progressively more favourable population dependency ratios, there
are both the resources and time to ensure Dr Mahathir’s 2020 vision of
Malaysia as both a fully developed and caring society. However,
channelling sufficient resources into the further development of human
capital, particularly through the creation of a more skilled and pro-
fessional labour force, is an important precondition for the realization of
that vision.



Appendices

APPENDIX 1
Primary Data Sources Used

THE analyses in this book make use of a wide range of Malaysia’s primary and
secondary demographic data sources. Appendix 1 briefly outlines the data
sources which have been used for the computation of the various national and
subnational demographic measures.

There are major differences in the availability and quality of demographic
data between Peninsular Malaysia, on the one hand, and Sabah and Sarawak, on
the other. This reflects the different political and administrative histories of these
areas, as well as the greater difficulty in collecting reliable data in the much more
sparsely populated and lesser developed states of Sabah and Sarawak. Additional
details about the availability of demographic data from the censuses of Sabah
and Sarawak, together with a discussion of the civil registration systems,
including an evaluation of the reliability of the data on births and deaths in these
states, are given in Chapter 6.

Censuses

Population censuses are the most reliable source for obtaining estimates of the
size, composition, and structure of Malaysia’s population, both nationally and at
state levels.

Peninsular Malaysia has a long history of census-taking which is linked to the
period of British colonial rule. The first and second population censuses were held
in 1891 and 1901, which were census years in the United Kingdom and for many
of its overseas colonies. These early censuses covered the Straits Settlements and
the Federated Malay States only. Full censuses of all the states in the Peninsula
were undertaken by the British colonial administrators in 1921, 1931, 1947, and
1957 (no census being held in 1941 because of the outbreak of war).

Sabah conducted population censuses decennially between 1891 and 1931,
and then twenty years later in 1951. The first census to be held in Sarawak was
in 1939, and the second in 1947. In 1960, censuses were held simultaneously in
both Sabah and Sarawak.

The first population census to cover the whole of Malaysia was held in 1970,
and the second in 1980. The year ending with ‘0’ had been chosen so that
Malaysia’s census would synchronize with censuses of other Association of
South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries. The third and most recent
census was conducted in 1991. Only the basic population data had been released
at the time this book was completed in mid-1995.
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Unlike earlier censuses conducted in the Peninsula, each of the most recent
three censuses was followed by a Post-Enumeration Survey (PES) to check
coverage and completeness. However, in the 1970 census, the PES was confined
to Peninsular Malaysia. The PESs for all three population censuses have showed
that under-enumeration was of the order of 5 per cent (Malaysia, Department of
Statistics, 1985; S. G. Khoo, 1995). While a PES is unlikely to capture the full
extent of census under-coverage, because, for example, of the difficulties of
enumerating illegal migrants as well as a lack of statistical independence between
the two enumerations which means that particular categories of persons missed
in one are also likely to be missed in the other, it does provide a minimum
estimate of under-coverage (Tee, 1987). Figures from censuses before 1970 are
likely to represent under-counts by unknown amounts.

Population Estimates

The sequence of censuses provides benchmark information about the size and
characteristics of Malaysia’s population. Inter-censal mid-year estimates of the
population by age, sex, and ethnicity are developed from the census benchmark
by using the flow statistics of births and deaths from vital registration. These
estimates are compiled and published annually by the Department of Statistics
(DOS) (see, for example, Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1991a and
1991b). Where population estimates were unpublished, or unavailable, at state
levels, but required for the denominators in the computation of various fertility
rates, they were estimated by the author by means of exponential interpolation,
or projection.

Registration of Births and Deaths

As with census-taking, civil registration of births and deaths in the geographical
areas now known as Malaysia developed in a way that was closely related to their
political and administrative evolution. Legislation for the compulsory registration
of births and deaths was first enacted in the Straits Settlements at the end of the
third quarter of the nineteenth century, and was later extended to the Federated
Malay States in 1920, and finally to the Unfederated Malay States in the mid-
1920s (Saw, 1964; Fernandez et al., 1976). Thus, Penang and Malacca were the
first two states to implement compulsory registration in 1872, while Kelantan
and Trengganu were the last in 1926, the year in which vital statistics for the
whole of Malaya first became available. However, it was not until 1946 that the
system was placed under the supervision of a National Registration Office,
which assumed responsibility for compiling and publishing vital statistics of all
the Malayan states in a national report (Malaya, National Registration Office,
1948).

Following independence, the Registration of Births and Deaths Ordinance
was promulgated in 1957 and became effective in August 1958, civil registration
being administered by the National Registration Department of the Ministry of
Home Affairs. Initially, the statistical compilation of births and deaths was done
by the Registration Department, and published annually in a report of the
Registrar General. These reports initially only included the number of births by
sex, ethnicity, and state (E. M. McDonald, 1959). Only from 1958 onwards
were birth statistics classified by age of mother. Since 1963, the Department of
Statistics has also compiled and published more detailed annual reports on vital
statistics. For data relating to the years up to 1990, three reports were published
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annually, covering separately Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and Sarawak (see, for
example, Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1992b, 1992¢, and 1992d). A
long-time series of the available civil registration data, covering the period
1911-85, was published in 1991 (Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1991¢).
For the data year 1991, civil registration data for each of these three areas was
published in a single report (Malaysia, Department of Statistics, 1993) and this
will become the practice in subsequent years. From 1964 onwards, the publica-
tion was more detailed and included live births classified by usual residence of
the mother and her age at time of birth.

Extensive use has been made in this study of birth statistics at the state level.
Before 1964, only the total number of live birth occurrences, classified according
to the ethnic group of fathers, was available for each state. For the period before
1964, the distribution of births by age of mother and ethnic group in each state
was estimated by the author by applying the average age distribution obtained
from the first two years for which such information was published, that is, 1964
and 1965.

Completeness of Ciuil Registration

During the decade 1947-57, it was estimated that under-registration of births in
Peninsular Malaysia was around 10 per cent (Saw, 1964). The level of com-
pleteness was, not surprisingly, shown to be highest in those states with the
longest history of registration—Penang and Negri Sembilan—and least complete
in Kelantan and Trengganu. However, the methodology used by Saw yielded an
average estimate of under-registration throughout the decade, and was not able
to capture the improvements that were taking place in the 1950s.

During the 1950s, there were considerable improvements in the completeness
of registration coverage in Peninsular Malaysia. An important factor was the
heightened awareness by the people about the legal and practical importance, for
various purposes, of registering births and deaths, and of the consequences of
not doing so. For example, in 1948, when a state of emergency was declared,
compulsory individual registration was introduced for all persons aged 12 and
above. Since then, all Malaysians have been required to carry identity cards at all
times. A birth certificate is required to obtain a national identity card. On the
basis of independent comparisons of birth statistics obtained from civil registra-
tion, with estimates of numbers of births from two surveys covering the period
1962-7, Cho (1969) concluded that registration in the Peninsula was almost
complete.

The coverage of civil registration of deaths in Peninsular Malaysia has long
been considered of good standard (Vlieland, 1932). A systematic evaluation of
death statistics covering the period 1946-64 suggested that less than 4 per cent
of deaths were unregistered (Hirschman, 1971). However, examination of the
death statistics according to the age distribution of the deceased reveals some
obvious age misreporting. Further, the information on cause of death is not
recorded for a sizeable proportion of all deaths.

Surveys

This book makes use of data from two important surveys of representative
samples of ever married women aged 15-49 living in Peninsular Malaysia,
conducted by the National Population and Family Development Board (formerly
the National Family Planning Board). The first of these, the Malaysian Fertility
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and Family Survey (MFEFS), was Malaysia’s contribution to the programme of
research organized as part of the World Fertility Survey (Chander et al., 1977).
The second, which is more extensively used here, was conducted ten years later
as a follow-up survey, the Malaysian Population and Family Survey (MPFS)
1984/5, which employed a similar questionnaire and yielded similar information
(Arshat et al., 1988). These surveys provide a wealth of information on marriage
patterns, childbearing, contraceptive use, family intentions, as well as other
topics. The data from these surveys also enable differentials in marriage and
fertility to be studied from a cohort perspective.

An earlier survey relating to family planning was conducted at the time of
launching the national family planning programme (Malaysia, National Family
Planning Board, 1968). That survey provides very useful baseline data from
which the level of use of family planning before the start of the national
programme can be assessed.

In addition, there have been two Malaysian Family Life Surveys (MFLS)
conducted by the Rand Corporation in conjunction with the National Popu-
lation and Family Development Board (Butz and Da Vanzo, 1978; National
Population and Family Development Board and Rand Corporation, 1992). The
first MFLS was held in 1976/7 and the second in 1988/9. Both surveys inter-
viewed representative samples of ever-married women, while the second MFLS
also included a sub-sample from the first. Although confined to relatively small
samples of women, these two surveys contain data on the retrospective life histories
for the period 1950 to the end of the 1980s.
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APPENDIX 2
Economic Planning and Population Redistribution

This annex briefly describes the evolution of Malaysia’s development planning
in relation to population redistribution in general, and urbanization in particular.
Although there were two five-year plans formulated for the Federation of
Malaya, these did not affect population mobility (Malaya, 1961). This appendix
covers the five-year plans since the formation of Malaysia in 1963, that is,
starting with the First Malaysia Plan for the period 1966-70.

First Malaysia Plan (1966-70)

The First Plan (Malaysia, 1966) was preoccupied with measures designed to
promote economic and social integration of Peninsular Malaysia with Sabah and
Sarawak. Increased urban development was not a major employment objective.
Substantial amounts of total expenditure went directly towards rural develop-
ment, and in particular to the expansion of new agricultural land settlement
projects, through the Federal Land Development Authority (FELDA) and the
Federal Land Consolidation and Rehabilitation Authority (FELCRA), for the
promotion of commercial export crops, mainly rubber and palm oil.

Second Malaysia Plan (1971-5)

The Second Plan (Malaysia, 1971), which incorporated Malaysia’s First Outline
Perspective Plan, was based on the principles of the New Economic Policy
(NEP). The NEP emphasized measures designed to create national unity and
equality, and sought to modernize and urbanize the low-income rural Malays.
Non-Malays were in better-income jobs and dominated urban areas. The NEP
set out radical measures to improve the economic standing and welfare of the
Malays, including a target that they should manage at least 30 per cent of com-
mercial and industrial activities within twenty years.

Modernization of the rural sector was to be achieved by bringing more new
land under cultivation with the use of modern techniques and modern manage-
ment. Land development schemes, to exploit Malaysia’s natural resources and
create new economic opportunities, aimed to relieve land pressure and raise
rural income levels. Over one million acres of land were opened up during
1971-5, largely in Pahang, Johore, and Negri Sembilan.

The plan contained measures to encourage migration of rural Malays to urban
areas. Extensive government support was given for education and the creation of
employment opportunities, particularly within the government sector. Indus-
trialization in existing urban areas was encouraged so that Malays could play an
increasing role in ownership, and in employment.

Third Malaysia Plan (1976-80)

The Third Plan (Malaysia, 1976) continued the emphasis on increasing produc-
tivity in agriculture and opening up of new lands and, at the same time,
promoting industrial and urban development as a means for continued restruc-
turing. Land settlements continued to be a major means by which the govern-
ment pushed the location of future growth in agriculture, manufacturing, and
services towards the poorer states. Within the period 1971-80, the two largest
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agencies, FELDA and FELCRA, resettled 42,200 and 16,600 families respect-
ively.

More urbanization was expected on account of the projected growth of the
manufacturing and services sectors. Further, through regional development and
the establishment of new growth centres, smaller towns of the 10,000-75,000 size
class were encouraged to grow more rapidly. It was reasoned that the low level
of skills demanded for employment in small towns would lead to greater migra-
tion from rural areas. The plan contained policies to improve the relative
position of the lowest-income states, including developing their physical infra-
structure, establishing new growth centres, promoting industrial development,
and locating government establishments in such areas.

Impact of the First Three Plans

The pace of urbanization was slow during the first plan period, due to the
emphasis on rural development. By 1970, just 27 per cent of the population
were urban, compared with 25 per cent in 1957. With the exception of the
Klang valley, there was very limited rural-to-urban migration during this period.

Malaysia’s population became significantly more urbanized during the 1970s,
such that by 1980, some 34 per cent of the population were living in urban
areas. During the early part of the 1970s, urban development was mainly
concentrated in large towns with populations of 75,000 and above, with the four
largest towns being Kuala Lumpur, George Town, Ipoh, and Johore Bahru. The
later part of the decade saw the lessening of the dominance of these towns and
the increasing importance of intermediate towns, such as Kota Bharu, Alor
Setar, and Kuantan.

Rapid urbanization was due to the growth of construction, manufacturing,
and services sectors which offered increasing job opportunities. Regional devel-
opment and the establishment of new growth centres also resulted in smaller
towns growing rapidly. States which underwent high rates of urban growth were
Trengganu, Kelantan, Negri Sembilan, Pahang, and Selangor which encompasses
the highly industrialized Klang valley. In 1980, Selangor was the most urbanized
state, followed by Penang and Trengganu.

The ethnic composition of the urban population changed with increased
involvement of Malays in the industrial and commercial sectors, and particularly
in the government sector. Government employment played an important role
in the assimilation of migrants within the urban labour market. In 1970, only
15 per cent of Malays in Peninsular Malaysia were in urban areas, increasing to
21 per cent by 1980.

Fourth Malaysia Plan (1981-5)

The key elements of the Fourth Plan (Malaysia, 1981) were increasing agricul-
tural productivity, expanding and diversifying the industrial base, modernizing the
financial and services sectors, and diversifying the sources of growth. In order to
accelerate urbanization, settlers of land-development schemes were encouraged
to participate in new township activities, such as retail services and small-scale
service industries.

Urbanization was promoted by stimulating growth in the modern sectors of
the economy, the development of new growth centres, and the consequent
demand for rural labour. Further, ethnic composition of urban areas would
continue to change as Malays were increasing their participation in the modern
sectors of the economy.
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Fifth Malaysia Plan (1986-90)

The Fifth Plan (Malaysia, 1986), which came in the wake of the economic reces-
sion of 1985, foresaw the private sector taking the lead in generating growth,
particularly through increased competition and efficiency in the production and
marketing of goods and services. The historical pre-eminence of agriculture had
given way to manufacturing as the leading sector in the economy and the largest
contributor to employment creation. With continued emphasis on manufacturing
and related services, further urbanization was seen as inevitable.

The pace of new land-development schemes was reduced as the availability
of new land became more scarce and the costs of resettling families on the
more marginal land became more costly. The so-called i situ approach consti-
tuted the main thrust of agriculture development during the period, that is,
development through the provision of infrastructure and replanting facilities, as
well as greater commercial orientation aimed at raising productivity of existing
farms.

Impact of the Fourth and Fifth Plans

The expansion of the modern sectors of the economy stimulated urbanization
throughout most of the 1980s. By 1991, slightly more than half of Malaysia’s
population had become urbanized. With the increasing movement of the
Malays into the urban areas, their share of the total urban population rose fastest,
such that by 1991 they had become the largest ethnic group among the urban
population.

In 1991, the central region of the Peninsula, comprising Kuala Lumpur,
Selangor, Malacca, and Negri Sembilan, was the most urban. This concentra-
tion encouraged the growth of industrial, commercial, financial, and administrat-
ive activities within the Kuala Lumpur conurbation areas. The spread of urban
development within, as well as outside, the Klang valley helped accelerate
growth in towns like Shah Alam, Bangi, Seremban, and Port Dickson.

Urban population growth in the eastern region, comprising Kelantan, Pahang,
and Trengganu, was steady, influenced by the industrial and commercial activities
in the Paka-Chukai corridor, as well as rapid growth around the three major
urban centres of Kota Bharu, Kuantan, and Kuala Trengganu. In the south,
Johore experienced rapid urbanization during the 1980s, such that by 1991
slightly less than half of the population lived in urban areas. Urbanization in and
around the Johore Bahru conurbation was particularly conspicuous.

In the North, Kedah experienced significant urbanization in the 1980s.
Nevertheless, by 1991 it still had a relatively low level of urbanization, compar-
able with states like Kelantan, Pahang, and Perlis. Sabah and Sarawak are in the
same category, due to the predominance of agriculture and their limited indus-
trial base.

Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991-5)

The Sixth Plan (Malaysia, 1991b) marks the first phase of Malaysia’s Second
Outline Perspective Plan (Malaysia, 1991a), which incorporates the New
Development Policy as the successor of the NEP. It is based on the principles of
growth with equity, and aims to further diversify the industrial base. It emphas-
izes the development of export-oriented, high value-added, high technological
industries. The transition away from unskilled labour-intensive industries
towards human capital-intensive technological industries would continue. The
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plan foresees more attention being given to increasing value-added activities and
enhancing downstream linkages in agriculture and industrial sectors. The
economy is expected to rely increasingly on exports of manufactured goods for
the growth of income and employment, as Malaysia strives to become a fully
industrialized country, as envisaged in Vision 2020 (Mahathir, 1991).

Conclusion

Over the past twenty-five years, development planning has successfully
combined programmes that have led to major improvements in the welfare of
the rural population, with increased urbanization of the Malays. For the period
1970-90, the NEP provided the framework for planners. Manufacturing,
construction, and services, the major growth sectors, brought large numbers of
Malays into the modern urban economy. Initially, the Malays went primarily to
the government sector, but subsequently they were increasingly attracted to the
private sector. The various rural development schemes, which relocated large
numbers of landless families, may well have played a part in helping to stem
excessive rural-to-urban migration, a problem experienced in many other Asian
countries. However, the success of Malaysia’s economic development, with a
much more diversified mix of exports, and with GDP having increased by
around 7-8 per cent per annum for much of the period since 1970, has brought
about acute labour and skill shortages. These have been particularly conspicuous
since around 1990, despite high growth rates of the working age population and
increased female participation rates. This situation has once again encouraged
the inflow of large numbers of foreign migrants, legal and illegal, from Indonesia,
the Philippines, and, to a lesser extent, Thailand, as well as increasing numbers
from Bangladesh. It is too soon to assess the demographic impact of these
migrants, not least because of the lack of published data on their numbers and
characteristics.



APPENDICES 199

APPENDIX 3
Period and Cohort Perspectives: Truncation Problems

This appendix briefly describes and illustrates two alternative ways of measuring
and analysing demographic phenomena, that is, the period and cohort perspect-
ives, by reference to the study of fertility. Both approaches have been used in
this book. Further, in several of the tables in Chapter 3, women interviewed in
the 1984/5 MPES have been grouped according to their year of first marriage,
that is, their marriage cohort, or according to their year of birth, that is, their
birth cohort. However, it is important to recognize the potential truncation and
censoring biases that can arise when using cohort analysis with survey data, such
as those from the 1984/5 MPFES.

Period and Cohort Perspectives

In considering changes over time in demographic phenomena, either or both of
two differing perspectives, period or cohort, can be used. The traditional
approach, which is generally employed when using civil registration data of
births, is period analysis. Period fertility measures splice together as calendar-year
indicators the childbearing of a cross-section of people born, and married, in
different years. The alternative approach, cohort analysis, focuses on the child-
bearing of women born, or married, in the same year(s). Although the perspect-
ives are interdependent, the analytical emphasis is generally quite different.

It is generally easier to summarize birth statistics through period analysis,
because they are compiled on a calendar-year basis. Further, and by definition,
period fertility measures relate to a particular time reference which make them
more straightforward to interpret. However, all period fertility measures can give
misleading impressions of underlying trends if not understood with care. For
example, period fertility measures can be seriously distorted by particular
happenings, as observed in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 for the Chinese during the
‘dragon years’ (see Chapter 3). Further, during a transition towards a pattern
of later childbearing, period indicators necessarily give an exaggerated picture
of the likely proportion of a cohort that will remain childless, since lower fertility
rates at younger ages may well be balanced by higher rates at older ages later.

Cohort fertility measures tend to be more stable than period measures and
give a sharper focus to underlying trends. However, to construct birth cohort
measures of fertility requires a long-time series of birth (and population) stat-
istics classified by either year of birth of mother, or single year of age of mother.
For Peninsular Malaysia, the time series of the available data is insufficiently
long to undertake a detailed analysis of cohort fertility trends. Further, no in-
formation is available from civil registration about date of marriage of mothers,
which means that marriage cohort analysis of fertility cannot be made. However,
birth and marriage cohort analysis are possible using the 1984/5 survey data, and
these are used extensively in Chapter 3 to examine trends and differentials in
fertility.

Figure A3.1 illustrates the matrix of data required for single calendar year, or
single birth cohort, fertility measures, and how they can be computed from a
time seri¢cs of single year age-specific fertility rates (f, values). Thus, for
example, the total period fertility rate for 1991 is computed by summing the
age-specific fertility rates along the left-to-right diagonal in Figure A3.1.
Conversely, the cohort completed family size for women born in 1942 is
computed by summing the age-specific fertility rates along the first row in
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FIGURE A3.1
Tustration of the Relationship between Period and Cohort Fertility
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i year of birth of women
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It follows that if both the pattern and level of fertility are constant over time, the cohort completed
family size will exactly correspond to the total period fertility rate, where:

49
Completed family size for the cohort of 19421is: X f, 1= 1942 and,
x=15
49
Total period fertility rate for 19911is: X f,
x=15

i=1991x
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Figure A3.1. Note that for each subsequent (younger) birth cohort the fertility
data becomes progressively more incomplete.

Truncation

The 1984/5 MPFS collected information from a representative sample of ever-
married women aged 15-49. For the marriage cohort analysis, these women can
be grouped in seven five-year marriage cohorts, starting from 1950-4 to
1980-4, according to the year in which they first married, as illustrated in
Figure A3.2. A very small number of women may have married before that date,
if they were older than 45 at the time of the survey and had married in 1985,
and hence are not included. For all practical purposes, nothing is lost by
excluding such women.

Figure A3.2 shows that the older the marriage cohort, the less it includes a
representative sample of all women who married during those years. Thus, for
example, take two women who married in 1950 at ages 15 and 16. By 1984,
these women will have been aged 49 and 50. Since the 1984/5 survey was
restricted to women aged under 50, it follows that the women who married at
age 16 in 1950 would not be included in the survey. So it is with all other
women married at ages above 16 in 1950. The younger the marriage cohort, the
more the cohort will be representative of all women who married in that year.
Since during the period covered by the survey data most first marriages would
have taken place before age 25, the five marriage cohorts from 1960-4 to
1980-4 will be almost fully representative of women who married in those years.
But those who first married in 1980-4, would have had very little exposure to
childbearing by the time of the survey, and so are excluded from the fertility
tables in Chapter 3.

Further, there is a severe truncation bias in the 1950—4 marriage cohort and,
to a lesser extent, in the 1955-9 cohort. This is because the 1950-4 cohort will
only include women who first married at age 17%2 on average. It may well be
that the fertility and other characteristics of such women are unrepresentative;
hence, if this cohort is compared with later cohorts, a bias may be creeping into
the comparison. One way to allow for the possible effects of truncation bias in
marriage cohort analysis is to control for age at first marriage.

Censoring

An illustration of how censoring can occur in birth cohort analysis is given in
Figure A3.3. This figure gives a schematic representation of the birth cohorts
included in the 1984/5 MPFS; single women from the cohorts were obtained
from the information on household members in households where there was an
ever-married woman aged 15-49. The women can be grouped into seven birth
cohorts ranging from 1935-9 to 1965-9. Suppose the fertility behaviour of the
oldest cohort, that is, those born in 1935-9, and the youngest cohort, that is,
those born in 1965-9 were being compared. Unless the cohorts were being
compared at equivalent ages over the childbearing period, there would be a
severe censoring bias. This is because women from the 1935-9 birth cohort will
have had an average of 32.5 years of exposure to childbearing by the date of the
survey, whereas those from the 1965-9 cohort will only have had 2.5 years.
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FIGURE A3.2

Schematic Representation of Marriage Cohorts Included in the 1984/5 MPFS
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FIGURE A3.3

Schematic Representation of Birth Cohorts Included in the 1984/5 MPFS
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APPENDIX 4
Computation of Coale’s Fertility and Marriage Indices

This appendix briefly describes Coale’s fertility and marriage indices—I, Ig, and
I —and how they have been computed in this study. A fuller account of these
indices, together with their mathematical derivation, is given in the summary
volume of the European Fertility Project (Coale and Treadway, 1986).

The index of overall fertility (I) is the ratio of the observed number of births
in a given population to the number that would occur if women in every age
interval experienced the standard fertility schedule of married Hutterite women
during 1921-30 (Table A4.1). In the standard schedule, Coale substituted a
fertility rate of 0.3 for the rate of over 0.7 experienced by married Hutterite
women aged 15-19 because the observed value based on only a few women
married below age 20 was considered as unrepresentative of a whole population
aged 15-19—on the presumption that adolescents have a lower reproductive
capacity than women aged 20-29.

TABLE A4.1
Standard Age-specific Fertility Schedule Based on the Hutterites, 1921-1930

Age-group 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44  45-49
Births per Woman 0.300 0.550 0.502 0.447 0.406 0.222 0.061

Source: Coale (1965).

Given that the Hutterite fertility in Table A4.1 equates to an average of
12.44 children per woman (the sum of the age-specific rate X 5), the total
fertility rate in any population can be readily obtained as 12.44 X L.

The index of marital fertility (Ig) is the ratio of the number of births occurring
to married women to the number that would occur if married women experienced
the standard, married Hutterite fertility schedule. .

The index of the proportion married (I ) among women of childbearing age
is the ratio of the number of children married women would have if subject to
the standard schedule, to the number all women would have if subject to the
standard schedule.

The three indices were computed as follows:

The index of overall fertilivy: L = X fw/2 Fwi

The index of marital fertility: I, = Z gm/% Fm,

The index of the proportion married: I = XFm/2 Fw,

Where:

f, is the age-specific fertility rate per woman

g, is the age-specific marital fertility rate per woman

W, is the number of women in age-group i

m; is the number of married women in age-group i

F.  is the age-specific fertility rate per woman in the standard schedule, and
i represents five-year age-groups of women aged 15-49, starting with

15-19, 20-24, and so on.
It follows that if all fertility occurs within marriage, as has been assumed in
this study, overall fertility (I) is simply the product of the proportion of women
married (I_) and marital fertility (Ig), that is:
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For the purposes of this study, the Coale indices were calculated in a more
disaggregated way than was possible in the European Fertility Project because
data on births by age of mother were available for the states of Peninsular
Malaysia. Thus, each of the three indices was split into three age components,
namely 15-24, 25-39, and 40-49, taken to represent respectively the young,
prime, and older childbearing ages. Thus, L, L, and I represent respectively
the index of overall fertility for women aged 15-24, women aged 25-39, and
those aged 40-49. The computation of the disaggregated indices is exactly the
same as described above, except that they only take into account women and
births related to the relevant age-groups, that is, 15-24, 25-39, and 40-49.
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