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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute recently commissioned a public opinion survey of 
East Malaysian’s perspectives on Federal-State relationship, identity/religion, 
education/language and selected current issues.  
 

• The survey found strong support across all demographic groups in the Malaysian 
state of Sarawak for greater autonomy for the state, particularly in the areas of 
economic development, exploitation of natural resources, and education. 

 
• 63 percent of respondents identify themselves as Sarawakian first, and only about 

25 per cent identify themselves as Malaysian citizens first.  
 

• The majority of respondents do not support Islam as the official state religion. 85 
per cent of the Chinese respondents and 52 per cent of non-Muslim bumiputera 
respondents do not agree to having Islam as the state religion. In contrast 85 per 
cent of Muslim bumiputera respondents do.  

 
• Respondents across all demographic groups enthusiastically support reinstating 

English as the official state language and English medium schools in the state. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
* Lee Hock Guan is Senior Fellow at ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute funded a survey recently which includes a section that is 
specifically about Sarawak. This survey was conducted between 12  and 25 July 2016.  A 
sample of 803 respondents were interviewed via fixed-line and mobile phones.  
 
When Sarawak merged with the Malaysian Federation in 1963, the state was granted 
greater autonomy and had important privileges and safeguards bestowed upon it.1 Those 
privileges and safeguards have nevertheless been incrementally eroded or removed, 
especially after Singapore left the Federation in 1965 and the central government 
intervened to instate Rahman Yakup, a Muslim Melanau, as the third Chief Minister in 
1970. Since 1970, with the central governmentÕs strong support and its political pact with 
leaders of other ethnic groups, the Malay-Melanau grouping has attained and maintained 
political dominance in the state.  
 
Sarawak’s ethnic and religious demography is significantly different from that of 
Peninsular Malaysia. Ethnically, the state has a more diverse population, with more than 
26 different ethnic groups, but no one ethnic group comprises an absolute majority, unlike 
on the peninsula where Malays hold that status. In 2010, of a total citizen population of 
2.5 million in Sarawak, the Ibans, the largest ethnic group, comprise 28.9 per cent, 
Chinese 23.5 per cent, Malays 22.9 per cent, Bidayuh 8.0 per cent, Melanau 5.0 per cent, 
and Other bumiputeras 6.3 per cent.2 Sarawak is also the only state with a non-Muslim 
majority. In 2010, the Christians comprised nearly 44 per cent of the state’s population; 
most Ibans, Bidayuhs and Other bumiputeras are Christians. Muslim bumiputeras, mostly 
Malays and Melanaus, make up about 30 per cent of the population while those following 
Buddhism/Chinese religion make up 19.5 per cent.  
 
Since joining the Malaysian Federation in 1963, Sarawak remains the only state with a 
constitution that does not contain articles specifying an official state religion. In the 1970s, 
however, the state government under Chief Minister Rahman Yakub amended the state 
constitution to uplift the position of Islam in Sarawak. Thus in 1976, the constitution came 
to include Articles 4A(1) and 4(2) so that “The Yang Dipertuan Agong shall be the Head 
of the religion of Islam in the state” and that “the Council Negeri is empowered to make 
provisions for regulating the Islamic religious affairs through a Council to advise the Yang 
Dipertuan Agong”.3 Furthermore, in December 1978 the Majlis Islam Bill was amended to 
enable the establishment of syariah courts in the state and to expand the syariah courts’ 
jurisdiction. In other words, while there is still no official state religion in Sarawak, the 
1970s amendments greatly enhance the role of Islam and the syariah courts in the state. 
 
In the Malaysia Agreement of 1963 (MA63), the Sarawak state agreed to recognize Malay 
as the national language of the Federation and that “English should continue to be used for 
a period of 10 years after Malaysia Day”. However, MA63 also specifies that “English 
should be an official language of [Sarawak] for all purposes, State or Federal, without 
limitation of time”. English remained as the official state language until 1974 when Chief 
Minister Rahman Yakup successfully tabled “a motion in the Council Negeri to make 
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Bahasa Malaysia along with English as the negeri’s official languages”.4 Similarly, even 
though MA63 stipulates that the “existing educational system of [Sarawak] should be 
maintained and for this reason it should be under state control”, Chief Minister Rahman 
Yakup managed to implement the national education policy in Sarawak, which meant the 
gradual conversion of all English medium schools to Malay medium.  
 
Respondents consist of Malaysian citizens aged 21 and above who reside in Sarawak. The 
respondents are selected on the basis of a random stratified sampling method across the 
constituency district of residence, controlled by quota for ethnicity, age and gender. While 
all state constituencies in Sarawak are covered, some interior localities in the more remote 
constituencies could not be sampled due to inadequate telecommunications coverage. 
 
In total, there are 27 per cent Muslim bumiputera respondents, 39 per cent non-Muslim 
bumiputera respondents and 33 per cent Chinese respondents. 11 per cent of  respondents 
are between the ages of 21 and 30 years old; 29 per cent of respondents between the ages 
of 31 and 40 years old; 30 per cent of respondents between the ages of 41 and 50 years 
old; 19 per cent of respondents between the ages of 51 and 60 years old; 11 per cent of  
respondents were 60 years old and above. The survey’s estimated margin of error is +3.46.  
 
 
AUTONOMY ISSUES 
 
The majority of Sarawak respondents, 57 per cent, feels that the state has been better off, 
while about 20 per cent of respondents feel that the state is worse off, since joining the 
Federation in 1963. Of the three communities surveyed, Muslim bumiputera respondents 
record the highest rate, at 76.7 per cent, in deeming that the state is better off, followed by 
non-Muslim bumiputera respondents at 62.0 per cent (Figure 1A). In contrast, Chinese 
respondents are split, with 35.4 per cent who feel that Sarawak is better off, 34.3 per cent 
who feel the state is worse off and 17.2 per cent who feel the state fares as it had even 
before joining Malaysia.  
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Figure 1A: Do you think that Sarawak is better off or worse off by joining Malaysia since 
1963? 
 

 
 
According to Figure 1B, only among the Muslim bumiputera respondents is there a 
majority, 55.3 per cent, who are satisfied with the way the federal government has upheld 
MA63. Non-Muslim bumiputera respondents’ opinion on the way Putrajaya has upheld 
the MA63 is split with 42.1 per cent dissatisfied and 37.7 per cent satisfied, and 19.9 per 
cent unsure or do not know. Chinese respondents are the most dissatisfied with how the 
federal government has upheld the MA63; only 10.4 per cent indicate that they are 
satisfied compared to 45.9 per cent who are not satisfied, and 42.2 per cent who are unsure 
or do not know.	
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Figure 1B: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you that the way the Malaysia Agreement 
1963 has upheld by the BN federal government? 
 

 
 
 
The poll finds that 76 per cent of respondents agree that their state deserves greater 
autonomy to determine their affairs than currently permitted by the federal government. 
Indeed, all three communities surveyed support more autonomy for the state: the Chinese 
respondents record the highest support for this at 85.5 per cent, followed by the non-
Muslim bumiputera respondents at 74.3 per cent and the Muslim bumiputera respondents 
at 69.9 per cent (Figure 1C).  
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Figure 1C: How strongly do you agree or disagree that Sarawak should have more 
autonomy? 
 

 
 
Of the respondents who agree that Sarawak should be granted greater autonomy, 59 per 
cent reckon that Sarawakians should have greater control over its economy (Figure 1D). 
The statement “More autonomy over oil royalty, Sarawak is a major source of oil 
production in Malaysia”, receives 40 per cent support from respondents followed by 37 
per cent supporting greater autonomy over education and nearly 19 per cent supporting 
more control over revenue sharing. The sentiments for more autonomy also extend to the 
topic of having more locals in the state public services sector; 83 per cent of respondents 
agree that the state civil service should be run by local officials as opposed to personnel 
from Peninsular Malaysia.  
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Figure 1D: If you agree, in which areas should Sarawak have greater autonomy? Please 
choose 2 of the following:  
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IDENTITY, ETHNIC RELATIONS AND SPECIAL PRIVILEGES 
 
The strong regional identity sentiment in Sarawak is confirmed by the fact that nearly two-
thirds of the respondents polled, about 63.3 per cent, identify themselves as Sarawakian 
first (Figure 1E). About 24 per cent identify themselves firstly as Malaysian citizen 
followed by only 5.6 per cent who identify themselves through their ethnicity and an even 
smaller 1.7 per cent of the respondents through their religious affiliation. This is in marked 
contrast to their fellow citizens in Peninsular Malaysia where 55 per cent identify 
themselves firstly by religious affiliation. Unlike citizens in the peninsular states, the 
respondents in Sarawak display a very strong regional identity,  as do their neighbours in 
Sabah.  
 
Figure 1E: When thinking about identity, how would you like to be identified first? 
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When asked about ethnic relations in Sarawak, 87 per cent of respondents affirm that 
inter-ethnic relations are good. Moreover, nearly 67 per cent of respondents believe that 
ethnic relations are better today compared to five years ago (Figure 1F). Only 10 per cent 
of the respondents feel that ethnic groups have drifted “further apart”. Among the 
bumiputera communities polled, 88 per cent of non-Muslim bumiputera respondents feel 
ethnic relations are good compared to 86 per cent for both Muslim bumiputera and 
Chinese respondents. However, while 81 per cent of Muslim bumiputera and 82 per cent 
of non-Muslim bumiputera respondents feel that ethnic relations are getting better, only 37 
per cent of Chinese feel that Sarawakians are coming closer together. 44 per cent of 
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Chinese respondents feel that ethnic relations have remained the same as they were five 
years ago.  
 
Figure 1F: How would you describe the ethnic relationship in Sarawak today? Compared 
to 5 years ago, do you think ethnic relations in Sarawak are getting closer together or 
further apart? 
 

 Ethnic relations in 
Sarawak today Compared to 5 years ago 

 Bad Good Getting 
closer 

Further 
apart 

Remained 
the same 

Total 3% 87% 67% 10% 21% 

Muslim Bumiputera 2% 86% 81% 5% 10% 
Non-Muslim 
Bumiputera 3% 88% 82% 8% 9% 

Chinese 5% 86% 37% 16% 44% 
 
Among Muslim bumiputera respondents, 51 per cent feel that the special privileges for 
bumiputeras should be kept while 47 per cent think all Sarawakians should be treated 
equally (Figure 1G). In contrast, the majority of non-Muslim bumiputera and Chinese 
respondents agree that all Sarawakians should be treated equally, at 61 per cent and 76 per 
cent respectively. Only 36 per cent of non-Muslim bumiputera respondents and 16 per 
cent of Chinese respondents support keeping the bumiputera special privileges.  
 
When asked about whether all bumiputera groups are being treated equally, the responses 
received are different across the three communities surveyed. Muslim bumiputera 
respondents overwhelming agree that they are treated equally as the others, and 20 per 
cent feel they are treated unfairly. A majority of non-Muslim bumiputera respondents, 60 
per cent, also feel that all bumiputera groups are treated equally with slightly more than a 
third feeling that they are treated unequally. In contrast, 46 per cent of Chinese 
respondents think that all bumiputera groups have been treated equally, with 41 per cent 
disagreeing.  
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Figure 1G: In your view should all Sarawakian be treated similarly or should special 
privileges be kept for Bumiputeras? How far do you think that all bumiputera groups are 
treated equally? 
 

 Special treatment Treated equally 

 Similarly 

Special 
privileges be 
kept for 
Bumiputera 

Unequal Equal 

Total 62% 33% 33% 60% 

Muslim Bumiputera 47% 51% 20% 75% 

Non-Muslim Bumiputera 61% 36% 35% 60% 

Chinese 76% 16% 41% 46% 

 
 
ISLAM AS OFFICIAL STATE RELIGION, AND HUDUD 
 
Respondents’ views on Islam as official state religion are divided along ethnic/religious 
lines in Sarawak. Overall, 51 per cent of respondents in Sarawak disagree to having Islam 
as the state religion, and 40 per cent support having it. 85 per cent of the Muslim 
bumiputera respondents agree and only 11 per cent disagree to having Islam as the state 
religion (Figure 1H). On the opposite end, 85 per cent of the Chinese respondents disagree 
to the instating of Islam as the state religion. Importantly, 52 per cent of the non-Muslim 
bumiputera respondents also do not support having Islam as the state religion.  
 
Figure 1H: Do you agree or disagree that Sarawak should have Islam as the state 
religion? 
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The hudud or Islamic Criminal Law issue has been a hotly debated topic in Malaysia since 
the Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS) started to advocate its implementation in the late 
1980s. In early 2014, the controversial topic again captured the national media’s attention 
when the minister in charge of religious affairs gave public praise to hudud law5. In 
2016/2017, Hadi Awang, president of PAS, tried to table a private bill in Parliament to 
amend the penal code so as to enable a limited implementation of hudud in Kelantan, the 
state under PAS’s control. 
 
Sarawak respondents display low support for the Islamic criminal law, and only 20 per 
cent support its implementation. Unlike in Peninsular Malaysia where hudud draws large-
scale support among Muslims, the Muslim bumiputera respondents in Sarawak are split; 
only 40 per cent support hudud while 43 per cent do not (Figure 1I). As expected, the 
rejection is highest among Chinese respondents in Sarawak. 84 per cent do not support 
hudud. Among non-Muslim bumiputera respondents, about 60 per cent are not in favour 
of the Islamic criminal law.  
 
When asked about the suitability of hudud for Malaysia including Sarawak, 64 per cent of 
respondents in Sarawak think it unsuitable for Malaysia’s ethnically and religiously 
heterogeneous society (Figure 1I). Among Muslim bumiputera respondents, a slight 
majority 45 per cent feels hudud is unsuitable while 39 per cent feel that it is. In contrast, 
62 per cent of non-Muslim bumiputera respondents and a huge 82 per cent of Chinese 
respondents feel that hudud is unsuitable for Malaysia.   
 
Figure 1I: How strongly do you support or do not support the hudud law to be 
implemented in Sarawak? How strongly do you think that hudud law is suitable in 
Malaysia including Sarawak? 
 

 Implementation of Hudud Law Hudud Law in Malaysia 

 Do not support Support Not suitable Suitable 

Total 63% 20% 64% 19% 

Muslim Bumiputera 43% 40% 45% 39% 

Non-Muslim Bumiputera 59% 19% 62% 18% 

Chinese 84% 6% 82% 6% 

 
 
Figure 1J shows that in Sarawak, support for hudud among Muslim bumiputera 
respondents is inversely related to the respondents’ age—support for hudud is higher 
among younger respondents with 52 per cent among those aged 21-30 compared to the 33 
per cent in the aged 51-60 and 30 per cent above 60. A similar pattern is also observed 
among Muslim bumiputera respondents with regard to the suitability of hudud for 
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Malaysia across the ages.  The responses are also divided along gender lines, where males 
tend to reject the idea while female Muslims are more inclined to express support for 
hudud.  
 
Figure 1J: Among Muslim Bumiputera  
 

 Implementation of Hudud Law Hudud Law in Malaysia 

Sector Do not support Support Not suitable Suitable 

Total 43% 40% 45% 39% 

Male 53% 35% 56% 37% 

Female 32% 44% 33% 41% 

Aged 21 – 30 34% 52% 38% 41% 

Aged 31 – 40 49% 42% 47% 45% 

Aged 41 – 50 39% 41% 41% 41% 

Aged 51-60 43% 33% 46% 33% 

Aged >60 48% 30% 57% 26% 

 
 
OFFICIAL STATE LANGUAGE, ENGLISH SCHOOLS AND ONE TYPE OF 
SCHOOL FOR ALL (SATU SEKOLAH UNTUK SEMUA)  
 
The survey finds that the majority of respondents from Sarawak supports English as the 
official language, at 72 per cent. However, while 53 per cent of Muslim bumiputera 
respondents support English as the official state language, about 45 per cent of Muslim 
bumiputera respondents are not supportive of it. The different is not very great. (Figure 
1K). On the other hand, the overwhelming majority of non-Muslim bumiputera and 
Chinese respondents support reinstating English as the official state language, at 78 per 
cent and 81 per cent respectively.  
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Figure 1K: How far do you support or not support English as the official language in the 
Sarawak's state administration? 
 

 
 
The survey also finds that 86 per cent support bringing back English language medium 
schools. This holds true for all the three communities; the non-Muslim bumiputera 
respondents show the strongest support at 89 per cent, followed by Chinese respondents at 
87 per cent and Muslim bumiputera respondents at 79 per cent (Figure 1L). 
 
Figure 1L: How far do you support or not support bringing back English language 
medium schools in Sarawak? 
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Respondents’ responses are divided on the question whether there should only be one type 
of school in the country to promote unity among all citizens at an early age. 68 per cent of 
Chinese respondents disagree that there should only be one type of school in the country 
to promote unity among all citizens at an early age. A slight majority of Muslim 
bumiputera respondents—53 per cent—agrees, on there being only one type of school in 
the country to facilitate national integration, with 43 per cent disagreeing (Figure 1M). 
The split among non-Muslim bumiputera respondents is 48 per cent agreeing and 45 per 
cent disagreeing with having one type of school to facilitate national integration at an 
early age.  
 
Figure 1M: How far do you agree or disagree with the suggestion that there should only 
be one type of school in the country in order to promote unity among all citizens at an 
early age? 
 

 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The survey finds that the majority of Muslim bumiputera and non-Muslim bumiputera 
respondents agree that Sarawak has been better off since joining Malaysia in 1963, while 
Chinese respondents are split, with 35.4 per cent feeling that Sarawak is better off and 
34.3 per cent feeling that it is worse off. Nevertheless, all three communities polled 
support greater autonomy for the state, particularly in the areas of economic development, 
exploitation of natural resources such as oil and gas assets, and education. 
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Respondents across all demographic segments in the state strongly identify themselves as 
Sarawakian first, at 63 per cent. About a quarter of respondents identify themselves firstly 
as Malaysian citizens, and only 5.6 per cent on the basis of their ethnicity and an even 
smaller 1.7 per cent of the respondents identify themselves firstly on the basis of their 
religious affiliation. While the majority of Muslim bumiputera respondents support 
retaining the special privileges for bumiputeras, only a minority of non-Muslim 
bumiputera respondents supports keeping those special privileges.  
 
While the majority of respondents in Sarawak disagree to having Islam as the state 
religion, 85 per cent of the Muslim bumiputera respondents support the idea. In contrast, 
85 per cent of the Chinese respondents and 52 per cent of non-Muslim bumiputera 
respondents do not support it. Importantly, implementing hudud receives only 20 per cent 
support in the state with the Muslim bumiputera respondents being split into 43 per cent 
being against it and 40 per cent being in support of it. A huge majority of non-Muslim 
bumiputera and Chinese respondents is also against the implementation of the Islamic 
criminal code.  
 
The idea of reinstating English as the official state language is well received by all three 
communities with 53 per cent of Muslim bumiputera respondents, 78 per cent of non-
Muslim bumiputera respondents and 81 per cent of Chinese respondents supporting it. 
Restoring English medium schools receives enthusiastic support across all demographic 
segments, with the non-Muslim bumiputeras being most enthusiastic at 89 per cent, 
followed by the Chinese at 87 per cent and the Muslim bumiputeras at 79 per cent. 68 per 
cent of Chinese respondents disagree that there should only be one type of school to 
promote unity, while 53 per cent of Muslim bumiputera respondents agree with the 
statement, while non-Muslim bumiputera respondents are split with 48 per cent agreeing 
and 45 per cent disagreeing. 
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1 This is the 18-point agreement proposed by Sarawakian leaders to ensure greater autonomy for 
the state in the negotiation to form the Federation of Malaysia in 1963. The 18-point agreement 
was accepted, but with changes, and incorporated in the 1963 Malaysian Agreement (MA63).  
2 The 2010 Population and Housing Census of Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur: Department of Statistics, 
Government of Malaysia. 
3 Faisal S. Hazis “Domination and Contestation: Muslim Bumiputera Politics in Sarawak”, 
Singapore: ISEAS, 2012, p.86. 
4 Ibid., p.84 
5 See http://english.astroawani.com/malaysia-news/community-must-understand-hudud-law-
wider-context-jamil-khir-34810 
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