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The Formation of Distribution Pattern of Chinese Dialect

Groups in Sarawak, East Malaysia

Kiyomi YAMASHITA

Abstract

Various Chinese dialects are used in the Chinese society in Southeast Asia. The Chinese
society consists of people whose dialects differ considerably depending upon their background.

Many studies on the Chinese society in Southeast Asia, with emphasis on the difference
of dialects, have been conducted in fields such as history, sociology, and economics. How-
ever, studies in these fields lack geographical analysis of the dialect groups. Negligible
attention has paid to the residential pattern of such dialect groups.

In the field of geography, on the other hand, most studies were done on the residential
pattern of the Chinese society in Southeast Asia rather than on the Chinese dialect
groups. Although there exists a study of Chinese dialect groups by HODDER (1953), this kind
of study has been ignored by geographers.

This study analyzes a distribution pattern of Chinese dialect groups in Sarawak, East
Malaysia, and shows how such a pattern has developed. For this study, the Malaysian popula-
tion census data of 1970 was utilized. In addition to the census data, materials gathered by
the author through interviewing Chinese dialect groups during his field survey done in April,
1979 were used in this study, as well as literatures published by Chinese associations from
each dialect groups.

There are seven major dialect groups in Sarawak: Hakkas, Foochows, Hokkiens,
Cantonese, Teochews, Henghuas, and Hainanese (Tab. 2 and Fig. 4). Location quotients
of each district were obtained by the ratio between a paticular dialect group’s population
and entire Chinese population in Sarawak. Subsequently, a map was drawn for the
purpose of reflecting such location quotients (Fig. 6).

The most significant characteristics of the distribution pattern of the Chinese dialect
groups in Sarawak is that the two major groups, Hakkas and Foochows, showed remarkable
contrast in developing such distribution patterns. Hakkas’ population concentrates in the part
of the First and Second divisions (these administrative divisions are as of 1970) and Miri,
but Foochows reside in the Third and Fourth divisions, eastern part of the First and Second

divisions. It appears that Hakkas and Foochows segregate themselves. Although Hokkiens,
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Teochews, and Cantonese are majority groups of Chinese society in Southeast Asia, they
form minority groups in Sarawak. Their location qoutients are greater in other districts.

In the course of immigration, there have been places where immigrants arrive and
disperse. The Chinese dialect groups were distributed from such bases and through river
traffic.

As for the Hakkas, around the middle of the 19th century, they came from West
Borneo, then Dutch territory, to Bau in the First Division and worked in mines. As the
mining industries suffered from recession, the Hakkas moved to neighboring town, Kuch-
ing, and its suburbs. There the Hakkas engaged in small buisiness and agriculture, espe-
cially growing pepper.

Foochows’ immigration began when WONG Nai Siong led approximately one thousand
people from his province of Foochow to Sibu in the Third Division between 1900 and 1902
(Sibu was later called New Foochow). Foochow settlements were developed from Sibu as a
base city, along the Rajang River and formed Foochows’ distribution pattern today (Fig. 7
and Fig. 8).

Both Hokkiens and Teochews came mostly through Singapore and became active in
commerce. In the beginning of immigration, Hokkiens extensively traded with aborigines
such the Dayaks. They also played an important role in trading with Singapore where
Hokkiens were dominant. Teochews opened general merchandise stores in various districts.

Many Cantonese engage in commerce. There are also many Cantonese who engage
in agriculture in Sarikei and Kanowit, both in the Third Division. This is attributed to the
fact that in 1903, like Foochows, approximately two hundred Cantonese farmers immigrated
to Sibu. Most Cantonese in Miri now work in oil wells.

The Henghua group shows an extreme distribution pattern of high population concen-
tration in Sibu and Kuching. The Henghua settlements in Sibu began in 1912 when one
hundred-one Henghua farmers arrived at Sibu. Henghuas dominate in the transportation
industry such as trishaws, taxis, and buses.

Location quotients of Hainanese are high in the most districts except the Third Division.
There are many Hainanese who own coffee shops. Foochows have recently come into the
coffee shop business and the result of competition between the two groups may have some
effects in the distribution patterns.

In 1841 James Brooke started to govern Sarawak. Since then Sarawak’s development
has been in Chinese immigrants’ hands. They have chosen to live in places where their
dialect group populated heavily. They have engaged in their traditional businessces or have
launched their new businesses. The distribution pattern of the Chinese dialect groups today

were formed through such business activities and choices of residential locations.
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Fig. 2 Administrative districts in Sarawak, 1970.
First Division: 1. Lundu 2. Bau 3. Kuching 4. Serian 5. Simunjan Second
Division : 6. Simanggang 7. Lubok Antu 8. Saribas 9. Kalaka Third Division :
10. Sarikei 11. Binatang 12. Sibu 13. Kanowit 14. Kapit 15. Mukah
Fourth Division : 16. Bintulu 17. Miri 18. Baram Fifth Division: 19. Limbang
20. Lawas
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Tab. 1 Ethnic composition in Sarawak, 1939~1970.

Ethnic -

Group 1939 1947 1960 1970
Malay 92,709 18.9%| 97,469 |. 17.9%| 129,300 17.4%| 182,709 18.7%
Melanau 36,772 7.5 35,560 6.5 44,661 6.0 53,234 5.5
Sea Dayak | 167,700 34.2 190,326 34.8 237,741 31.9 302,984 | 31.1
I,,anthayak 36,963 7.5 42,195 7.7 57,619 7.7 83,276 | 8.5

other |
indigenous 27,532 5.6 29,867 5.5 37,931 5.1 49,960 5.1
Chinese 123,626 25.2 145,158 26.6 229,154 30.8 294,020 30.1
others 5,283 1.1 6,410 1.0 8,123 1.1 9,735 1.0

Total 490,585 100.0 546,385 100.0 744,529 100.0 1 975,918 100.0

Source : JONES, L. W. (1962) : Sarawak : report on the cencus of population taken on 15th
June 1960. p. 59.
LEE Yong Leng (1970) : Population and seitlement in Sarawak. p. 40.
CHANDER, R.(1972) : 1970 population and housing cencus of Malaysia, commu-
nity groups. p. 46.
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B2RK VY7V 7B BENLFEEAO AR (1947, 1960 # X 1970)
Tab. 2 Population composition of Chinese dialect groups in Sarawak, 1947,
1960 and 1970.
Dialect Group 1947 1960 1970
%% Hakka 45,409 31.3% 70,221 30.6% 91,610 31.2%
&I Foochow 41,946 28.9 70,125 30.6 90,704 30.9
@7  Hokkien 20,289 14.0 28,304 12.4 36,518 12.4
Il  Teochew 12,892 8.9 21,952 9.6 27,262 9.3
J#®  Cantonese 14,622 10.1 17,432 7.6 20,694 7.0
Bt Henghua 4,356 3.0 8,278 3.6 10,642 3.6
#i# Hainanese 3,871 2.6 5,717 2.5 7,033 2.4
others 1,773 2.2 7,125 3.1 9,557 3.2
Total 145,158 100.0 229,154 100.0 294,020 100.0

Source : JONES, L. W. (1962) : Sarawak : report on the census of population taken on

15th June 1960. p. 128.

JACKSON, J. C. (1968) : Sarawak: a geographical survey of a developing
state. p. 54.

CHANDER, R.(1972) : 1970 population and housing census of Malaysia, commu-
nity groups. p. 99 and 103. )
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Fig. 3 Population composition of Chinese dialect groups in Sarawak,
Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore, 1970.
Numbers given in parentheses show the total Chinese population.
Source : CHANDER, R. (1972) : 1970 : population and housing cen-
sus of Malaysia, community groups. p. 99 and 103.
ARUMAINATHAN, P. (1973) : Report on the census of population 1970,
Singapore, Vol. 2. pp. 32-33.
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Fig. 4 The emigrant areas and population size of Chinese dialect
groups in Sarawak, 1970.
1. Fu-chou f&/ 2. P’u-t’ien #MH 3. Hsien-yu {li} 4. Hs-
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9. Wench’ang L&
Source: CHANDER, R. (1972) : 1970 population and hou-

sing census of Malaysia, community groups. p. 99 and 103.
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Fig. 5 Proportion of the Chinese of the total population by district
in Sarawak, 1970.

Source : see Fig. 4.
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Fig. 6 Distribution pattern of Chinese dialect groups, 1970.
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Fig. 7 Population composition of Chinese dialect groups in the
Third Division of Sarawak, 1970.

Source : see Fig. 4.
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Fig. 8 Development of Foochow settlement in Sarawak.
Numbers in the map show the year of establishment of Foochow settlements.
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