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FOREWORD

Traditionally, most cultures world wide have treated politics as more or less
a male domain. The rare historical occurrences of a woman (or women)
taking over the reins of political power are recorded and renowned but this is
largely due to their novelty value. Even in the so-called modern developed
world there is no country where the women are, on an average, as politically
active as the men, Malaysia is no exception to the rule.

Thouigh there may in some cases be a high percentage of women ina
party, the figures do not reveal much about how active these women are or
are allowed to be within the party system. In the seminar that served as a
basis for this book, some women members of political parties reported their
disappointment at being reduced to technical-support roles or figureheads.
However it is true that the aspirations of many other women do not go any
further than that

The seminar was organised with the intention of oblaining an overview
of the present situation, it's causes and the future direction of the situation in
Malaysia. An article about the situation of women in German polities is
included to juxtapose a point of comparison and a different viewpoint in the
cultural sense.

As Malaysian women gain more exposure to quality education and
engage in increasingly qualified professions, more of the traditional role
models for women will crumble, bringing the dawn of political
empowerment.  In this situation there will be many women who will be
dissatisfied with the stafus quo - the role which circumseribes them and keeps
them out of political power. On the other hand, there may yet be a large
number of women who are not interested or willing to participate in the
political process.

Women must be made aware of how politics influences their own lives
which necessitates them to take an active interest in it.  This persuasion can
be painstaking but is the essential path to awaken the latent political
consciousness of women. Whether the female perception of the process of
political activity is similar tq % bi gl consciousness of men will be
revealed in the fullness of hmv" i. cliof discussing these topics openly
is a political act on its own.

Talking about women’s political consciousness in Malaysia was
considered to be daring. So when we decided among ourselves to have a
seminar on this topic, we were warned that this was a bit courageous. in
spite of this we persisted and it was a success. The Hon. Minister of




National Unity and Social Development, Dato” Napsiah Omar, opened the
seminar in her official capacity and it was not hard to find speakers and
participants from various groupings and parties. In fact, it seemed as if the
women had impatiently waited to discuss this topic, as we had to turn down
quite a number of applications for participation. Sadly enough, no males
attended, apart from the organiser and the sponsor. Remarkable was the
interest the seminar evoked in the media. Weeks after the event the press
continued to be an arena for clashes between various factions on how to
interpret various elements of the seminar.

The contributions in this book are based on the papers that were
presented in the seminar. However, in several cases they are completely
revised for the purpose of printing.

Robert Haas
Friedrich Naumann Foundation

Khairul Bashar
AIDCOM
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MALAYSIAN WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION
IN POLITICS : A Historical Perspective

Dato’ Khoo Kay Kim

Introduction

t may surprise many to learn that the first Malaysian woman to

participate in modern politics was Penang-born Chan Pek Kliuan (better

known in China as Chen Pei-Chun). Born in about 1888 and educated
at the Penang Convenl, she became involved in politics after furthering
her education in China and Japan. By the turn of the present century, she
was an adherent of Dr. Sun Yat-sen's revolutionary movement in the process
of which she met and married Wang Ching-wei, one of China’s leading
and very controversial political personalities holding at one time the post
of Prime Minister.

While Chan Pek Khuan was embroilled in China's politics, another
Chinese woman, Wong Sau Ying, like Chan Pck Khuan, also a Cantonese,
was entrusted, in 1925, with the difficult task of assassinating the High
Commissioner of the Federated Malay States and Governor of the Straits
Settlements—Sir Laurence Guillemard—in Penang. Although not local-
born, she also stayed some yearsin Penang, And it was in Penang that she
planned to assassinate Sir Laurence Guillemard.

But she did not have the opportunity and instead went to Kuala
Lumpur whereshe threw a home-made bomb into the Chinese Protectorate,
injuring the Protector of Chinese and two of his associates. She was arrested
and while in Pudu Gaol hanged herself. She wasa member of the Anarchist
movement which, as in the case in China, preceded the communist
movement (in Malaysia).

Although it is not possible here to provide more examples of individual
women actively involved in politics in the inter-War vears, it may be
assumed that Chan Pek Khuan and Wong Sau Ying are not isolated
examples. In Malaysian society, Chinese women were liberated earlier
than did Indian or Malay women.

The Eurasian women, however, preceded the Chinese women but more
in a social rather than a political sense. Eurasian girls were the first to
enrol in English schools and they participated in sports in public much
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Jike their European counterparts, But they did nat participate i politics

Chinese girls were quick to emulate the Eurasian girls. Indecd they
were sent to study in Europe by the turn of the present century. These
were children of wealthy Chinese families, such as the daughters of Loke
Yew and Loke Chow Kit.

Once exposed to modern Western influcnce, they broke away from
tradition rapidly. They rode bicycles, wore Western dre: cut their hair
short, learned modern ballroom dancing, and it is not surprising that,
apart from the Eurasian and Ceylon Tamil Christian girls, the Chinese girls
were the first to qualify as la s and doctors.

Malaysia was already exposed to Western political influence by the
turn of the 20th century, primarily because of the arrival of Chinese
revolutionaries and reformists such as Dr. Sun Yet-sen and Kang Yu-wei
By and large, the political influence prevalent was leftist in orientation.
Or, at least, the leftists were better organised. And political influence was
rapidly spread through \he Chinese schools. Itis not surprising, therefore,
to find Chineseschool girls participating in the communist movementeven
before World War Il

Compared to the Chinese, the Malays and Indian were morce
conservative, socially speaking, The Indians were no less active politically,
especially during the inter-War years, responding quite passionately to
political movements in India, but within the Indian community, the position
of the women was quite clearl subordinated to that of the men.

Still, not a few Indian women became active in various associations.
In Malaysia, Indian women began to participate in volunteer associations
by the mid-1930s. Two of the more active women at that time were,
however, not local-born. They were Mrs. E.A.Davies (of Ceylon origin) in
Singapore and Mrs. K IJoseph (from India) in Melaka.

Compared to the Indian women, Malay women who participated in
public life were even fewer in number. Practically the first to do so was
Kontik Kamariah (an active business-woman today) who gained attention
when she chaired a public discussion in 1936 or 1937. Not unexpectedly,
the more liberated of these women were English-educated. Apart from
Kontik Kamariah, mention may also be made of Tbu Zain, Tom binte Dato
Abdul Razak and Salmah Ismail (the first Malay doctor) who is still a
supporter of the Arts.
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But after World War 11, Malay women became increasingly active in
politics. The 19405 was the era which saw the emergence of radicals such
as Shamsiah Fakih, Khatijah Siden and Zainab Mahmud. Circumstances
compelled the Malay society to adopta more liberal attitude towards the
participation of Malay women in politics at that juncture.

Tt was the announcement and subsequent implementation of the
Malayan Union scheme which led to widespread Malay participation in
politics. The fear of non-Malay domination and control of the country
compelled the Malays to embark on large-scale protests, in the proces
which the men m;,mll\ needed the support of women. Nof surprisingly,
many Malay women were involved because their husbands were.

The Indian women for a while, did not lag behind. In fact, they had
been exposed Lo foreign political influence earlier. When war broke out in
1941, the Indian Independence Movement, led by Subhas Chandra Bose,
had an important impact on the Indians in Malaysia. When the lapanese
overran the country, Chandra Bosc established his base in Singapore.

In forming his Indian Independence Army, he formed a special
regiment known as the Rani of Jhansi Rrgunvnl specitically for the women.
It has been said that one of Chandra Bo: greatest achicvements was his
success in inducing Indian women in the regiment to wear trousers.

The Rani of Jhansi Regiment was called upon to shoulder the same
task as the LLA., namely, the re-conquest of India and the women actually
marched together with the men to wage war in India. But by the time they
reached Burma, the war ended. Among those who joined the regiment
were Mrs, Athi Nahappan (now Puan Sri) and Mrs. ER. Bhupalan.

Chinese women continued to be active in leftist politics. When the
Emergency was declared in the middle of 1948, large numbers of them
joined the men in the jungle in order to continue their struggle. These
were, however, largely products of Chinese schools rather than English
schools, Many more, mainly in their teens, continued (o support radical
politics and among them were childreén of wealthy parents which prompted
Lee Kuan Yew, Prime Minister of Singapore in 1959, to remark : “Capitalist
parents, communist children” which was a direct reference to girls in
secondary Chinese schools.

World War Il was an importan! turning point in the politicisation of
Malaysian women. Not that the war created new values and a more open
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saciely but in their struggle to achiceve their political goals, the men found
it necessary to mobilise the support of the women, Basically, political
leadership continued to be provided by men. And, therefore, within
UMNO, for example, a Kaum Tbu section was formed so that women could
lend their support to the UMNO cause.

Even within the Chinese community where women had been more
liberated, few women played a major Jeadership role in the existing politic al
parties. Apart from Chinese schools, all the other schools were careful not
to disseminate political ideologics. Indeed, apart from the teaching
profession, not many women were given the opportunity to play an
important role in gither the public or the private sector. Only ahandful of
women, such as Mrs, Loke Yew, actually headed large business
organisations, although that isnottosay that Chinese women did not have
the opportunity to influence decisions. In general, they were inclined to
stay in the background rather than function in the eyes of the public.

In the case of Indian women, it is somewhat surprising that despite
their active, one might even say militant, involvement in the Indian
Independence Movement, their role in the political activities of the Indian
community, later, was conspicuously absent. No Indian woman was in
the forefront of the Malayan Indian Congress, founded in August 1946
ars which ensued anly Mrs. John Thivy appears o
attention when she became involved in Indian politics

And in the several y
haveattracted public
in Singapore in 1948,

John Thivy, although Jocal-born, and founder-President of the Malayan
Indian Congress, had left the country and settled down in India by 1947.
IHe returned as the Indian Agent (representative of the Gov ernment of
India) and his wife, proper speaking, was thenan alien. Her participation
resented.

in local Indian politics, not surprisingly, was widely

In general, even in the late 19405, Malaysian women did natappear to
be informed on the subject of politics. The soclety’s perception of women
had not radically changed Although it was increasingly common for
parents to send their daughters to school and lemale participation in sports
was, especially among Chinese and Indians, no longer 50 vehemently
opposed by the community at large, politics was a different proposition
altogether.

Fortunately for the women, the politicisation of the society as a whole
continued unabated between the carly post-World War 11 years and the
early 19505, In the years which enstied after the end of the war, there was
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genual optimism that self-government would be introduced. Various
segments of the population had high expectations that elections would be
carried out and women would be given the same opportunity to vote as
men. Their numerical strength, therefore, could not be dispensed with.

Although the introduction of the Federation of Malaya Constitution
proved to be generally disappointing for those who subscribed to more
progressive ideas, interestin politics in Malaysia did not decline because
the process of decolonisation was progressing steadily in various parts of
the world and, in Malaysia itselt, talks of the country achieving
independence were in the air. By 1951, UMNO had changed its slogan
from “Hidup Melayu” to “Merdeka”.  The leftist parties were
uncompromising in their demand for at least immediate self-government.

By late 1951, local government elections had been introduced. This
was quite clearly the prelude to elections at the “national” level. This
ensured that the women would not be discounted in the strategy of any
political organisation which had high political aspirations.

Nevertheless, few of them were given a prominent place in the
leadership of the existing political organisations. One of the prominent
ones was Saleha binte Mohd. Ali (sister-in-law of Malaysia‘s present Prime
Minister) who was the only lady in the arganising committee of the
Independence of Malaya Party (IMP) during its formative years. IMP, it
may be remembered, was founded by Dato Onn Jaalar after he left UMNO
inmid-1951 because UMNO miembers turned down his plea that the United
Malay National Organisation should be changed to the United Malayan
National Organisation

But, irrespective of what society thought, the tide could not be turned
back as the country marched towards independence. Hardly four years
after local government clections had been introduced, the country
embarked on the fiest country-wide elections, based on universal sufferage
For every political party contesting the elections, every note counted and,
therefore, in their campaigns, all segments of the socicty were courted by
the candidates.

Consciousness of the forthcoming eloctions was drummed up by the
mass media, Public rallies were held in urban as well asrural arcas, Party
workers included both men and women,  Malaysian sociely was still
conservative; hence, women workers were needed Lo campaign among
women.
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It was; however, still uncommon to see women giving speeches at
political rallies and politics was not a common topic of d jon when
women gathered in groups. Local understanding of politics was, on the
whole, still somewhat elementary. Much of the population remained chary
of open political discussions, fearing that views expressed might be
construed to be anti-government.

For most Malaysian women, overt and active participation in public
affairs was not seen as a duty. Little had been done to instil in them the
need to doso, Atany rate, mingling between the sexes was largely frowned
upon. There were, of course, a small number of women who were less
prone to submit to social docorum. Their behaviour was disapproved by
both men and women.

Fven at the level of the university, few female students ventured to
take part in student elections and among public figures often invited to
address students on politics, only Han Suyin was the exception; the others
were men, Even the brightest of the female students took but a Tukewarm

interest in the country’s political developments.

Saciety as a whole did not take kindly to politics. There was a general
consensus that politics was for the politicians; those who were not
politicians should stay aloof, in particular, students. As late as the 1960s,
even Tunku Abdul Rahman, Prime Minister and Chancellor of the
University of Malaya, repeatedly reminded students that their primary

duty was “to study”.

Politics was seen as something pragmatic, notas part of the pursuit of
a more perfect arder. Intellectuals offering their views on political issues
were constantly told that they were too idealistic. And, therefore, a large
proportion of the better-educated stayed away from politics. They sought
professions which were deemed to be apolitical.

In the earlier years, those who involved themselves in public and
political affairs were mainly lawyers. Later, some doctors also took to
politics. But almost all of them were men Among the carly graduates of
the University of Malaya, the majority of the men were more interested in
acarecr in the civil service, failing which the teaching profession was the
next choice. The women, with rare exceptions, chose to become teachers
and possibly none among the graduates of the 1950s became politicians.

But women paliticians there were, in Malaysia, by the 19305 most of
them were in UMNO. But they were not among those with tertiary



Maiaysian Women's Participation in Pofitcs

education. In many instances, as mentioned carlier, they were there by
virtue of their husbands” involvement. There were exceptions, of course,
butuntil more recently those with high education looked askance at politics,
considering it a profession for those who did not have a nobler choice. 1t
was, in a sense, a rough and tumble job, not quite befitting a gentleman,
what maore a genteel lady.

Professar Dato™ Kioo Kay Kim is @ Professor in the Department of Histori, University of
Malaya. He is atso a Honorary Lditor of the Malaysuoe Museum Society Sports Columist
He has authored scoeral boaks



GENDER : A Social Factor in Political Consciousness
and Active Participation

Askiah Adam
Introduction

he title of the paper can be a bitof a conundrum when youare trying

toswrite it But it does lend itself o two obvious approaches. Firstly,

that it is a statement and therefore the assumption is made that
gender, i.e., being male or female, deterniines one’s political consciousness
and political participation O, it could be taken as a question. Here there
are no assumptions made and therefore I would be bound to answer the
question, if it was meant to bea question. However, there being no question
markat the end of the title, | presumed then that it is a statement. What
would then be required to do was to justify the statement which presumes
gender to be a social factor in moulding and determining the level of
political consciousness and its consequent activism. What was required
of me was some kind of a regression model, a technigue of proving
something by working, backwards.

Starting then from the premise that gender is a social determinant in
this respect, the first step would be to understand what it means Gender,
in this context, means the state of being either male or female. Politics,

meanwhile, is the complex or aggregate relationships of humans in society,
especially those relationships involving authority or power. Therefore,
gender determines authority which is the scat of power.

The Political Scenario
T'he pertinent question then is, who has authority — men or women?

Ihroughout recorded history we cannot but escape the dominance of
men, To some extent it is unfortunate that history is only made by heroes
and villains. We know only too well that all of society cannot be vither
heroes or villains, Those of us who have done the “decent thing” and
lived life as we are expected to- ie, to conform- have had no occasion to
cause ripples on the waters of history, let alone make waves. And who
could be more conforming than the women who are wives and mothers?

It is impossible to say how the gender division of labour was arrived
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at, but women were relegated Lo the private domesticity of the home and
men the public realm. Women are generally those who soothe the raging
bre and smooth the furrowed brows of socicty, It is no accident that
domesticity is synonymous wilh privacy. What a person does in his/her
home is to @ very large extent considered private and this privacy is
respected. It becomes invisible, And so this social arrangement gives rise

to a simple syllogism:

Damestic bifeis private and therefore invisible
Women are at the heart of domestic life

Woumen are therefore tnvisible

Consequently, the history of mankind has become men's history
because women were housebound, sucked into oblivion by the mire of
domesticity, This invisibility brought on powerlessness.

According to John Stuart Mill, the subjection of women stretches as
far back as philosophy itself. Women's social status — the incredible
possibility of their being equal in ability Lo men — was discussed in some
detail by Plato. That is well over a couple of thousand years ago. That
Plato doubted his own ideas of the possibility of treating women as equals,
that giving them the same opportunity at excellence was preposterous,
ipso facto suggests that women even then were not their men's equals.

But, nonetheless, the history of the Western World, and the world at
large, has witnessed the regular intrusions of great women figures whose
contributions were quite extensive. Despite this, all manner of prejudices
deriving from the notion that women are naturally inferior to men persists.
Even the renowned French philosopher, much lauded as a democrat, Jean
Jacques Rousseau, had reasoned that this is how women should be —
subject to men!

This subjection of women to men, or more bluntly the oppression of
women, according to Sheila Rowbotham is quite unique, quite unlike the
oppression of other sacial groups.

“Women are not the same as other oppressed groups. Unlike the
working classes, who have noneed for the capitalist under socialism, the
liberation of women does not mean that men will be eliminated.” (Women’s
Consciousness, Man's World; 1979)

This inextricability between women and men in an unequal relationship
Is maintained by pervasive and persistent socio-cultural myths. For
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example, unmarried women are often viewed as sexual failures with, not
unusual, inferences of immorality. Consequently we find that women, with
the connivance of society, mould their aspirations around marriage,
husband and unavoidably, family. She homes in on so-called feminine
qualities and female virtues of kindness and gentleness, and hones it to
perfection. Itis these female virtues that are generally accepted by society
as the nature of women. Yet, John Stuart Mill (1986) argues that:

“What is note cilled natyre of wonten is an eninently artificial thing
e result of farced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation
in othiers. 10y be asserted, without scruple, that no other class of
rlvpumfrm:Iryrw]null/u-r‘r character so entirely distorted fronn its natural
proportions by their relations with their master .. (On The Subjection
of Women)

The unequal power relationship “distorts” a woman's character so that
she may be “trapped” in this very unequal power relationship — in
marriage,

But, what perplexes Mill is why the institution of marriage is not more
amenable.

“Marringe being the destination appointed by society for women... one
wmighit have supposed that coerything sooudd have been done to ke this
condition as eligible 1o them as possible, that they might have no catise
to regret being denied the option of any other. Society, however... has
preferred to attaiu its object by foul rather than faiv neans ... the wife is
the actusl bond-servant of her husband...”(On The Subjection of Women)

While things have improved since the 19th century, it is still a wonder
why women do not withdraw from a power structure that continues not
to favour them.

Local Influences on Women

Culture is rather closely intertwined with religion. And a close study
of women’s status in society will indicate that religio-cultural beliefs
maintain and reinforce the idea of women's less-than-equal position.

Malaysia i5 favoured with a colourful religio-cultural mosaic. Islam,
Hinduism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, coexist to influence their
followers and adherents. Although its rituals add magic to our lives, its
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doctrinal belicfs tend towards the subjection of women.

However, within the Malay world, it is often argued that the adat or
customary practices is non-sexist, that Malay women generally are given
better rights by the adat. [Note that it is better rights and not equal rights!]
However, the gender power configuration in adaf, while giving women
attendant duties, provides women with

certain economic rights with their
few other, what is gencerally held currently as basic human rights.

Even in the matrilineal system of the Minangkabaus, one finds that it
falls far short of giving women the right te self-determination. The
matrilocal clan gives rise to the impression that women form the focal point
in this extended family based socio-cultural system. The matrilineal
hereditary system further strengthens this notion. But do Minangkabau
women wield real power?

One school of thought perceives of it as a matriarchy, arguing that
women’s ownership rights over land, the ecconomic mainstay of the system,
is very significant. This cconomic “stranglehold”, it argues, subjects the
men to the rule of the womenfolk. And yet, the men are the ones who hold
all ceremonial titles and customary offices of the clans and the nation. Men
itis, who confer with men of other clans regarding inter-clan affairs. And,
because marriage is exogamous, the responsibility of finding a husband
for a female member of the family lies with the mother’s brother. A woman
innot only being denied sexual self-determination, she is not left to remain
unmarried. The following maxim regarding the use of the clans’ wealth
known as harta pusaka tinggi clearly illustrates the importance of finding
every Minangkabau woman a husband

“Rinnal gadang kebocoran
adis bosar belnt borsuami
nyat terbujur di tengah vinh
pembangkit batany terendam ™

[The main house is leaking

the big girl is vet unmarried

the corpse lies at the centre of the house
the submerged, awaiting for the raise|

If one can assume that this is the order of priority then obviously a
woman’s marital situation is of the utmost concern.

From this it is arguably safe to suggest that the adat is patriarchal in its
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gender political relations, which is only slightly blunted by the arrangement
of conferring with the matriarch of the family

One other customary practice that further indicates the pervasiveness
of patriarchy even in a matrilineal system is the act of merantan or of
travelling abroad. Only the men perform this self-enriching, clan-enriching
practice. Why not the women?

In fact the Minangkabau tradition is being threatened by economic
development. The lessening dependence on land for economic sustenance
has freed the system to move still nearer to patrilineality and patriarchalism

The Malaysian Political Scenario

Women form just over 49 percent of the population of Malaysia which,
according to the preliminary figures from the latest census, is about 17.5
million. More than 80 percent of those above the age of 21 are registered
voters. Of these about 88 percent voted in the 1986 Parliamentary elections,
just over 80 percent voted in the 1986 elections, and 86 percent went to
polls in the 1990 elections.  However, only 65 percent of Malaysians over
21 voted in 1982, less thar 65 percent in 1986, and this figure remained
constant for the 1992 elections.  Unfortunately, no gender disaggregated
figures are available. However, from these figures we can infer that about
20 percent of all eligible voters are politically apathetic, which is large for
a nation that practises representative democracy.

There is no way of telling how much of this apathetic group is made
up of women. If education is a factor influencing political consciousness,
then from the school enrolment figures available, there is little reason to
believe that women will be any less conscious or conscientious, for that
matter. The percentage of enrolment for both boys and girls are about
equal, evenly balanced, i.e. around the 50 percent mark This pattern of
enrolment is followed through to the tertiary level.

However, from the figures for enrolment in Secondary Vocational
Schools, the very lopsided distribution favouring male students may
indicate certain gender biases.  Figures for the eighties demonstrate a
growing disinclination amongst girls to enral in Secondary vocational
schools 1. These gender biases may be better gleaned from the distribution
of students at the tertiary level by sex and courses. From figures available
in the Social Statistics Bulletin, it is possible to discern the traditional biases
where male students appear to prefer the sciences, while female students
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geem to have greater affinity for the humanitics and arts. Even in the
sciences, the female students are mostly pursuing a course in medicine
while the male students opt to do engineering. Such sex ghettoes in
education reflect a society suffering from certain stereotypical gender
biases.

When looking at employment, there is.a striking dissonance between
the number of employed males and females. Despite there being an almost
equal number of males and females in the population, the number of
employed females is only about a third of the total employed persons. And
of the women between the working ages of 15 to 64, only 47.8 percent of
them were in the work force in 1990. The female labour force participation
rate has not changed much in the 19805 despite the burgeoning economy,
urvey

especially in the economic recovery in the late 1980s. From the
done amongst women who are outside the Jabour force, a substantial
number gave household obligations as their reason for not seeking
employment. This remains a significant factor if ane looks at the Malaysian
Social Statistics Bulletins. A large number of Malaysian women, therefore,
still see their rale as housewives.

Itis often argued that work expands the mind and the mental horizons
of the individual. A person learns to socialise In a wider sense. This,
according to this school of thought, brings about greater awareness of the
world outside the home. But, according to the figures for trade union
membership, the number of women members lags far behind that of men.
The Department of Manpower puts the number of women union members
for 1980 at 136.4 thousand, and by 1989 this number had increased to 1782
thousand. Meanwhile, the number of men trades union members
throughout the eightics averaged at approximately 400 thousand. While
reflecting the smaller number of women workers;, and some of the problems
of unionisation in certain industries, the small number of unionised female
workers mustalso be an indication of the lack of greater awareness amongst
most female workers. It is true that even amongst male workers the
Pproportion of unionised labour is less than 10 percent, but for the female
workers the proportion of total women employed who are unionised is
only about 5 percent or less.

The statistics are no better in the higher echelons of society. While
women make upalmost half of the population, in a system of representative
democracy less than one-fifth of the parliamentary scats are filled by
women. Furthermore, there are only two women Ministers despite each
constituent party of the ruling coalition having women’s wings.
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In the upper levels of the bureaucracy too, women are under-
represented. Almost the same number of female and male students
graduate from the local universitics every year. And a high proportion of
the women stay in work despite family commitments. Yet their professional
progress in the public and private sector is very limited

The Feminist Argument

Firstly, there is what is sometimes referred to as the “Tender Trap” —
mothering, While a great deal is said about the joys of bringing up children,
the warmth of putting a new born to the breast, very little is spoken of the
exhausted mother, the mother who is going through a post-natal
depression. Singing in praise of motherhood, in celebration of the nuclear
family in this day and age, is singing in praise of the superwoman. For
those women who fall short of this superwoman image there is a sense of
failure, a loss of self-esteem. Motherhood can be demoralising.

In its present form it is proscribed by patriarchy, it is isolating and
soul-destroying. Men do fulfilling work away from the anarchy of raising
a young family. Asa waged worker, his worth is gencrally recognised by
the system. A housewife is invisibleand lost to the system that only knows
how to enumerate in dollars and cents.

What of the woman worker whose work is never done? No matler
that she services the modern or the traditional sector, a woman worker
does not come home to a wife. She is the wife who will now pick up the
drudgery of domesticity after a full day at work. How can this womian
maintain her energy to bring about greater awareness? Where does she
find the time to reflect or even meet with others to discuss the wider world?

What of her freedom from violence? Though the situation is fast
improving all over the world, women's freedom is still very much
proscribed by the violence that is so prevalent in a patriarchy that does
not recognise women as persons but merely as objects of sexual desire
Often it is argued that women bring violence upon themselves. Rape
victims are provocative. However, statistics in the West suggests that less
than half were raped by total strangers. Most rapist know their victims.
Therefore, such restrictions imposed on women informally, like not going
out at night, not to go about alone, not to dress in anything other than

conservative outfits, are but ruses. Women are subject to violence because
their persons are not respected.



Gender

But yet most women do not see feminism as their rallying call!

Feminists generally subscribe to seven principles. They are:

¢ equal pay must be given equal value

e all women should have opportunities equal to those of men regardless
of class, age, handicap or sexual preference

e all women have a right to legal and financial independence

¢ women have a right to decide whether or not to have sexual
relationships, and the forms that their sexual involvements will take

* all women should be able to live without fear, attack, sexual abuse or
harassment, battering, incest or rape

e ‘personal is political” which mcans that private feelings must be
incorporated into political change and struggle: the bedroom is as
political as the boardroom, and both need to be transformed

¢ ‘men must change too’: men have a responsibility for altering
themselves in order to ensure that they do not perpetuate their
domination of women

Conclusion

That women's representation at every level of decision making is s
minimal suggests the necessity for greater awareness amongst women. This
in spite of their equal status that has been written into the Constitution.
Nevertheless, women in Malaysia appear content with their lot. [f feminism
in the West is rejected by a large number of women themselves, in Malaysia
feminism has not taken off at all.

Itis possible that by looking at the reasons for the rejection of feminism
in the West, as itemised by the New Internationalist, we may stumble across
the reasons for the seemingly insubstantial political awareness amongst
Malaysian women of their rights, This list of reasons is reproduced below
with arguments to rebut its charges

*  Many women and men feel that claims that women are unfairly
treated by men are not generally true. It argues that some women do
very well while some men do awfully badly. Why then should there
be agitation only for women’s increased well-being?

This argument glosses over the very real injustice towards women that
do exist.

®  Women’s inequality is a natural phenomenon
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Having children may indeed limit a woman's possibilities but this is
not her fault. Things can be planned to make it possible for women to
fulfill their potential even when they have children

Most women may generally be weaker than most men but things are
made systematically harder for women than for men in the same
positionand with identical abilitics. Women are discriminated against.

¢ Men do not make it harder for women
No doubt there are many men who are good and supportive, but
violence against women that does occur suggests otherwise. Laws are
needed to take care of these bad elements amongst the men.

*  Women can become Prime Ministers if they want to
At the highly formalised level this may be true, but there are still hidden
agendas. Different things are thought proper for men and women as
such. In order to get public approval, there still exist many situations
in which the sexes haye to behave differently.

*  Women can do anything they want now, such as having both family
and work at the same time
But the question is can she do it without making unnatural sacrifices
which men do not have to'do? Or will a man be allowed to become a
house husband without others sneering at him?

+ Whatever advantages men have, women have others
While this is partly true, social sanctions, if not institutional sanctions,
give more power to men, There is no equality in differences

*  The man’s role which carries with it power and status is burdened
with responsibilities. In the modern world of liberated women this
is no advantage
1f men do find the male role burdensome then they should embrace
feminism. Bul seeing as most men wish to retain this man's role, it
would not be unfair to assume that it is not as burdensome as they
make it out to be. It might even be quite pleasurcable!

Endnotes

1. Ministry of Education records show that in 1980, 30.4% of secondary
vocational school pupils were girls. By 1989 the percentage had
dropped to 22.6%.
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WOMEN'S MOVEMENT AND FEMALE POLITICAL
CONSCIOUSNESS IN GERMANY :
A Case for Comparison

Robert Haas

Introduction

olitics as the way how public affairs are handled, is based on certain

ideas and theories, but put into action by people. Not the ideas,

but the acting people decide in the final analysis how our countr
are governed. The importance of how these actors come into their position
and what kind they are cannot be overestimated. In this context it is
remarkable to realise, that traditionally women were more or less excluded
from the political game. The players were men, with women providing
little or no direct input into the system, though being fully submitted to
the output. In order to enable women to communicate their own ideas
and to transfer their demands into political activities, they have
increasingly organised themselves, trying to change the legal system as
well as structures of thinking and behaviour, which they consider as being
responsible for the situation.

This process is still ongoing all over the world, but especially in many
parts of the developing world the pertinent struggle is far from being won.
Iherefore, not only the individual rights of women are neglected, but also

insufficient use is made of their ability to contribute to development.

In a situation like this, it may be helpful to study cases for comparison,
If women’s affairs are treated only as domestic politics, there are two
closely related dangers: one can get lost in petty local peculiarities, i.e.,
become unaware of the more important general problems and tendencies,
or one tends Lo see certain national problems as exceptional and negligible,
which in reality are structural gender problems which may occur
anywhere. Both can result in wrong conclusions and decisions. Therefore,
reading of experiences in another country may be an eye-opencr. Even
when differences in certain aspects seem to be great, the information which
is available should provoke fruitful discussions and criticism.

This article provides some facts and arguments. The comparison
mentioned in the title will have to come from the readers whoare familiar
with their local situation



Women's Movement and Female Political
Consciousness in Germany

History
Time before 19

The struggle to improve the condition of women in Germany has a
long history but it did not materialise for a long time, Renaissance and the
period of enlightenment laid the foundation to free the minds of scholastic
constraints which the Church had imposed on them. But the autonomy of
man was taken so seriously as “man”-oriented that promoting the libertics
and rights of women did not accur to most writers of those times. So the
women’s movement can only be considered as a rather belated child of the
ideas of enlightenment.

Not until the 1840s was the question of a paolitical role for women
brought up seriously. In the years preceding the liberal revolution of 1848,
the general atmosphere had become increasingly politicised and the call
forenhanced civil rights was loud. This enabled early women leaders like
Louise Otto-Peters (1819-1895) ta encourage women getting interested in
political affairs and to raise the popular demand that democratic rights
should include women, toa.

The 1848 revolution, which in the beginning was successiul, led to the
formation of many palitical clubs, the forerunners of political parties. They,
however, restricted membership to men only. Voting rights for the first
German National Assembly in the St. Paul’s Church in Frankfurt also were
limited to men only. Women were given only 200 seats as spectators.
Arising oul of these developments, women in various parts of Germany
formed their own clubs, attracting big membership, e.g., in the
medium-sized town of Mainz alone, 1,700 women joined a club there. Also
the first political oriented newspapers for women were published

Afler reactionary monarchical forces had regained full control of
politics in 1850, Societies’ Acts were proclaimed, which explicitly stated
that political associations were not allowed to enrol “students who are still
at school, apprentices, and women”. They were also not allowed to
participate in political meetings. These acts symbolised the attitude
prevailing at thal time that women had immature minds, thereby
disqualifying them from political activities as if they were minors.

This, however, could not silence them. In 1865, the first All Women's
Conference took place in Leipzig. It led to the formation of the
“Allgemeiner Deutscher Frauenverein” (General German Women's
Association), which was non-partisan and non-religious, and asked for the
rights of women to participate in the country's alfairs.
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Other associations for women followed and in 1894 a pertinent
federation was installed, which in 1914 represented some 500,000 individual
members. Tt should be mentioned that, apart from this secular oriented
federation, there were also other important associations which had a
religious basis. - The notorious Societies Acts in the various German states
were gradually liberalised making way for women to become more active.

In 1902 was founded the “German Association for Women's Suffrage”
and from 1908 onwards parties were allowed to recruit women members,
but they were not eligible to vote until the monarchy was abolished in
1918.

There had always existed voices claiming that only a minority of radical
women was really interested in political participation. They were proved
wrong, when in 1919, in the first general election of the new German
Republic, 90% of the women voted. In the newly elected Parliament 10%
were women.  The topics these pioneer women politicians showed an
interest in during their time in parliament were far away from being
revolutionary, but concentrated mainly on the classical female issues like
social, education and health affairs,

In 1933, the National Socialist Party under Adolf Hitler came into power
with an attitude totally different from that of the previous Weimar Republic
which had been based on a liberal constitution. The National-Socialists
wanted to “emancipate women from women's emancipation”. While for
them the male was responsible for the “big world L struggling to earn
a living for the family, participating in the general political affairs (as far
asitwas still allowed) clc., the woman was in charge of the “small world”,
supporting and strengthening the male when he came home, educating
the children, looking after the home, ete. The family was defined as the
germ cell of the state and that was where the woman belonged to, She was
seen, in contrast to the more active and outgoing male, as one characterised
by emotion, devotion and motherliness, so her role was subordinate and

submissive to the male

Most existing independent female organisations were banned,
especially those with the slightest palitical tone. Instead, state and
party-organised women at all levels in their own institutions geared to
support the prevailing ideology, i.¢., to educate women in national-socialist
thinking and to safeguard total integration into the system. Women were
restricted to the promotion of youth and welfare work and recruitment of
new members for the party. A political career in the widest sense was only
possible within the hierarchy of the pertinent associations.
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Married women were discouraged to remain in, or to take up,
employment. Lor example, there were regulations allowing female civil
servants to be dismissed when they married. It can be called an irony of
history that during the Second World War women in unprecedented
numbers werc forced to take over even the toughest male jobs, as the men
were out [ighting. Thus women played a much greater role than
anticipated. So the Nazi politics itself destroved the basis of a core element
of its own 1deology.

Development in post war Germany

After the war the situation changed again completely. Women's
organisations mushroomed and accelerated political calls. They also
became popular because of the following list of nine demands, published
in 1946:

o Equal rights for women
Participation in Government

*  Equal right to work and equal pay

 Fair women participation in professional bodies

¢ Incorporation of women’s interest into the legal system
*  Reformation of family law

o More women in leading positions and in education

o Greater recognition of women’s work

*  Active participation of women in civic life

Proposed by a woman member of the Constituent Assembly and
accepted against strong opposition, the Constitution of 1949 stated
explicitly: “Men and women have equal rights”. [talso obliged Parliament
to repeal until 1953 all older laws, which ran contrary to this principle
The latter was especially important as there existed many regulations,
especially in civil law, which were based on the patriarchal thinking of the
19th century. For example, previous laws allowed a man as the head of
the family to make important decisions singly, even against the will of his
wife.

There were long discussions on how to change this law and one
strongly-supported proposal said that though both parties should try to
agree on all matters regarding marriage, in case of disputes the husband
would have the casting vote. The argument was that different from public
society, the idea of democracy was alien (o the principles of marriage and
family. Their functioning were dependent on integration through authority
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A famous legal scholar (EW. Bosch) put it in the words: “The alternative is
either Hierarchy or Anarchy”. This school of thinking, however, was finally
rejected and both partics now enjoy equality in making decisions. The
chaos which conservatives had predicted would follow did not happen. It
turned out that couples did not need legal regulations to guide them in the
way how they should make de ns for themselves.

In several other cases, it became necessary to appeal to the
Constitutional Court to remove regulations giving women untair treatment
There was, for example, the case when Parliament omitted to safeguard
mothers, especially in the field of education, to have the same rights as the
fathers to make decisions on their children‘s education, The Constitutional
Court rectified this.

The 1953 deadline set for the adaptation of law to the constitutional
demand for equal rights, however, was not achieved. It took much longer
to carry out this reform. Here are some key events of the process for
enhanced rights for women which also illustrate what the main topics of

discussion wer

1952 Act for the protection of working mothers which regulated the
type of work employers could ask pregnant syomen to do and
how much leave they had to provide in connection with
pregnancy and birth (was improved later sev eral times).

1957 Act awarding women equal rights in the family.
1961 Single mothers given guardianship of their children
1969 Nationality Act changed: Foreign women and men get equal

rights to claim German nationality when they are married to
Germans,

1970 Single women automatically get tutelage over their children.

1972 Housewives become cligible for pension scheme on a voluntary
basis

1975 Children of German women married to foreigners automatically

{ German citizenship (as already was the case for children of

)
German males married to foreign women).

1976 While previously the surname of a male automatically became



1977

1980

1984

1986

1986/8

1993

Women's Movament and Female Political
Cansciausness in Germany

the family name for both man and wife, they now can also choose
the wife’s maiden name. (Further amended in 1993: Men and
women can, if they wish, both keep their birth names, but must
agree on a family name for the children).

Introduction of partnership principle in family law: Law does
not differentiate anymore the prescribed role model for who is
in charge of what in a marriage.

Reform of the divorce law: The court does not have to decide
anymore who is guilty for the break up, but divorce is granted
by stating that the marriage is ruined beyond repair. The regular
support that men or women (1) have to pay to their previous
partners, therefore, is also no longer dependent on guill but enly
on the needs of the financially weaker partner.

Act on equal treatment of men and women at the working place.

Creation of a government sponsored agency which financially
sts pregnant women who are in need.

Waomen having children awarded recognition of orie extra year
per child in the pension scheme without contributing for it.

All mothers (or fathers) looking after their newbaorn children
getfinancial support of DMA0D (RMY00) monthly for 18 months
after delivery irrespective of whether they were in employment
before or not

On deciding upon the appeal against a new law which allows,
under certain circumstances, abortions during the first three
months of pregnancy, the Constitutional Court states that the
law is in principle in accordance with the constitution. But it
insists on clarifying that abortions are still disapproved and can
only be carried out when the woman first undergoes intensive
counselling by a recognised independent institution to try to
hould have the child.

convince her that she s

The reform of women's rights was initiated and driven forward by
women politicians and enlightened male colleagues, both led by very

Ppragmatic attitud

towards analysisand improvement of the situation, It

took long to achieve the aims as the new clause on equality in the
constitution of 1949 did not change automatically the attitudes of the
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people. They, as a majority, had grown up with different ideas. But new
generations with other experiences and attitudes gradually ook over.
Opponents to these reforms who were convinced of a religious or natural
order, whereby women are submitted to men, became less and less. While
in the carly years after the war, conservative politicians still quoted from
the Bible in order to prevent women from secking more rights, this attitude
disappeared gradually over the years, This was eased by the fact that a
greal part of the theologians themselves denied that it was pos ble, to
deduct legally binding obligations from the words of the bible. They
disputed anvhow, that the bible could be understood ina way that it states
a superiority of men over women.

The women’s movement received new and greater radical impulses in
the so-called “Student's Revolt” towards the end of the 1960s. The
Marxist-oriented students, however, in practice treated their female
counterparts not much better than others, i.e., reducing them to
subordinates and bed companions, This resulted in many of the
politically-minded women to turn to feminist attitudes. They formed
s where they met and

consciousness-raising-groups and women’s cente
discussed topics like self-experience, sexuality, women's theatre,
self-defense, structures of gender exploitation, etc

Institutions were created, working or demanding for information,
education, seli-fulfillment, creation of a feminist anti-culture, politicising,
women centers, women publishing houses, research on women, women
workshops, houses for the protection of battered women, efc. Many
relevant literature was written or translated. Two political and radical
magazines for women readers were founded which became quite popular
Courage (1976) and Emma (1977)

By the end of the 19705 the feminist movement had split into two: one
continued to confine itself to women culture and worked in the so-called
autonomots women projects. The other entered politics to change the
society. This happened through parties, mainly the feminist oriented
“Greens”, or through rather radical non-governmental organisations like
“Women for Peace”, “Greenpeace”, "Robin Wood”, et

Current Political Situation
As far as the demacratic parties are concerned, they are all strongly

committed to further strengthen the role of women. Fora foreign audience
il does not make sense to go into the details of all the party programmes.
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Asexamples, however, some highlights are given, selecting two parties,
the Liberals and the Greens which do not have much in common,

The Free Democratic Party (FIOP) is, in coalition with the Christian
Democratic Union under Chancellor Helmut Kohl, an important element
of the German Government. Its members, hold, for example, ministerial
posts in Foreign Affairs (who is also the Deputy Federal Chancellor),
Economy; Justice (female minister), Fducation and Science as well as
Housing and Urban Development (woman minister).

The FDI's programmes are based on the classical ideas of Furopean
liberalism, which tend to stress the rights of the individual. Therefore, this

party always had a strong alfinity to those demands, which were pres
for better women'’s rights.

Some pertinent elements of FDP's political programmes are:

« Removal of obstacles for the employment of women. L.g., there are
still laws claiming to protect the poor health of women, thereby,
reserving certain jobs for men only. Most of these regulations are
outdated and no longer justifiable. They must be replaced by a system
ofindividual protective laws aimed, where necessary, Lo equally protect
men and women. In particular, the principle that female workers
should not work at night should be removed if men are allowed to

work at these times

*  Equal pay tor cqual work and removal of other sex related
discriminations at the working place.

e Creation of a flexible working system for women that allows casicer
adoption of work to suit individuals to combine family and work.
Reform of training and education facilities so that they are better geared
for the needs of women, especially those with children.

* Amore just tax system for families,

*  Special programmes for the promotion of women'’s careers.

* The civil service should set an example. 1t is suggested that a law
should be introduced to safeguard cqual treatment and equal
opportunities for women in civil service. The post of a Federal
Commissioner for Women's Affairs is to be created to look after the
interests of women in the public service and given powers to bring up
discrimination cases.

The FDP? is against a fixed quota system and sees competition also for
women as anintegral part of liberal philosophy. But more efforts are needed
to promote women and to qualify them for positions at all levels. The aim
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should be that party and political posts held by women at least reflect the
share of female membership in the party (25%).

T'he Green Party entered the political arena only some years ago. Itis
anti-establishment, attracting mainly idealistic and disappointed members
of the younger generation. Their ideals are reflected strongly inthe party’s
programmes, i.e., they are raising strong moral claims, hence may not
always be very practical and estimates of the costs for the execution of
their proposals often give reason for doubts,

I'he Green Party, as the most radical among the important political
groupings, paints a very bleak picture of the plight of women in Germany.
It sees them characterised by a hierarchical structure in which men rule
over the discriminated women. Male violence against women is described
as a structural problem of patriarchal societies which they find existing
everywhere in the modem world. The Greens ask for equal participation
of women in all aspects of public life and cconomy. To achieve this, a
quota system is regarded as indispensable, For example, it is demanded
that 50% of all jobs be reserved for women, even if there are better qualified
tion. The Green Parly applies this quota system also in the
giving at least 50% of party positions to women. Female
S party is considerably less, i.e., 35%

men for a pos
political field, i
membership in th

The right of women’s self-determination for the Greens also includes
froe access for abortions to be paid for from social security funds. All forms
of sexuality and living together apart from marriage, including
homosexuality should receive equal recognition by the state. Prostitutes,
who are seen as the victims of male exploitation, should receive a recognised
It should be noted that apart from these very fundamental

ideas, the Greens are also pursuing many practical reforms the micro level.

status in societ

All parties which are represented in the Federal Parliament have
subscribed to the principle that women should be encouraged Lo increase
their share as far as political mandates are concerned. The governing
parties, i.c., the Christian Democrats CDU/CSU) and the Free Democratic
Party (FDP) are against a quota which they consider as being against the
idea of gender cquality, but they want fair and better chances for able
women to succeed in a competition based on merit.

Women should at least be represented according to the share of
membership (CDU/CSU: 23%, FDP: 25%). The opposition party Social
Democrats (SPD), who have a female membership of 27%, set themselves
a target of a 40% quota for women to be achieved in 1998, whereas the
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Green party (35
quota

women), as mentioned before, already applies a 50%

The actual share of women members in the German Parliament is
demonstrated by the following table for all legislative periods since the
Federal Republic was established. The figure for the German Parliament
of 1919, when women first became eligible to vote, is added for comparison:

Table 1
Women Parliamentarians

Year Women Parliamentarians (%)
1919 10.0
1943 6.8
1953 88
1957 9.2
1961 83
1966 65
1969 &6
197: 58
1976 73
1980 85
1983 98
1987 15.4
1990 207

These figures show that the development of representation by women
is not a steady one. Progres
butin steps and also with severe setbacks. It may be interesting to compare
these figures with the pertinent results in the classical democratic country
of Great Britain. The share of women in Parliament from 1945 1o 1983 was
always fluctuating around 3.5%, with 2.7% in 1951 as the lowest and 4.3%
in 1974 as the highest result. Then, in 1987 it jumped to 6.3% and in 1992
increased even further to 9.2%. The latter two figures may reflect what the
example of a strong and successful woman (Mrs. Thatcher) can achieve
On the other hand, female representation is still much lower than in
Germany. A possible explanation may be that in a system of proportional
clection system, whereby a party’s strength in Parliament derives from
the votes party lists receive, it is easier to include women on positions
where they have a chance to be elected.

camu neither automatically nor gradually
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Political Behaviour and Attitudes of Women

Sa far discussion has mainly centred on the political activities for female
rights and the resulls they achieved. A very different question arises: what
is the actual level of political consciousness and behaviour among the
average women?

There are several independent polling institutes active in Germany
doing scientific research on all types of political aspects. Fortunately, they
do not work only for parties with their understandable interest in secrecy.
Opinion polls are commissioned by many different groups and institutions,
e.g., magazines, newspapers, and even big companies sometimes like to
see their names linked to scientific studies unrelated to their line of business,
as aservice to the community. Toa great extent, polls are also ordered and
financed on behalf of the government. The results of these
government-initiated investigations, too, are normally made public cven if
they are not very flattering for government’s politics.

Recent studies have yielded interesting details. They also describe
differences in attitudes between people from East and West Germany, but
in order not to make things overcomplicated, this paper will mainly report
on the developments in the former West Germany.

Voting turnout in Germany compared to many other countries has
traditionally been high, i.c., clase to or even mare than 90% of the eligibles
actually voted. In the past years, however, there has been a dramatic
decrease. The turnouts for the last three general elections were: 1983: 89.1%,
1987: 84.4%, 1990: 78.6%. This is still higher than in the US where roughly
only 50% of the population voted, and also more than in my host country,
Malaysia where the voting in 1990 was around 70%. What is morc important
than the absolute figures is the obvious declining trend in voting which
moreover is strongest among the younger voters, i.e., those below 35 years
of age. The reasons for this phenomenon, which is called
“Politikverdrossenheit” (annoyance with politics) are under dispute. Ido
not want to go into details on that question, but rather describe the
particular findings which relate to women.

In general, the difference in turnout between men and women is
minimal, in some age groups only between 0.1-0.2%. Similar to the highest
and the lowest age groups, the difference is somehow greate 3% more
voung men between 18-21 years go Lo voting than women (i.e., 66.3%
compared to 63.1%) and this difference is even 10% for persons over 70
years (81.3% as compared to 71.3%).
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['he following table shows that women's interest in the general elections
is lower than the general public:

Table 2
Interest in General Elections
Total Papulation
Age Groups
18:29 30:24 4559 60 and oldet
% % % %
Strang interést 35 40 42 35
Normal Inferest 8 49 47 50
Lase interest 17 11 1 15
100 100 100 100
Women
Age Groups
18-28 3044 45-59 60 and older
% % % %
Strong interest a0 34 33 28
Normal interest 51 53 52 53
Less Interes| 19 13 15 19
100 100 100 100

On studying the attitudes of those who voted and those who did not,
it becomes very clear that those who have less interest in the elections are
also the majority of those who abstain,

due to those

It is also clear that the decrease in voting is mainly
disinterested in elections, but who nevertheless voted on carlier occasions.
Persons interested in politics show a much greater stability in exercising
their voting rights than the others. A conclusion, therefore, may be that
when you want to have a high turnout at elections you should try to create
more political awareness first. It should be mentioned, however, that there
is also a small but growing group of politically interested non-voters,
mainly among men, for whom it is a conscious decision to abstain, thus
demonstrating their dissatisfaction with the existing political set up.
Therefore, not in all cases, a lack of interest in elections is the same as low
interest in politics.
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Table 3
“Less Interest” in Elections (%)

Young We Young Men
Non-Voters Voters  Non-Voters Voters

a0

50

60

Forty-three percent of the female voters (males: 67%) but only 11% of
the female non-voters (23%) say that they are interested in politics.
However, still many politically disinterested women go to the polls as their
behaviour is stabilised by the fact that families normally go voting together.
So when the father or husband decides to vote, the woman also joins who
otherwise would have stayed at home if she were living alone.

Though there is still a great difference in political interest between men
and women, the changes that happened over the last four decades are much
more remarkable, as shown by the following table:

Table 4
Are you interested in politics?

Population over 16 years

yes not very much ot at all

men wormen men women men women
% % % % % %
1951 46 n a2z 39 12 50
1960 50 15 41 46 9 39
1968 56 27 38 50 6 23
1979 64 3 3 51 3 18
1985 65 34 31 51 4 15
1990 65 40 32 48 3 12
1992 59 34 37 51 4 15
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The political interest of women rose from 11% in 1951 to 40% in 1990,
but then fell again to 34% in 1992, The number of those women who are
not interested in politics at dll at present is only 15%, while it was 50% in
1951. Tor the men, the tendency was similar, though throughout on a higher
level of political interest,

The gap between female and male interest which was around 35% in
the beginning narrowed to 25% in the end, but is still large and there is no
sign that this is going to change in principle, even among the younger
generation.

There were hopes that equal changes for education would gradually
bridge the gap in political interest, but they did not materialise. It is true
that women with better education show a greater interest in politics than
others. Llowever, if you compare that with the situation for males, it
evident that the influence of education on political interest is much greater
when men are involved: of men under 30 years with low education only
32% are interested in politics, against 61% for those with In;,lwr education
(29" difference), while the figures for women are 23% and 35% respectively
with a difference of only 1 79% of the wamen (against 61% of the men)
say that they sometimes find politics being too complicated.

Palitical interest is not something that comes overnight, but gradually
evolves over a period of time, mainly botween the ages 14 and 40. As the
following table shows, the political interest of women also grows with age,
though nat as steeply as is the case with men. It attracts attention that

Table 5
Political Interest of Men and Women in Various Phases of Life

)
AGEIs o an g mm em mm e e e me e e an
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women’s political interest remains rather stable around 25% between ages
20 and 30, while male interest in politics rises from 37% to 51% over the
same time span. Female interest in politics rises stronger only over the age
of 30 years, bul is down again after 40 years.

Also when a closer look is taken at what it actually means when
somebody is interested in politics, there are remarkable differences betweern
men and women. It has been tested, e.g., what kind of reports young people
between ages 16 and 29 gather from the daily newspapers:

Table 6
Interest in Newspaper Articles

Men Women

% %
Domestic Politics 81 47
Foreign Poliics 55 at
Economy 31 1
Technology/ Scence 35 1
Women's Affairs (tashion. household, education) 3 a3
Culture (film, theatre. baoks, music, at) 24 38

Obyiously it is quite different to what many women find interesting
as compared to those of men. This divergence in views cannot be without
affecting the political attitudes and behaviour.

This does not mean that women do not see the political changes and
reforms that influence them directly. 79% of them think, that nowadays
they as women have better chances than previously their mothers to push
through their own interests. However, only 28% believe that this has made
them happier or just more contented than the previous generation was.
There seems to be same kind of disillusion about how much increased
political and other rights can increase one’s satisfaction in life

Recent trends show scepticism growing among men and women alike
towards the competence and wisdom of politicians as well as towards the
reliability of actual politics. This is not directed against specific persons or
parties alone, but it isa general attitude. For some lime the Greens profited
strongly from this, as this party claims itself to be an organisation for those
who do not go along with the establishment. But in recent opinion polls
s that they too cannot

they are stagnating around 10%, which indicate
mobilise peaple who have lost confidence in politics.
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This position alsois reflected in the attitudes towards political activity:

In 1971, 66" of the population said they liked men who are politically
active, In 1992 this figure went down to 36%. Regarding women, in 1971
62% liked women who entered politics, but only 45% did so in 1992,

Remarkable, however, is the figure in favour of political women which
is higher than that for men - a tendency appearing since 1987, It seems
that in contrast to the decreasing trustworthiness of politicians, women
arc able to retain more of their reputation than men.

When women were asked whether they were prepared to join any
political party, in 1979, 12% answered ‘yes', while 3% were already
members, Currently, only 9% answer ‘ves” while the membership has not
changed. Of the young temale voters 80% cannot imagine they would ever
joina political party. Here, again, itis different from the men. Only half of
the men are against becoming party members, They are also more willing
to run as candidates in local elections,

Annotations

The preceding text has two components, which seem to be different from
one another: One being areport about events in the field of women'’s politics
and the other containing figures on prevailing attitudes of current women

This combination represents two spheres: the political activists on the
one hand and, on the other, those for whom and in whose name these
activities are undertaken.

On the public side, the progress achieved for the German wamen is
impressive. Legal equality has been achieved in nearly all respects. The
overwhelming attention, which the recent debate on abortion created
among women and in the press, can also be seen as anindication that there
are not many more important topics left regarding women'’s rights, Now
that this problem has found a practical solution through legislation and
through the above quated decision by the constitutional court, it has to be
seen what the next main subject for women’s politics will be.

Very likely interest will shift away from the area of legal discrimination
to what is regarded as practical everyday disadvantages of women. There
is the interesting observation that, the more fundamental reforms have been
carried out, the more important and unbearableappear to be the relatively
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smaller pockets of inequality that still exist. One fact, however, is obvious:
as compared to the composition of the population women's share in leading
positions in nearly all sectors of society is grossly lower.

This also applies to the field of politics. The question is, however,
whether this is a blank result of discrimination as some quarters suggest
The available statistical data give reason to be cautious about the
discrimination argument. | know thatT may receive some very unfriendly
comments far what [am going to say now, but if we want to be serious we
must see women as they are and not as some groups would like them to
be. Le., on the-one hand, it cannol be disputed that women in principle
can be as able, competent, interested, active, analytical, gifted or whatever
term you may choose, as men. Therefore, the historical attitude to treat
them as inferior is baseless.

On the other hand, it should be equally accepted that if you look at
greater numbers and averages, actual differences between men and women
of today can be realised also outside the physical sphere. Feminists tend to
acknowledge these differences only in favour of women, e.g., describing
them in relation to men as being more human, fecling, caring, reliable, ete.
Even if this should be true, in the political arena we cannot disregard the
very different aspect that in spite (or perhaps because?) of all the assets
that women have, they are less interested and active in politics than men
are. This isnot only, as generally assumed, because of their underpriviley
status and lack of proper education and opportunitics. As we have
the statistics, this difference can also be found equally strong among those
women wha have a good education, There is much theory and speculation
about the reasons, but the fact remains and should be considered.

The lower interest of some women in politics is also reflected in their
small number in political parties. 1t can be assumed that this number would
be even smaller were it not for the tendency of some men to convince their
wives to join the same party as they did. These family members do not
tend to become very active, reducing the female activists further.

Taking into consideration the present move in Germany to actively
promote greater participation of women in politics, it can be said that an
able woman who is really interested in a political career has not smaller
but greater chances of success than an equally talented man.

Under these circumstances, 1 personally have reservations against
thinking in quotas as is popular among many women groups and some
parties. A quota, on the first glance, seems to strengthen female
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representation, but the question may be asked whether it perhaps is more
a gain for a relatively small group of activists to increase their share of
political power. 1t would raise doubts whether or how far these
quol 1 in fact are representing the electorate or rather a group of
like-minded peoplewith leverage. Tt can also be asked whether this really
serves the noble aim of equal treatment of women. Anyhow, even among,

the women themselves, as shown by a 1994 study, only 37% are in favour
of a quota,

I would prefer the old fashioned, but solid way of providing equal
opportunities for men and women to be pursued also for politics, When
competition from different genders results in a decision in favour of the
woman, it should be based on free choice and not because of fulfilling a
prefixed quota, Inasociety where legal equality is achieved and, as opinion
polls show, prejudices based on gender are dwindling, the insistence of
widespread sex discrimination can, in some cases, also be interpreted as
trying to create a mood of moral obligation to make good for it, working
in favour of the group making allegations.

Providing better and equal opportunities for women also in polities is
a task for both men and women. There bs still room for further extension
of this attitude through education and information, this way i.a. also trying
tostrengthen female political awareness. Bul to see politics under a division
between male and female group interests which are represented by
delegates from these two camps would be a dangerous step in the direction
of further fragmentation of saciety. Ina madern world it has become very
difficult to justify separate and binding roles according to gender as it is
no longer accepted to explain this by simply returning toan asserted natural
characteristic. But thisalso gives room o question whether or not political
thinking in gender groups may be outdated as stch toa great extent.
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WOMEN POWER IN ELECTIONS AND POLITICAL
CHANGE : A Potential Resource

Tan Poo Cliang

Introduction

he role of women in development gained prominence with the

proclamation by the United Nations that 1975 be “International

Women’s Year” and the period 1975-1985 be “United Nations Decade
for Women— Equality, Development and Peace”. In line with the global
development, a number of institutions were created to integrate women
into the mainstream of development. The formulation of the National
Policy for Women reflects the Government's commitment towards
optimising the potential of women in the social and economic development
of the nation

Studies have shown that women's limited access to resources—in terms
of education, income, or job opportunities—has had an adverse effect on
their ability to influence the allocation of resources in the family and their
status in society (Nelson, 1979: 42; Jayaraman, 1957: 134). Even when
agents of social

women have access to such resources, their potential
and political change is seldom recognised by the women themselves and
the society at large.

The political participation of women indicates the extent that their
potential have been tapped or are being realised ina country. This would
include membership in political parties, during clections, the level of
voting, the number standing as candidates or actively campaigning, and
the numbers involved in political decision-making, such as in legislative
bodies and high government positions, including the Cabinet. The level
of participation, howeyer, may differ depending on the ethnic background
and other socio-economic variables.

It is therefore necessary not only to analyse the level of palitical
participation but also the socio-cconomic and demographic characteristics
of women in the country to-determine their full potential resource in
influencing election results and political change. This paper therefore hopes
to highlight some avenues where women's potential in the political arena
can be improved.
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Female Political Participation

Women'’s status in public life extends beyond participation in political
parties and other arcas of docision-making. 1t would, in effect, include
legislation providing for the equitable treatment of women, the provision
of adequate facilities for girls, the acceptance of women’s participation in
political life and their representation in the profession and at management
Jevels in commerce and industry (Whyte & Whyte, 1982). This paper will
ot examine these latter issues (these have been dealt with in other studies.
See for example, Tan, 1991; Puthucheary, 1991; Lang & Ong, 1991; Phang,
1991). Instead, the paper will highlight the extent of women'’s political
representation al various levels of decision-making to enable one to
understand the untapped potential available with women's full
participation.

. Women's representation makes up |ess than 50 percent of the members
in the major political parties in Malaysia even though they make up about
one half of the total population. This is true of all component parties in
the Barisan Nasional—UMNO, MIC, MCA and GERAKAN. Itis reported
that about 44 percent of the 1.8 million UMNO members belong to the
women's wing, Wanita UMNO.  For MIC, female members have been
admitted since it was set up and it is estimated that about 40 percent of its
300,000 members are female, The women's wing of MCA, Wanita MCA,
was set up in 1975 but it started admitting female members much earlier.
Currently, it has 180,000 members, that is, 31 percent of MCA’s total
membership. The majority of the female members are of age 31-40 years.
Wanita GERAKAN was formed about 11 years ago and in 1992, it had
about 35,550 registered members, that is about 22 percent of its total
membership, About 20 percent of the total membership of DAL, one of the
apposition parties, are female members. No information is available for
the rest of the opposition parties.

oots level or in the central decision-

The leadership at the grass
making committec is also poorly represented by women. For example,
in UMNO, 5 out of the 30 members (17 percent) in the central committee
are females and in the 153 divisions, only one is headed by a female;
of the 14,000 branches, none comes under the leadership of a female.
MCA has three women (8 percent) out of a central committee of 38
members but the most current information on female leaders at the
state or division level, is not available because the party election was
fairly recent. MIC has only one lady member in the central committee
There are three women in the central committee of GERAKAN and only
one division out of a total of 120 divisions is lod by a woman. DAP has
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two women leaders in the central execulive committee.

A low representation of women is also found in Parliament and
the State Assembly. A study reported that, in 1988, there were nine
women versus 168 male Members of Parliament, and 18 women ver:
429 men in the state legislatures (Chin, New Straits Times; 10 September
1990). At the end of 1992, out of 180 Members of Parliament, only 11
persons or 6.1 percent were female and, at the level of state assemblies,
there were 17 females which representonly 4.8 percent of the total. At
present, two out of 24 ministers (or 8 percent) and three out of 21 deputy
ministers (or 14 percent) are women.

Male dominance also exists in local government politics where the
councillors are appointed (Phang, 1991). [t was found that only a small
percentage of women have served as councillors in the three local
authorities under study. This was attributed to the fact that, generally,
women are still playing a secondary role in politics and only a minority
are actually active. While many may be capable and able, their
passiveness has probably eclipsed their qualities. Subsequently, they
have been overlooked and bypassed by the national leaders

It was found that men do not oppose the participation of women in
politics (Phang, 1991). In fact, there has been no deliberate attempt to
thwart an increase in the participation of women in local government
politics, It would appear that the participation of women in local level
politics can only be increased if the women themselves make a concerted
effort to become more involved in party activities. However, the indications
are that, for a woman to succeed in politics, she probably would have to
put in mare effort than a man.

Studies (see, for example, Puthucheary & Tan, 1987) and evidence
during elections (such as those highlighted by the media) seem to indicate
that women come out in full foree to vote. One, however, gets the
impression that they are not exercising their rights independently or with
full knowledge of the political issues involved when they choose their
candidates. This is based onsome localised studies which have been carried
out to assess women's knowledge of political and other issues. For example,
astudy of rural women in 1986 which was carried out to assess women's
knowledge of political and other issues found that some of them did not
even know the name of the Prime Minister of Malaysia or the name of the
ruling party, or even the name of the state in which they lived (See Table
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Table 1
ion of K of
Political Matters by Ethnic Group and Sex

Maiays Chinese Indians
Male Female  Male Female  Male Female
% % % % %, %
Name of the Prime Minister
Right answer 1000 816 864 PR ] 448
Wrang answer'do not know 00 18.4 138 593 128 552
Name of the political party
that won the last election
Right answer® os8 684 932 73 782 345
Wirong answer/da ot know 42 38 68 627 218 855
Name of the state in which you live
Right answer 1000 82 98.3 728 909 586
Wrorig answerido ot know Q0 7.9 1.7 274 91 4

*Includes those who picked one of the parties in the ruling coalition
Source Pulhucheary & Tan, 1987

This study further found that compared with the Malays and Chinese,
the Indian women are least aware of their rights to select the candidate of
their choice. Their low level of education combined with the double burden
of work in the estate and in the home probably gave them little time to
participate actively in political activities. This is not because they are not
members of any organisation. In fact, many of them are members of frade
unions (for example, NUPW), MIC or other voluntary organisations.
Perhaps, as reflected by their response, many of them do not believe that
by participating in various group activities they can influence decisions
for themselves or their community (See Table 2).

The degree of political efficacy may explain the level of participation in
palitical activities. Studies of political apathy in the West have shown that
there is a tendency for poor people to have a low degree of political efficacy
and hence participation because they lack the education and information to
understand and deal with political jssues (MeDill & Ridley, 1962-63).
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Table 2
Respondents' Perceplion about their Ability to Influence Decisions by
Participating in Organisations by Ethnic Group, Rural Sample

Responses Malays GChinese Indjans
% % %%
Yes
13 00 17
somellile 145 85 293
No 671 220 500
Not applicable 171 635 150
inat members of any arganisation)
Total 100.0 1000 100.0

Source Puthucheary & Tan. 1987

This seems also to be true in Malaysia. 1t was found that, compared
with the Malay or Indian women, rural Chinese women who had the
poorest educational level have the lowest political efficacy. About 70 per
centof them did not join any organisation and of those w ho were members,
the majority were not active and did not believe that by joining these
organisations they would be able to influence decisions for themselves or
their community. Malay women were most likely to join organisations
and they were also likely to be active in these organisations compared with
the Chinese or Indian women.

It is therefore clear that female political participation is far from
satisfactory in Malaysia. This is particularly so in light of the changing
socio-economic and demographic profile of the population.

Socio-economic and Demographic Profile of the Population

The percentage and absolute number of voting female population (taken
as 20+ because data for 21+ is not available) in Malaysia rose between 1980
and 1990 (Sve Table 3). They are projected to continue rising such that by
the year 2020, the percentage and absolute number of female population
aged 20 years and above will increase to 68 percent of the female population
or 9,919,000, This implies that the female population will be older due to
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increasing life expectancy and declining fertility (that is fewer babies born
per women). Propoitionally and numerically, there will be more women
who will live to fairly old ages who would be able to continue exercising
their full potential during election and effecting political change.

Table 3
Age Distribution of Female Population in Malay
1980, 1990, 2000, 2020

Age Group 1980 1980 2000 2020
Number % Number % Number Number %
(000) (000} 11000} (000]
<20 34471 505 40779 463 5245  45.0 4708 322
200 23843 495 47327 537 5995  55.0 0919 678
Total 68314 100.0 88106 100.0 11026 100.0 14627 100.0

Sources: Department of $talistics, 1962; United Nations. 1993

Largely due to the longer life span of women compared with men, the
sex ratio’ at older ages are expected to be less than 100, This means that
there will be more women than men at these ages, This has therefore
important implications for political parties because the swing of votes in
the future is not just based on tapping the potential of women but on issues
related to aging.

With that demographic profile in mind, it is relevant to understand
the socio-economic profile of these women. Bducational level has increased
over time such that female education is almost at par with male education.
This can be seen in terms of school enrollment at all levels of education
There are also more women pursuing and obtaining higher academic
qualifications in a multitude of fields (Sixth Malaysia Plan, 1991-1995).

While presently females only account for one third of the labour foree,
their labour force participation rate is increasing, such that it was 47 percent
in 1990. There has been a shift from the traditional and informal sectors to
the more modern and industrialised sectors (Sixth Malaysia Plan, 1991-
1995). Even then, the agricultural sector remains the largest provider of
employment opportunities for women, employing 28.2 percent of all female
waorkers in 1990, followed by manufacturing, and community, social and
personal services sectors (See Table 4). Women also continue to occupy
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the lower job hicrarchies, in low-skilled, labour-intensive jobs in the
agricultural sector and as production workers in the industrial sector. This
seenario, however, is likely to change over time as more and more women
pursue and achieve higher levels of ¢ducation and training, Except for
certain occupalions in the private sector, women would be able to perform
as well as men in terms of carnings as there is hardly any wage disparities
between male and female workers (Sixth Malaysia Plan, 1991-1995),

Table 4
Employment Distribution by Industry for
Female Employed Persons, 1970-1990

dusiry 1970 1980 1990

% % %
Agricullure & Forestry 679 493 282
Mining & Quarrying 07 03 02
Manulacturing 81 163 243
Electricity. Gas & Waler 01 0 01
Conslruotion 05 10 07
Wholesale & Retail Trade, Hotels & Restaurants 58 nz2 197
Transport. Storage & Communications 05 07 15
Finance. Insurance, Real Estate & Business Services 16 3.9
Community, Social & Persanal Services 16.4 195 214
Total 100.0 1000 1000

Saurce: Sixih Malaysia Plan. 19911395

However, entering into wage employment often means that women
would have to assume double workload, that of family and work place
(Tey, 1991; Puthucheary & Tan, 1987), Consequently, there are some
professionals who had to quit their jobs due to childcare reasons. Provision
of facilities such as childeare centres and creches, and sensitising men to
share in houschold responsibilities, are worthwhile areas to pursue to
reduce women's workload. Women should also be allowed time to pursue
their own interest and development, and to participate more actively in
organisations and politics. These changes will, however, take time. [nstead,
the power that lies in women's hands today cannot be overemphasised for
political attention and focus. Women are in the front line for inculcating,
the desired virtues and values upon the future generations in the country.
In the home, the majority of women are responsible for caring and
supervising the children (Tey, 1991; Puthucheary & Tan, 1987). Most women
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also participate actively in important family matters and houschold
decision-making. They are therefore the primary agents of socialisation in
transmitting traditions, family values and norms to the young.

In the work place, many of them are teachers and nurturers of the
younger generations.  They are also responsible for organising, leading
and participating in many youth, voluntary, social and community
activities, and hence there Ts a wide spectrum of roles and activities in
which they can raise political issues and exert some influence

Conclusion

Women remain a relatively untapped resource in election and political
change. Their political apathy is reflected in the low proportion who vote,
or who are aware of political issues or who participateactively in political
organisations, or occupy high positions in political partics or government.
With higher education and greater labour force participation, and ageing
aof the population, women should now be an important target for political
attention and focus. Women themselves should be made aware of the
power they have in effecting election results and political change. Women
power is extensive because of their many roles and the wide spectrum of
activities they are involved in, both at home and at work. They also have
the power to convinee the men around them—husband, father, brother,
1es that affect the

son, friend, colleague and charge—of the political i
family and community

The need for special tabulations on women in political parties should
be given immediate attention. Wamen power in the political arena can
only be tapped through an understanding of the characteristics of the
present members Lo suggest avenues Lo attract and encourage other new
members, Awareness programmes are also necessary to draw women's
attention to issues that affect them, and for them to present a united front
on such matters. Clearly, the research agenda is very broad in
understanding the many issues affecting women including their low
participation in politics. Demographic and other socio-cconomic
information in official statistics should, lo the extent possible, be tabulated
according to gender. Special surveys or census should be carried out to
obtain information on the characteristics of members of the electorate and
understand their behaviour. This information is most ¢rucial for any
election campaign and in ensuring the right person is elected. Most
importantly, unless and until women themselves are convinced that thelr
opinion, voice and participation matter in politics, they will continue to
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exert little influence in thisarea. The trickle down effect through these
women are indeed tremendous in the political arena. In the not too distant
future, with women being betier educated and in control of their own
resources, increasingly more women will participate actively in politics.
Perhaps then, more women will strive and occupy more seats in the upper
echelons in politics and government.

Endnotes

number of males 9

1. The sex ratio is defined as
number of females

A sex ratio of 100 means there are equal number of men and women.
If the ratio is more than 100, there are more men than women. A sex
ratio that is less than 100 indicates more women than men.
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RELIGION AND CULTURE : Prohibitive Factors
for Women'’s Participation in Politics?

Salbialy Ahmad

Introduction

olitical participation involves arliculating, prov

ng and defending

interests. Given this, Tam reluctant to limit “participation in politics”
to conventional forms of political participation; or to the domain of
party politics and representation in Parliament. Waonien's political
participation, includes any process and access to that process which relates
to her dignity and well-being as a person in her own right—to develop her
full potential as an individual and as a citizen—whether in the family, in

the cconomic sector/workplace, or the society at large.

Waomnien as a Disempowered Minority

There cannot be true democracy when women are excluded from poli

power, especially nol when women comprise at least half of any given
population. The development decade which ushered in women's increased
cconamic participation through women-in-development (WID) policies and
strategics have nevertheless denied women control over their labour.

Economic development does not nece

rily translate into political power.

Inthe Third World, women's economic participation in the developmental

models have been mainly in free trade zones and tourism.

Malaysia, for example, is the largest exporter of semi-conductors,
employing more than one million workers, 80% of whom are women!. Out

of a total of 10% of unionised workers, women form only 25%. Women in
union leadership form 5.2%% There is no minimum wage; workers carn

about USS3 -
to increase their earnings. They ope

rate night shift

control of their labour processes.

Family Role Structures Impacting on Women'’s
Political Participation

Ouresperiences in the

5 per day. Women work long hours as overtime in order
et women remain a
minority despite their numbers; they have no political voice and economic

a Pacific showed that women’s roles in the family
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unit have been a major factor in conditioning women and how she has
been perceived’. The family as a social unit inculcates the values and
defines the roles of women and men which permeates the wider socictal
realm. Women's democratic spaces often determine their democratic
spaces

In the Free Trade Zone situation, her labou
to that of males and thus comprises reserve labour; her income being
considered supplementary. Her work is not as important as the work of
males, who are heads of houscholds. This is despite the fact that there are
women-headed houscholds.

perceived as secondary

The family unit has to be seen as a unit with sacio economic-political
dimensions. A woman in the role of wife and mother is regarded as being
mainly responsible for the maintenance of the family unit. Her main task
is to provide personal services for family members. Although she is seen
as the fundamental member of the family, she is seldom treated as an
individual; her rights subsumed by the larger collective rights of the family.

Primarily as wife and mother, she contributes to the economic and
sacial well-being of the family. Yet this contribution may not necessarily
match her political participation in this unit. As wife and mother she has
been denied control over her own body.

Religious and Cultural Values Informing Family Roles

The family unit which begins by the process of marriage is endarsed by
the Qur’an. The Qur’an also explicitly mentions certain terms of intimacy
in that relationship; “loveand mercy” between spouses, and that husband
and wife are “each other’s garments

There is, however, no corresponding term for “role” in the Qur/an.
What many Muslims consider the “proper” roles do not come from the
Qur’an or Sunnah, Child-bearing is given prominent mention in the Qur’an
and ahadith of the Prophet. That a woman can bear children is necessary
for the survival of the human species and is, therefore, important. However
{o maintain women exclusively in this biological function is necessarily
restricting women to only the terms of her biology and not a reflection of
the intent in the Quran and ahadith®.

Muslims tend to assume that hiolagical child-bearing goes together
with child-care, nurturing and housekeeping, such that these become a
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major respansibility of the wife-mother in the fulfillment of her “role”.
Mawdtidi, a modern-day jurist-politician, whose ideas have a faithful
following in Malaysia had occasion to opine that women have limited and
conditional freedom in matters other than home science. They should not
be encouraged Lo abandon home-life and its responsibilities to make their
lives miserable by running after political, economic, social and other
activities, shoulder to shoulder with men'.

The Qur'an does not assume child-care as a function of females. In
21233 in a discussion on wel-nursing, the Qur’an states that neither a
woman nor a man should be made to suffer because of their affections
towards the child. If the parents agree and find it affordable, a child can
be sentout to a wet-nurse’ . Child-care and nurturing are not biological
functions; both are acquired skills

Another verse which is often misunderstood and is cited as defining
roles for women and men is 4 34 The verse establishes that men are
aaoaniin (have responsibility) over women. This verse has been usually
interpreted as “men are superior to women”.  The responsibility in 4 : 34
entails the provision of a material nalure to women in a restricted social
context (child-bearing), Responsibility does not mean superiority. It does
not mean that women are incapable of handling their own affairs”,

Itis also equally important for men not Lo falsely believe that they are
inherently the better gender, without exerting any effort on their part. They
might then not want (o strive todevelop the level of tagica (God-conscious)
necessary in the sight of Allah swi

Women's Spaces, Women's Work

The overemphasis on the material portion of giwaamih together with
defining woman exclusively in biological terms (with the bearer-carer
implications) established a convention that men go oul to maintain the
family, and women stayed home,

The reality of women's lives in the family shows that women perform
varied tasks. In traditional Malaysian society for instance, women work
in the fields and work on traditional crafts-weaving of mats and cloth.
These are not acknowledged as real contributions to “bread-winning”.
They are relegated as “women’s work”; secondary and supplemental, As
Malaysian socicty becomes urbanised, women are moving away from
traditional work. Much of the work outside the family are in the service
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sectors—an extension to women's traditional domestic roles; women’s work
albeit in the public sector. The general acceptance of women in the public
sphere is conditioned upon their remaining in jobs which are subordinate

or instrumental to men.

Leadership Roles and Religious Perceptions

Wherever she is, in the private or public sphere, her access to decision
making and hence political participation is limited, either due to the work
being “women’s work” and thus subordinate, or that as women performing
“male tasks”, they are nevertheless not “heads of households” and should
not take the lead.

That women should not assume public roles in leadership has been
attributed to interpretations of giwaemalt in 4 : 34 As stated earlier, qiwaaniah
imports a restricted responsibility of men over women in a particular
context. It does not mean that women are incapable of having leadership
roles, whether among women, men and women, or even nations as has
been assumed”. The Qur'an verse 2 : 282 is also often quoted allegedly to
show the moral and intellectual incapacity of women. The verse 2 : 282
relates to the necessity of putting in writing a loan agreement and the calling
of witnesses thereto. 1t states that if two men are not available, then a man
and two women from among them shall be witnesses, so that if one of
them should make a mistake, the other could remind.

The socio-historical context of the time of revelation of this verse
showed that women were not familiar with business and financial
sactions. Even Khadijah, the wife of the Prophet, left the charge of her
business affairs to him. To ensure justice, two women are required for the
following purpose: If the women witness errs or forgets, the other is
needed, not to give evidence, but to remind her.

The other source is a hadith related by Abu Bakar, as follows

When the news reqched the Prophet that the Tranians had made the
dawghter of Chosroe their ruder he observed: that a ndtion can never
prosper which has assigried ils reign o a woman

The hadith was first narrated during the Battle of the Camel where
Ayesha led her forces into Basrah, Her forces (which reportedly included
Abu Bakar) were defeated. Many believers died. Modern day
commentators view this hadith as a fabricated hadith. 11 it had been a
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hadith of the Prophet, Abu Bakar would have obeyed the injunction and
would have repented and corrected his stand in not going to battle under
Ayesha’s banner. The other explanation may be that the report was in the
nature of a khabar or information

To those who have utilised this hadith for the proposition that a
woman should not hold leadership positions, they have also used a
statement attributed to Avesha as saying:

It wonld be move to my liking had [ remained in my house and not gone
to the expedition to Busralr ...

1f she had made this statement, it could be attributed to the fact that
she had regretted the loss of so many lives, including some of her nearest
and dearest, and to the loss of her own prestige and not necessarily that
she was nol supposed to lead”!

The Qur'an in its singular example of excellent leadership cites a
woman—Bilgis, Queen of Sheba, The Qur’an does not use any term, subtle
or direct that implies that this position is inappropriate for her, or any
other woman. Bilgis's qualities were not measured by gender but by:

+  her capacity to fulfill the requirements of office
+ her political skills

e the purity of her faith

e her independent judgement

Strategies and Actions [ar Increased Political
Awareness and Participation

One of the more urgent and immediate tasks would be the process of
democratisation of the family in that women are accorded a greater stake
in decision-making. There should be a sharing of caring and nurturing
roles. While women have campaigned on slogans—the personal is the
political perhaps it is time for men to realise that the political is personal.
T'here cannat be change for women unless there is a change in the attitudes
of men towards women,

The agenda ta put women’s rights into human rights discourse has
been highly successful in the last World Conference on Human Rights in
June 1993, The main thrust of this campaign is the promotion of women's
issues on a palitical platform
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Women should be encouraged to exercise the vote independently and
vote for theirconcerns, In Malaysia, an NGO—the Women's Development
Collective—has in the last general elections put up and campaigned for
women's concerns. They have published a booklet entitled: Questions for
our politicians and Manifesto for the 90's. This was used primarily o lobby
candidates and volers,

Women's status should constantly be monitored and upgraded. Formal
equality in the law does not necessarily accord real equality. Formal
equality must necessarily be accompanicd by affirmative action.

There must be ratification of current international instruments on
women. Malaysia has yet to ratify the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (1979), the
Convention on the Political Rights of Wamen (1952) and the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966),
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RELIGION AND CULTURE: Prohibitive Factors
for Women's Participation in Politics?

Wu Ming Clin

Introduction

omen'’s participation in politics is generally low' . In Malaysia,

although women have, since independence, enjoyed equal

political rights as voters, candidates and holders of political
offices, their political participation in governing structure has been far
lagging behind their counterpart® .

In the case of Chinese women in Malaysia, their participation in
political parties is even lower than participation of members of the other
races. Membership in the women’s section in the Malaysian Chinese
Association (MCA), a purely Chinese political party, registers anly a mere
30.6"% of the total membership of MCA in 1990 . Membership in the
women's section of Gerakan, a predominantly Chinese political party, is
only about 22% of the total membership in 1592¢
lower than the figure of about 40%, for the ratio of female membership in
the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), a Malay political party,
and the Malaysian Indian Cangress (MIC), an Indian political party,

These figures are far

This paper is an attempt to explore whether religion and culture
constitutea prohibitive factor for political participation by Chinese women
in Malaysia.

Wostien's Status in the Chinese Religio-Cultural Context

The 1980 population and housing census of Malaysia classifies Malaysian
Chinese by religion as follows: Islam 0.2%, Christianity 3.3%, Hinduism
0.1%, Buddhism 55.8"%, Confucianism, Taoism, other traditional Chinese
religion 38.6%, tribal/folk religion, others 0.2%, and no religion 1.6".

The high percentage of Buddhists arises from the fact that most Chinese
who consider themselves followers of Buddhism actually practise what
may be better termed Chinese religion, as the actual followers of the various
sects of Buddhism form only a minority” . Taking this into account, the
followers of Chinese religion may be taken to be between 80% - 907" .
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The Chinese religion of the Chinese in Malaysia is a loosely unified
belief system, characteristically diffused and syncretic in nature. 1t is a
complex admixture of many beliefs, embracing ancient Chinese beliets and
cult including ancestor worship as its basis, and Buddhist and Taoist
doctrines and Confucian teaching as secondary clements™,

To the Chinese, religion is a part of culture, which manifests itself in
the way of life of the people. Religion as a social institution will fuse itself
into the culture of the society, making the culture more complete. The
traditional values and cthnic codes in Chinese culture have, for centuries,
placed women at a subordinate role and confined them tightly to the family.

Male-domination, female-subordination — This association can be
traced to the doctrine of Yiqing, where male is associated with qian, the
vang, and female with kun, the ying. Yang is the hard and rigid, and ping is
the soft and flexible. They are opposite but complementary forces of the
universe, thus follows the notion of mutual assistance and inseparability
of ying and yang respectively with the strong and the weak. The notion of
their mutual complementarity and inseparability is reinterpreted as yang,
playing the dominating role, while ying plays the supporting role. This
male=domination female-subordination roles are aptly illustrated in Li-ji,
the Book of Propriety; “Man commands woman and woman obe;
and the principle of husband and wife starts,” One of the “three cardinal
guides” says that the wife should look up to the husband as her guiding
principle.

s man,

Male-exterior, female-interior — This male-female relationship has,
since ancient days, been fixed by Yi-jing which states: “The right place for
the female is the interior, and that for the man is the exterior. That the
male and female are rightly placed is the cardinal principle of the universe.”
The male-exterior, temale-interior roles form the basis for confining women
to the family and the home, while the outside world is strictly for men. A
set of Confucian ethical codes has been established to confine the women
to the family, which includes san-cong (the three obediences), si-de (the four
virtues), gi-chu (the seven grounds for divorcing wives).

The woman is also expected to shoulder the duty of filial piety. Thus
in the family she is to perpetuate the patriarchal lineage, to assist the
husband and educate the son, to serve and attend upon the parents of the
husband, and to look after the entire household chores.

Confucian moral codes also look upon a woman's chastity as a crucial
element to the harmony in the family. “To starve to deathis a small matter,
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¢ is a serious matter.” Complete seclusion of the women
Inm\ the outside world, and the cruel practice of foot-binding are ways to
enforce the moral ideal of female chastity.

Another deeply rooted notion on the inferiority of women is: “only
the untalented woman is virtuous”. This has led to the widespread practice
of not providing education to women.

Traditionally, the Chinese religion, being a part of secular social
institutions, lacks an independent ethical posifion of its own. Its chief
function lies in turnishing supernatural support to ethical values in the
basic concepts of the secular institutions. It, therefore, functions as a part
of the traditional moral order, and tries to enforce moral standards and to
promote moral ideals’

The concepts of reincarnation, karma and retribution in Buddhism,
and the concept of pre-determined fate from the ancient folk belief are
utilised to maintain sexual inequality, uphold male dominance, and enforce
moral values, especially with regards to morality and chastity of women,
Hellin theafterworld is vividly described to horrify women into submitting
to the unjust social relationship between the two sexes” .

In the traditional Chinese society, the women are therefore reduced to
serving the reproductive need of the family as well as the sexual and social

needs of men. They are given no independence in economic, political and
social activities. This was the situation in the pre-republic China. It was
also the setting in which Chinese started to migrate to colonial Malaysia in
large numbers.

Chinese Women in Malaysia

In discussing the political participation of Chinese women in Malaysia,
we have to look at the factors affecting their participation in politics. They
are: (i) opportunity (ii) ability and (i) motivation,

In the traditional Chinese society in China, because of the social norms
ol male domination and female subordination, women were strongly
forbidden to come into contact with the sutside world. They were therefore
given no opportunity for political participation. They had also no ability
to participate owing to their low cducational attainment. They were
certainly not motivated to participate
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But the Malaysian setting today is very different from traditional China
First of all, even in China the traditional values relating to the status of
wamen have changed \I\.lltL substantially, through the various political
movements such as the Taiping Rebellion, Hundred Days Reform, the
overthrow of Qing dynasty and the establishment of the Republic, May
Fourth Movement etc. In each of these movements, there was strong
participation by women.

Chinese in Malaysia are under a different setting. Chinese women in
Malaysia today enjoy equal opportunity in education. The number of
Chinese females attaining secondary school education and higher,
according to the 1980 census, is 25.6% of the total Chinese female. This is
not too far behind the corresponding figure of 32.8% for Chinese males. In
1986, the number of females (all ethnic groups) enrolled in local universities
is 19,874, making up 40.8% of the total enrolment'’. Tn 1990, the number
has increased to 26,198 which is 44.9% of the total enrolment’' . The ability
of Chinese women to participate in politics has thus been greatly increased.

The institutionalised social order which worked Lo assign specific role
and status to women in traditional Chinese society has changed greatly in
modern Malaysian Chinese society. Malaysian Chinese women have
enjoyed today a greater degree of freedom, and they are not secluded from
the outside world any more. Their circle of activity has greatly been
expanded.

Confinement of Chinese wamen Lo the family has also been
substantially reduced. Many Chinese families in Malaysia are nuclear
families and extended families. Houschold chores are therefore lightened,
especially with the help of maids. They can, therefore, afford to spare
part of their time for activities outside the house. Being allowed a larger
cirele of dctivities and having extra time for other activities are positiv
factors that should contribute to greater participation of Chinese women
in politics.

The Chinese women in Malagysia have also enjoyed a much higher
hoaschold income than their counterparts in the traditional Chinese society,
The increased income has contributed partially to their ability to come out
of the family occasionally to participate in limited political activities.

The major Chinese-based political partics in Malaysia all have women's
sections. Many of the Chinese volumary social organisations such as clan
association and alumni associations have also established women'’s
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sections. There are also several Chinese women's organisations. There
has been an increasingly active role played by these women's organisations
and sections in motivating Chinese women to take part in activities related
to politics either directly or indirectly.

In the Selangor and Federal Territory arca, of the member organisations
under the Chinese Assembly Hall, there are four women organisations,
and 24 women's sections in predominantly men’s organisations. The
women's section of the Chinese Assembly Hall was set up in 1986, In 1991,
the newly formed Federation of Chinese Assembly Halls in Malaysia also
set up its women’s division, Of the 13 Chinese Assembly Hall (one in each
state), 11 have set up women's sections™ .

e A

The women's sections of political parties, of the Selangor Ch
Assembly Hall, of the Federation of Chinese Assembly Ilalls in Malz
and several women's sections in other organisations have been active in
organising activities for Chinese women. Activities such as cooking lessons,
flower arrangement lessons, dancing lessons, guo-shu (Chinese kungfu)
lessons have attracted many women participants. Activities related to
festivals, such as mid-autumn festival, dragon boat festival, lantern festi
are also very popular. These are activities aimed at giving the women
opportunities to come out of their homes, thus providing them
opportunities to participate in other more politically oriented activities,
such as talks, seminars, leadership training, workshops and camps. Topics
on current or political issues, or issues refating to the well-being of women
are often deliberated in such activities, which are aimed at the more
educated group. The media, radio and TV, are also often utilised to
publicise these activities. Some of theactivities are even broadeast in order
to reach a larger group of women'’s section of the Selangor Chinese
Assembly Hall in establishing a counselling centre, which proves to be
very popular,

All these efforts are aimed at motivating the Chinese women to
participate in politics. The message put across to them is clear. To achieve
real gender equality, they have to come out and actively ask for it through
political movements.

Attitudes Towards Women's Political Participation

In the previous section | have demonstrated that Chinese women in modern
Malaysia who possess the ability, are provided with the opportunity, and
are exposed to a great variety of means to motivate them for political
participation. But what is the actual situation of their participation?
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In the following discussion I shall define political participation as any
action or activity that attempts to influence the policy of the government.
This definition includes such means as voting, participation in political
parties, pressure groups, voluntary organisations and other non-
governmental organisations.

According to the statistics provided by the MCA Headquarters, the
percentage of female party membersare: 12.6% in 1960, 13.2%in 1970, 26.2%,
in 1980 and 30.6% in 1990. There is clearly an upward trend in Chinese
women's direct participation in politics. But it is far below the ideally
equal participation.

| have identified through my earlier participation in the women’s
section of the Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall and alumni associations,
and through conversations with active female participants in politics, some
of the common reasons given by Chinese women for being unable to
actively participate in politicals:

My husband does not permit

My husband’s parents do not like it

Lhaoe to take care of the children and the housework
Lam tao busy, and have wo tine

Ihave no contact, and don’t kiozw where to start
Politics isa man's business: not for wonan

Emind only my awn business; let other peoplie do it
Politics is dirty

Politics s too complicated for me

Politics will get me into fronble

Lam not interested

From the responses given above, it is quite clear that cultural factor is
still at force to appose women’s participation in palitics, although it is much
weaker now than in the traditional socicty, The notion of male-exterior,
female-interior can still be felt. Women are still generally believed to better
stay home and care for the family. This same observation is also apparent
in regard to Chinese women’s participation in the labour force'".

Another cultural norm with respect to women’s status in society is the
conception of male-domination, female-subordination. Tt is still believed
by many that men are the stronger sex, and the important responsibilities
must still be shouldered by men, In social organisations in general, the
women's sections are often reduced to only supportive if not decorative
roles. Political parties are no exceptions.
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The general indifferent and often negative attitudes of many women
towards political participation can be attributed to the general
thyself" attitudes of the Chinese. In the case of Chinese women, this
particularly stronger when coupled with the inferior status assigned to
the women

Conclusion

I have shown that in the traditional Chinese society, the social norm
attributed by religion and culture has defined the status of women as one
that is subordinate, inferior and dependent,

In Malaysia, with the universalisation of education, equal opportunity
for education, a more open society, and equal voting right for women,
Chinese women have the ability, opportunity and motivation for greater
participation in politics. But the cultural factor has still to be surmounted.
This is not an easy task, as the change in cultural values is a slow and
gradual process. [t should perhaps be noted that the influence of religion
in today’s Malaysian Chinese women is not as strong as in the traditional
fere, the Chinese religion does not have the support of
the social institutions as in the traditional society in order to be able to
play an important role in upholding the moral codes of the society. There
isa change in its function, [tis reduced to the religious rituals only and its
role is that of spiritual sanctuary.

The women's sections in the various categories of social and political
organisations have organised a wide variety of activities aimed at
motivating Chinese women to come forth and participate more actively in
politics. With the increase in the level of education, there is encouraging
signs of increasing participation. According to the MCA statistics, in 1990,
the percentage of temale MCA members aged 40 and below is 51.4% of the
total female membership, while the corresponding figure for male members
is only 45.2%'"  This indicates that more younger females are attracted or
motivated to participate in politics.
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RELIGION AND CULTURE: Prohibitive Factors
for Women's Participation in Politics?

Devaki Krishnan

Introduction

omen are known s the better half by our men. Unfortunately,
this better half is let alone better off. There is a marked difference
between the access of male and female members to resources, to

decision making powers and to disposal of income for example. Until and
unless policy makers take note of this difference, there is little hope of
benefits being equitably distributed between the sexes.

The definition of males as heads of households often mean that they
are the direct beneficiaries of aids from the government either in the form
of subsidies or loans. Where women are the head of households, they are
deprived of the above benefits and have to s ek help from the Social Weltare
Department. This is due to the subordination of women within the family.
Women, as citizens, have equal status under the law, equal access to
education, and can earn equal pay for equal work; but in reality, there is
inequality and discrimination in the treatment of women

Political awareness of women is related to their position and status in
a particular society. Political awareness includes not only their
consciousness about the political development in the country but also
awareness of their political rights as citizens.

The majority of women in the rural areas do not understand what
goes on in their environment because they have no access to information
Even if they are aware of the social, religious, economic and political
development in the country, they may have no real impact on the political
decision making processes. Itcan be said that the majority of rural women
are not politically active members of political parties. Some of them are
active in religious and cultural organisations which are political
organisations but they are not active in trade unions, social or religious
groups championing social, political or economic issues. They are the silent
majority,

We are here to discuss the roleof women in politics. We should examine
women’s political role especially when we consider the unique socio-




Mataystan Wamen: Creating Then Paltical Awareness

economic problems encountered by women today. The ultimate aim is to
produce more politically matured women in the country,

More than 55% of the total population in our country are women. More
than 55% of these women used to live in estates but the figure has now
come down to 40% as women migrate into cities for better prospects.

This multi-racial country is moving towards national integration. This
means every woman must be-able to adjust and assimilate into a Malaysian
society without losing her cultural, religious and traditional values. In
this respect, religion plays an extremely important function of providing a
value system for an individual. Religion is more than a belief system to
bring a sense of meaning to the everyday actions of a person. Through its
many rituals, religious attempts to imbibe values and traditional norms.

Traditionally, roles in an Asian family are clearly defined. The male
provides the basic necessities while the female takes care of the whole
family. The woman is secondary to the man in the family. Her social status
and success are closely associated with that of her family, and she shares
the failures and successes of her family members.

Wihy Lack of Women in Politics

There are many reasons as to why Malaysian women.are politically inactive,
One of the most important reason is the cultural definition of their role as
women. The culture upholds the feminine qualities in women such as
shyness, timidity, respect for others, obedience in the family, whereas the
male is regarded as the more superior. The female ideals in Asian families
are for women to produce children, take care of household chores, provide
love and affection for the members of the family.

In the Asian culture and religious scriptures, motherhood is respected
and praised. Although many women are working outside their homes,
theirhousehold chores have not lessened. They hold jobs and successfully
keep a home and look after the family. They have little time left for other

social aclivities, which are considered to be reserved for males.

In addition to the above social pressures for women to play a
submissive role to men, the availability of uppnrmnmm provided for
women to be active politically is very limited. This is seen clearly when
we examine the data on women's participation in politics. In 1980, the
percentage of female population was about 50%. The political
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representation of women was very low, In Parliament, out of a total of 154
members, only eight (8) orabout five (5) percent were women.

They are also under-represented in other areas of employment. 1f the
political participation of women at the national level is so low, how can
the Malaysian woman hope to have better representation? The lack of
opportunities, combined with the social and cultural pressures of their
community, explains women's very low level participation in political
affairs,

Marriage

Marriage can also pose a problem for many women who want to be
actively involved in public life especially in politics. Many parents prefer
to see their daughters happily married and therefore may not want their
daughters to be involved in political and social organisations. Istill come
across many men still preferring traditional women to modern women.
Hence to satisfy the marriage market, women tend to withdraw from the
public life so as to be seen only but not heard. Many women refuse Lo be

members of any political party. In the case of the Indian community, the
tem of dowry which is linked strongly with the complex system of
marrigge may also influence the women's level of involvement in public
life,

Suitis cullure, tradition and religion that influence value expertations
and behaviour, and which in turn prevents women from being politically
active. Some of these values are changing slowly and steadily as a result
of modernisation and urban migration. There are women wha have
ventured into political life guided by their own convictions. Then there
arcalsosingle women who are leading full and respectable lives. Marriage
and raising a family are not necessarily the most important issues to certain
individuals

Religion

Women are expected to maintain the continuity of traditions and
religious festivals in the family to ensure the spiritual growth of the family
members” inner being. Ignorance of religious foundations, which are laid
down in carly childhood, is one of the factors that has led to women's
misconception of their role in modern sociéty. Unless changes in attitudes
are made in the right direction, Malaysian women may not be able to adjust
to the rapid changes in society
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Education

Sociely and cultural practices have also deprived women of their basic
education in some Asian countries. Some parents do not encourage their
daughters to continue their education beyond the primary level, lest they
venture beyond the female traditional function.

The level of educational attainment is an important indicator of the
social status of women because most channels for self advancement are
opened through education. Increased educational opportunities have
definitely benefited women. Therefore, education should be viewed as a
means of enlarging people’s choices in life besides contributing to national

development.
Culture

There are countries where women have to fight for their rights. Some
of the equal rights movements have succeeded in making the men accept
women's emancipation while others continue to be completely subjected
by the men who are regarded as more superior in their lives. This remains
a great handicap and a lingering mental conflict in some women Along
with that is the woman’s own age-long belief in living the concept of the
silently suffering ‘Sita’, which remains the ideal of even the most liberated
woman.

There is a lapse between the legislation of women’s rights and the social
sanctions required to make the legislation a reality. This is certainly true
in terms of the status of women.

Woten in Politic

The position of women and their political future is bleak. Malaysia
currently has two full Ministers, two Deputy Ministers, one Parliamentary
Secretary —a tolal of eleven (11) Parliamentarians, ten (10) Senators and
seventeen (17) women Assembly members. The imbalance must be
corrected by the various women's wings of political parties, trade unions
and women's organisations; to press for greater representation for women
in various Local Councils, State Legislatures, Senate, Parliament and
various Government and non-Government Boards.

Government must be pressured to oblain successful and meaningful
results. Unless and until women organisations get together, unite and
demand for women's political rights, women are not marching in the right
step:towards the year 2000.
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Since the population of women in this country is more than the men,
therefore an increase of registered women voters will help to drive home
the message that more women are needed in all state and national seats in
Government, When women and men are equal in work, salary, position
and rank, there is no reason ta slow the rise of women in politics. Women
must be directed and motivated towards politics.

Women's Organisations

Women’s organisations should not think that they are there only to train
women to be goad tatlors, cooks, florists, child minders, ete The time has
come for women to take bigger steps to participate and rise up in politics
to fight for women's rights, In some European and Asian countries, men
have recognised the capabilities and contributions of women, and they
have elected women as capable Prime Ministers.

Conclusion

Aswe approach the year 2000, the solution to the existing setback does not
liv either in fighting for equal pesition or denying women of equal rights.
Neither does it lie in the women's retreat to the home nor the forging away
from the home. The issue needs to be addressed as a human isste and not
a gender

In palitics there is no gender difference. The women who have been
voted as Prime Ministers in certain countries have won because of their
merit and not becatse they are women. They are also voted by both the
men and women of their countries. However, a woman aspiring to be a
political leader must be capable, dynamic and better than her polit
opponent(s).

Changes are required in the social conception and definition of the
roles of women. These changes can help bring forth a positive
transformation of society where women have better self-respect and self-
confidence, and where every member of society—whether female or male—
can develop her/his social and intellectual potential to the full {or the
ultimate betterment of society and the nation.

Mys Denke Krisfinmt is the Depaty National Wonen Leadvr i Wantita MIC Malaysian Indtin
Clingtess). She was the first wamqu ta contest @ genvral section ist 1952 amf 1959 for Kuala
Lampur nnicipality and the Selangor State Assemitly,




ROLE OF MEDIA IN PROMOTING
POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND
PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN

Abdul Rahmean Sulaiman

Introduction:

he word media used in this topic is taken to mean the communication

media which by definition are channels or tools by which messages

are transmitted from the sender to the receiver. There are several
known means of communication used by modern society, namely,
newspapers, magazines, periodicals, hooks, pamphlets, motion pictures
and the like, or any of the electronic medium such as radio, television and
computers.

There are other means of communication such as verbal conversation
between individuals either face-to-face or using telephones. The last two
forms of communication are examples of interpersonal channels which
presumably are not the concern of this seminar.

The focts of this paper is therefore on the mass media which are further
categorised into three main groups:

i) The Print Media (excluding books, magazines and periodicals)
ii) The Electronic Media
iii) Motion Pictures

This paper will attempt to examine the role of the mass media in helping
to promote political consciousness and participation of women in Malays

Media Impact

Itis often assumed that newspapers, radio, television or films are powerful
media that can change human behaviour, beliefs, attitudes, valuesand way
of life. As a result, the mass media are widely used for public campaigns
by public servants, politicians, corporate leaders and others.

On the negative side, the media are often accused of corrupting the
morals of socicty. Occasionally, the media are even blamed for political
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upheavals, social unrests, disasters or even wars. Such are the assumptions
the public have on the impact of the media on their daily life

Early communication researchers in the United States call this model
of mass communication flow as Hypodermic Needle Model which
postulates that the mass media have direct, immediate and powerful effects
on a mass audience,

The model which pictured the mass media as a giant hypodermic
5057

needle, aimed at a passive audience has several weaknes:

o Itfails to recognise the many intervening variables operating between
the initial communicator and the ultimate response by the receiver.
« It assumes that the all-powerful media are able to impress ideas on

defenceless minds
e It assumes that the mass audiences are only connected to the mass
media but not to each other.

The mass media in this respect are conceived as having an all-powerful
influence on human behaviour. The omnipotent media are pictured as
sending forth messages to atomised masses walting to receive them, with
nothing intervening.

According to Everett M. Rogers and Floyd Shoemaker in their book,
“Communication of Innovations - A Cross-Cultural Approach” (1971),
evidence of the great manipulative power of the mass media came from
such historical events such as:-

e The role of the US newspapers in arousing positive public opinion
towards the Spanish-American War,

+  The apparent power of Goebbel's propaganda machine in World War
11, and

*  Fearof Madison Avenu

s influence on consumer and voting behaviour,

Eventually, the research methods that came to be utilised in
communication inquiry cast considerable doubt on the hypodermic needle
model simply because it was based primarily on intuitive theorising about
historical events and was too simple, too mechanistic, too gross to account
aceurately for mass media effects

The decisive discarding of the hypodermic needle model resulted from
aclassic study of the 1940 Presidential election. This inquiry was designed
with the hypodermic needle model in mind, and was aimed at analysing
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sions. The evidence
ctly influenced by the

the role of the mass media in clinching political de;
indicated that almost no voting choices were dir

mass media.

Lazarsfeld & Menzel who conducted the study reported that

e ideas often flowe from radio and privi to opinion leaders and from
these to the Tess active sections of the popidation. The first step, from
sources to opiiion leadirs, s mainly the transfer of inforntation, whereas
the second step, ﬁ«»»;tulwmxm/rme-(ul/ulr/ullun"r« involoes also the
spread of ifluen

This later model, known as the Two-Step Flow Model, provides a
usvable conceptual framework for examining mass communication
phenomena. Tt helps focus attention upon the role of the mass media and
interpersonal interfaces. Instead of assuming, as did the hypodermic needle
model, that the masses are a large body of disconnected individuals hooked
up to the media but not to cach other, the two-step ow model views the
masses as interacting individuals.

Limitation

Itis clear from the above discussion that there is a limit to the power of the
media. In the context of this subject, the media can only help promote
political consciousness and participalion among Malaysian women to a
limited extent. That limitation is further compounded by the in-built
constraints inherent among individuals or group of individuals which
ultimately form the audience.

It is common knowledge that a'person’s capacity Lo perceive media
messages and the manner by which these messages are interpreted will
largely depend on that particular person’s level of education, political
beliefs, value system, skills, and attitude such as his biasness, predisposition
ar prejudices. A person who hates politics, for example, will more often
than not avoid political messages however convincing they may be,
Likewise, a newspaper reader whose only interest is on women’s affairs or
sports are likely to skip political stories or articles in the daily papers.

Present Problem

1t is nevertheless not the intention of this paper to suggest that the media

AR
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should be left alone in efforts to make more Malaysian women interested
in politics, and in the process participate more effectively in political
activities. Indeed, the media have a role in this respect. These roles are
, however remole they can be

still important ones

To see where these roles are significant, one could perhaps examine
the various stages of an individual’s mental process before he or she decides
toadopt or reject any change.

Many rescarchers have conceptualised a cumulative series of live stages
in the pracess: (1) awareness (first knowledge of the new idea), (2) interest
(gaining further knowledge about the idea), (3) evaluation (gaining a
favourable or unfavourable attitude towards the idea), (4) small-scale trial,
and (5) adoption or rejection.

Functionally, however, the process can be divided into four main
functions, namely:

i) The knowledge function, which oceurs when the individual is exposed

to the existence of the new idea and gains some understanding of how

it functions.

I'he persuasion function, which occurs when the individual forms a

favourable or unfavourable attitude towards the idea

iii) The decision function, which occurs when the individual engages in
activitivs that gives him/her the choice of adoption o rejéction of the
idea(s).

iv) The confirmation function, which occurs when the individual seeks
reinforcement for the decision he has made, but he may reverse his
previous decision if exposed to conflicting messages about the idea,

It is obvious therefore that the media is eifective in terms of fulfilling
the first two functions in the decision-making process. These roles should
then be complemented by the other communication media including the
interpersonal channel to reinforce the message.

This brings to more pertinent questions: Is there a real need to create
more awareness among Malaysian women on polities? Is it wrong to leave
politics to men alone? Is it good socially for more Malaysian women to get
involved in political affairs of the nation? The answers to these questions
will have to be provided by the women themselves

A quick look at current statistics on women's participation in politics
tends to suggest that there are still room for improvement. As an example,
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outof the current 180 members of the Dewan Rakyat, only nine are women.
At the state assembly level, only 15 out of 461 members of the various
Stale Legislative Assemblies are women.

The figure represents a gross misrepresentation considering the fact
that more than @ million out of the slightly over 18 million Malaysian
population are women.

Itis, however, sad to note that although women politicians are few in
number, they do not seem to be taken seriously by society. To a certain
extent, the media are also equal car example of

guilty in this respect. Acle
this is the relatively less exposure or publicity given by the local media to
women paliticians. Even at the annual conventions of the various political
parties, only junior or less experienced journalists are deployed to cover
the proceedings of the Wanita wings, Yet, women or their contributions
are badly sought after during election campaigns or any other national
campaigns over particular issues.

Conclusion:

To create more political awareness and participation among Malaysian
women, it is hereby suggested that:

©  Newspapers, magazines and other forms of print media carry more
items, articles or features on the success of women politicians in the
hope that this will motivate other women to follow In their footsteps.

*  They should also encourage more women journalists to cover political
and more serious beats rather than concentrating merely on women
affairs or fashion.

¢ Radioand TV stations should use more women to anchor more serious
programmes such as political talk shows, forums and the like.

*  Movie-makers should use more women to depict serious characters
rather than portraying them as stereotyped secretaries, passive wives
or mistress

Mr Abitul Rahvan Sulainan is the Lditor-in-Chicf of Bernama (Malqysian News Ageuc). He
obtuined lis BA, (Hons,) fron the Uninersity. Sains Malaysia and @ diploma in Dusiness
Management and certificate i Law from the Unioersity of Wolvethampton.




ETHNICITY, POLITICAL AWARENESS
AND PARTICIPATION

Kamilia thrahim

Introduction

alaysian politics is not as diverse as its multi-racial population.

Despite a population of about 10 different ethnic groups, cultures,

languages, affiliations and religions, political groups still have
very common objectives. Women's poli do not differ much from the
men’s except that the men are in control of the political structure and
hicrarchy in the respective political parties and the bureaucracy. Malaysian
women do nat engage themselves in women's liberation politics nor politics
of the gender. What seems to be the struggle is for the women—forming
half of the population of the country and half of the voting electorate—to
aggregate themselves with “women vote” to enable more balanced
representation of women elected to public office and holding key
burcaucratic positions.

It would be interesting to note that gender politics has no role in the
country because there are hardly any issues that divide men and women.
Both sexes are as intensely concerned about issues relating to nation
building and unity, education, health care, human rights violation, public
office corruption, poverty, drug abuse, ecanomic development and crime

and lawle

Therefore, the diversity of political parties based on ethnic grouping,
does not divert the commonigoals to be achieved. Howsoever, it is not too
far-fetched to observe that the struggles of each political party are
underlined by the ethnicity factor. Each constitution of the political party
is undeniably laced by ethnicity drive or mission.

The crucial questions to be posed are to what extent is ethnicity a
driving force or a catalyst luwar\L achieving peace, unity and prosperity
in the country. Is cthnicity an overwhelming factor? Fow does it affect
political awareness and participation?

Before we delve into the subject matter proper, let us try to understand
the concepl of “politics”. One’s perception or one ethnic group’s perception
of politics need to be synchronised in order to achieve peace, unity and
prosperity in diversity.
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“Politics” has been made a study since 500 B.C. and many
interpretations were devised, and philosophers and political scientists born,
Socrates, John Locke, Thomas Hobbes and others expounded many
theories. Among the outstanding books, one was written by John Locke
entitled “Two Treatises of Government” (1690) which greatly influenced
the democratic system of government in the United States and the world
over. However, it is interesting to note a Muslim scholar, Al-Ghazali’s view
in his book entitled “Fatihatul-"Ulum’” which gave a very broad insight
into the concept of “clean” politics,

To quote Al-Ghazali, (1050-1111):

"Politics is for community unity and co-operative living. Itworks
towards a common good and interest under guided restraints,
upholding morality and giving guidance for human happiness and
well-being. Political scientists and scholars are to merge to give
complete guidance for efficient implementation of work,
responsibility and policies, to maintain social stability and
strength”.

In short - politics is actually the management of people towards
common good which would mean unity in diversity, equality in economy,
stability in palitics and justice in social amenities. Therefore, it is imperative
upon the political leaders to guide and direct the people to work together
towards the good of the society and to ensure that the stability of the
community on the whole is safeguarded.

The underlining factor is unity vide co-operation vide strong leadership
and control. Politics should not be seen as a game of power but as serious
commitment of a very strong sense of responsibility and duty. Strong,
charismatic, good and religiously ,if not morally, bound leaders are
important to ensure justice and peace in a nation. To determine such
leadership in a country which practices principles of democracy, the
members are actually the determining factor vide being the voters to
determine the party leadership and the party policies

With this perception of politics in mind it is therefore imperative upon
us to next define ethnicity in the context of political awareness and
participation. Evidently, political awareness is essential towards effective
participation.

How do we then define ethnicity in our country? In the spirit of Barisan
Nasionl (National Front) it means working together, winning the general
clection with compromises on allocation of seats in Parliament and States

-y
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and with agreed quota of Ministerial and Deputy Ministerial posts in the
Federal Cabinet, with the ultimate objective of maintaining peace and unity
in the country. This is an apparently simple formula for unity and
prosperity.

To my mind ethnicity should have a very simple and straight forward
meaning whether to politicians or just ordinary citizens of the country. It
should not be construed to mean anything negative that could lead to
apprehension, fear, jealousy or any other negative feelings or emotions
that could lead to misunderstandings or racial disharmony.

Unfortunately, ethnicity has caused disunity and bloodshed—obvious
examples are events in Bosnia and the Middle-East. Ethnic cleansing of
the Bosnians by the Serbs and the continuous destruction by the Zionists
of the Palestinians, the racial riots in Los Angeles, USA (29 April - 1 May
1992), the Solingen Tragedy, Germany (May 1993), and the Babri Mosque
massacre in India (1992). But in this age of man's civilisation, why do we
allow the recurrence of such incidents? What is the order of the day? Isit
a prelude of the NEW WORLD ORDER versus HUMANITY?

History has revealed that the quest for ethnic freedom has been the
main push factor for political activitics and armed conflicts—as seen in
southern Furope and the Balkan States—during the struggle for
independence from the Ottoman Empire. Ethnicity has incited strong
sentiments since time immemorial, and currently with the disintegration
of strong ideology and weakening of central governments, ethnicity has
become an important factor in determining identity. This in turn has
affected the relationship between nations, if not between citizens of the
nations themselves.

ery important element in Malaysian

Do we perceive ethnicity as a
seeourselves

politics? Do we haye an identit inourcountry? Do w
as effective, serious political contributors towards nation building? How
do we see our role in politics?

In the Malaysian context, political awareness means that women or
men of the country should be aware of the fact that there is a need for
unity and understanding among all ethnic groups in the country; that there
is a need for a nation to live in peace, working towards progress and
development. There is a need for women Lo strive to participate in the

clection of leaders in the ruling party elections as well as federal elections

and other objectives incidental thereto,
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Women need to serve as watchdogs and implement all the policies of
the party, of the government, and nation, That citizens of the country are
well pm\uumi and their fundamental rights guaranteed, that the
government is fair, the judiciary is independent, and the legislature meets
the needs of the people,

In conclusion, Wanita UMNO has played an effective role in the
government by adopting a moderate approach, over the past forty years.
It is well represented in the Cabinet with two women Ministers, two
Deputy ministers, and three State Exco members, in addition to two
backbenchers and six Senators. Wanita UMNO members are active political
participants at all levels, especially at the grassroot level, where Wanita
UMNO is a political force to be reckoned with in Malaysia

Comnetl (Exeot Member of Pergerakan Wanith UMNO
own law firm

Ms Kamilia lbralrim is the Execn
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Introduction

n the deliberation of women's political awareness and participation in

Malaysia, it is necessary to take into consideration the ethnic diversities

of the socicty. The unique history and culture of each of these groups
determine to a large extent the degree of their political awareness and
participation. At this forum, I shall focus my discussion only on the Chinese
women

Although the Chinese women's participation in politics may be traced
back to the late ninetecnth and early twentieth centuries, their participation
was mainly confined to a small group of activists who primarily saw their
political struggle as part of the liberation movement that was taking place
in China at that time. [t was only during the Post-War period that some
began to get involved in local politics. FEven then, women in general
remained unconcerned in politics.

When the MCA (the Malaysian Chinese Association) was formed in
1949, a special committee for women and youth was created to cater for
the needs of the two groups, However, female membership was
insignificant during the Party’s formative years. Up to 1960 there were
only 929 female members and their activities were mainly confined to
cultural activities, and social as well as welfare services.

MCA branches and divisions began to set up their women’s wings
during the sixties. However, it was not until 1975 that the national
organisations of Wanita MCA was formally established under the
leadership of Datin Rosemary Chong.

Membership of Wanita MCA Has since then grown steadily, from 5,665
in 1970 to 70,956 in 1980 and 158,682 in 1990. Today, its membership stands
at 182,774, constituting about 30.9% of the total MCA membership
Considering the relatively short span of time since its formation, the growth
of its female membership is not too discouraging. However, comparing it
with the membership of Wanita UMNO which is about 800,000, and
considering the large number of Chinese women who do not join any
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political party, it becomes evident that Chinese women’s political
participation lags far behind their Malay counterparts.

Admittedly, women who stay away from any political party may not
be women of no political awareness. Yo, from my experience and
observations, political seminars and activities generally receive very poor
response from Chinese women, particulary the professionals. In 1987, an
occupational analysis of the Wanita MCA members showed that 43.4% of
them were housewives, Among its working members, the majority were
general workers, rubber tappers, teachers, hawkers and small business
ionals constituted less than 0.5% of the total membership.

women. Profi

Many reasons have been forwarded to explain the obvious lack of
enthusiasm in politics among professional women. Among them are the
traditional Chinese culture which perecives politics as men'’s affairs, the
lack of incentives and opportunities for higher political posts, the heavy
workload and busy schedules of the professionals, and their reluctance to
work with grassroot members. These reasons are relevant not only to
professional women but also to women in general.

Itis interesting to observe that Chinese women in rural areas and the
new villages are more ready to join political parties than their city
counterparts. Itis not unusual that the whole village would turn out for a
political party unity dinner which is often regarded as an important social
event in the village. For the rural women, Wanita MCA offers them the
apportunity to participate in social activities and provides them the rare
exposure to the outside world. One may argue that women who join a
political party for social reasons will have little political awareness and
that their participation can hardly be considered as political. Yet, it needs
to be pointed out that the cultivation of political awarencss among rural
women must necessarily begin by creating among them an awareness of
their social environment. The politically motivated social activities thus
form an integral part of the politicisation process.

It is undoubtedly true that the Chinese women in general have not
attained the level of political awareness and participation that we would
like to see. Yet, given the odds, some advances have been made during the
past years. For instance, women political workers have gained more
important roles in the mainstream of politics. There are three Chinese MPs,
two Senators and three State Assembly women (including all political
s a positive indication of

partics). The number though small is nevertheles
the progress made,
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During the thirty-odd years after Independence, Malaysian politics has
become almost institutionalised along ethnic lines. Notwithstanding this,
women from different ethnic groups have been able to find common
grounds in dealing with women issues, For instance, the repeal and
amendment of laws that were unfavourable to women rape victims were
the results of joint efforts by women political workers from different ethnic
based political parties. Similarly, women political workers, disregarding
their cthnicity are united in championing for the Domestic Violence Act
and the proposed amendments of the Women and Girls Protection Act.

Dr Tan Yo Kot s the Vice-Chairman of Wanita MCA aud MCA Central Committee Menther
She obtained her MSe. in Ecanomics from the University of Wales and her Ph.D. degree from
the Unizersity of Malaya.
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Introduction

he primary objective of this paper is to discuss the extent of women’s

participation in politics in Malaysia, its problems and prospects.

Some mention will also be made of ethnic consciousness and
political awareness among Malaysian women. By women's participation
in politics is meant the incidence of Malaysian women in the political
decision-making process as measured by the number of women in the
national legislatures, the Cabinet and the senior administrative positions
at both the Federal and State Governments, and the ratio of women to
men in these key branches of the government. Itis obvious that these by
themselves are insufficient as measures of women's political participation
and that these need to be complemented by others such as their
participation in the leadership of political parties, trade unions and other
non-governmental organisations. tudying the incidence of women in
the national legislatures, the cabinet and the senior administrative posts,
we are but only looking at one aspect of women's political participation
in Malaysia. Our paper is thus not comprehensive in its coverage of the
subject but we would offer the need for prompt publication in extenuation.

Arguments for Greater Women'’s Participation in Politics

That Malaysian women's participation in political decision-making at the
national level is still relatively low, compared to its percentage composition
of the national population, is readily apparent. While there has been some
progress over the years, much needs to be done to boost women's numbers
in key branches of the government viz the legislatures, the executive and
judiciary. Although there are no legal prohibitions on women’s
participation in Malaysia, de facto participation is much less than desired.
Nowhere in the situation of women is the gap between de jure and de
factorequality so wide. A question often asked, however, is: Why is
there a necessity to be so gender-specific in encouraging greater political
participation? Several reasons may be put forward in reply.
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(a) Women make up at least half of the Malaysian population. Their
representation in key political decision-making bodies should therefore
reflect this, if there is to be true democracy and egalitarianism

(b) Women's under-representation can be dangerous for the legitimacy of
the democratic system since issues brought up for discussions and the
nature of their subsequent legislations are determined without
adequate participation by women, A good case in point was the recent
passage of the Domestic Violence Bill through both Houses of
Parliament. While all female and many male Members of Parliament
(MPs) supported the Bill, there were some male MPs who expressed
reservations. Greater female representation would have meant not just
a smoother passage bul a more comprehensive bill aimed at checking

physical abuses towards women

(¢) The third argument is of differences in interest. Political participation
involves articulating, providing and defending interests, an argument
alluded to above. Women are conditioned to have different social roles,
functions and values. Itis reasonable to believe that women are more
aware of their own ticeds and therefore better able to press for them.

(d) The fourth argument is that of changing the focus of politics. 1f
women's participation in politics can be increased, there will be an
enlargement in the scope of the political agenda. Issues such as child
care, sexuality, family planning and wife battery, issues once confined
to the private sphere bul are now seen as political, is a good case in
point.

(e

The final argument concerns the efficient use of human resources. No
country can afford not to utilise all its human resources. Given that
women constitute half of Malaysia’s pool of potential talent and ability,
excluding them from positions of power and from elected bodies would
thus impoverish our society and inhibil the just development of our
country. (Women in Politics and Decision-Making in the Late Taoenticth
Century - A United Nations Study, 1992)

Incidence of Women's Participation

The incidence of women’s participation in the political decision-making
and administrative bodies of Malaysia is as shown in Table 1. As can be
seen from the Table, women are still relatively under-represented in key
legislative and executive bodies, viz the Cabinet, civil service and statutory
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authorities. Women currently make up only 5.6 percent of the Malaysian
MPs, compared to the 1987 world average of 9.7 percent. It is also less
than the 1987 average percentages of women in lower houses in Eastern
Europe (26.6"), Western industrialised countries (13.2%), Latin America
and the Caribbean (7.5%), Asia and the Pacific (7.0%) and Africa (7.2%).

Table 1
Women's Representation in the Malaysian Cabinet Dewan Rakyat,
Dewan Negara, Federal and State Administration as at June 1993

Total  Number of Ratlo of
Narme of Body Number Women  Percentage  Men-Women
Cabinet: Minister 26 2 77 12 1
Deputy Minister a1 a a7 9311
Menteri Besar and Chief Minister i3 0 o 1811
Dewan Rakyat 180 10 56 17 1
(Lower Hause of Representatives]
Dawan Negara (Senate) 58 13 224 3501
Secrelarjes-General of Ministries 25 1 4.0 24 1
Heads of Federal Department 65 3 45 21 1
Heads of State Departments 39 0 0 38 1

As on 6 May 1994
Source: Compiled by authors

The number of women holding Ministerial and Deputy Ministerial
positions, as a percentage of the total is, however, higher at 7.7 percent
and 9.7 percent respectively. None of the exccutive Heads of State
woman. Only 1 out of 25 Secretaries-General of Ministries and 3 out of 65
Heads of Federal Departments are women, with none holding the post of
State Secretary, State Legal Adviser and State Financial Officer. The only
bright spot is in the Dewan Negara, Malaysia’s Upper House, all of whose
members are vither indirectly elected by the various State Legislative
Assemblies or nominated by His Majesty the King. Currently, 22.4 percent
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of the Malaysian Senators are women, a figure comparable to that of Austria
(also 22.4%) and the Netherlands (26.0%) in 1989, Women’s representation
in Malaysia’s Upper House surpasses that of most ather countries on which
the Inter-Parliamentary Union has data on political representation.

Wihy So Few

Although under-

representation of women in positions of political power
and senior administrative posts is a worldwide phenomenon, it appears
to be more marked in Malaysia. Whal accounts for this under-
representation?

(i) One plausibie explanation may be found in the relatively lower level
of educational attainment and hence the relatively lower level of
political awareness of women in comparison to men. Women’s poli

al
participation may have been hindered by their relatively lower social
and economic status in soclety. This gives rise to a vicious circle. The
relatively lower sacial and ceonomic status of women |

een as an
abstacle to greater women’s paticipation in tap-level political decision-
making vet, unless there is greater involvement, women's level of
cconomic, soctal and educational attainments is unlikely to be
enhanced. This is because increased resources tor such advancement
often have to come from the public sector. But such increased resource
commilments are unlikely to take place unless there is increased public
sector sensitivity to the urgency of uplifting the overall status of
women. Such enhanced sensitivity in turn requires a substantially

larger presence of women ministers, legisiators and administrators,
which currently is not the case.

(i) Yet another obstacle to greater political involvement of women is the
cultural-religious factor. Stercotype perceptions of women such os that
women are too emotional and are therefore nol capable of evaluating
political matters rationally and that they would lose their femininity by
their involvement in politics are still widespread in menand even women
There is also the added religious view which claims that the domestic
commitments of women are sufficiently heavy and therefore very
demanding of their time such thal there is realistically litthe of this resource
left for the assumption of political leadership. Unless removed, these
widespread values can pose as very serious impediments to women's
participation in top-level poli

cal decision-making
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Political Awareness

As mentioned earlier, the incidence of women in key legislative and
executive positions is nota complete measure of political participation of
women, much less their political awareness and consciousness. For the
latter, we need data on the proportion of total membership in political
partics and unions that is made up of women. Even these are notsu
as indices of political consciousness of women. For women, as much as
men, are involved in community actions groups, in issue or interest groups,
such as environmental or peace groups and women's organisations or in
individual political activities. Examples of the latter are canvassing,
contacting civil servants or politicians, making calls to the media, joining
in demonstrations or signing petitions.

ient

In Malaysia, there is evidence to suggest that women in all political
parties have been active in political canvassing, Indeed, one of the major
factors accounting  for the continuous electoral success of UMNO, the
leading party in Malaysia’s ruling coalition, has been the effectiveness of
its women’s wing in mobilising women voters to come out in full force to
vote for the party. Women have also shown leadership during times of
crises, such as the famous ‘Minah Karen® incident when thousands of female
electronic workers in Penang demonstrated against retrenchment and for
the right to work in the industrial crisis of the mid-eighties. But despite
evidences to show that women do participate in what might be termed
“protest” or ‘adhoc” activities, they are unlikely to be more active in politics
and therefore to have on average a higher level of political awareness than
men. Relatively lesser access to lower access to the media, both print and
electronic, which are key purveyors of news on political events and
development both in the world and in our country.

Besides, stereotype perceptions, values and attitudes, which are still
widely prevalent, have helped from frameworks within which women'
political participation is confined. In many political parties, women'’s
activities are confined to cooking for seminar participants or cultural
pursuits such as running sewing, kindergarten and flower arrangement
classes. These are hardly activities that have much political content. Yel
they are often organised as a result of gender stereoty ping.

Ethnic Consciousness

sia, as is commonly known, is a multi-ethnic country. Like most
other multi-racial settings, ethnic consciousness is still widespread and
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prevalent among each and every rac in Malaysia. Such ethnic
consciousness is not-gender specific, however. By thisis meant that women
are as much conscious of their ethnic background as are men. Thisis to be
expected, for race is a social category, with its common language, customs,
culture and may be even religion, to which both men and women readily
identify. 1t is, however, not the only social category. There are others such
as gender and class which compete for the loyalties of human beings. Ina
soctely where othnic issues claim greater attention, gender and class-related
tssues tend, however, to be sidelined, especially within the political arena.
Asignificant part of political consciousness is thus preoccupied with ethnic
based is This can give rise to ethnic tensions and rivalries. But these
have been very much contained to mild and tolerable levels, so that
Malaysia can be said to enjoy a relatively stable and harmonious political
environment. The success of Malaysia in terms of management to its ethnic
relations lies in the economic success of the country and the government”
adoption of a series of measures aimed al controlling the debate on ethnic
related issues. To us, however, a more effective and longer term measure
is to promote greater Malaysian consciousness through non-racial political
werakan

movements such as Parti €

Parti Gerakan's Way - The Malaysian Line

I Peninsular Malaysia, Parti Gerakan is the only major party within the
ruling Barisan National that is non-cthnic and that pursues what may be
called, for want of a better term, the Malaysian line. What is this line and
why do we choose to pursue it? The Malaysian line dictates that w should
adopt a non-racial approach towards the resolution of political, social and
cconomic problems faced by the country This implies that problems
confronted by the Malays, Chinese, Indians, Kadazans, Ibans and Orang
Asli are all national problems which must claim our altention and hence
must be tackled and overcome. Guided by this approach, Parti Gerakan
advocated that needs be the basis of state support. 1f implemented,
whosoever is poor, underprivileged and economically weak, irrespective
of ethnic background, shall have claim to state resources in the form of
scholarships, subsidies and licences for the upliftment of his or her
economic well-being. This way, we stress socio-economic needs of all ethnic
groups and downplay cthnicity, thereby weakening ethnic consciousness
while realising the slogan “that all have their place under the Malaysian
sun”. It is only when the latter is achieved can Malaysian consciou
be nurtured and developed. Merit, irrespective of race, as the basis of
promotion is also what Parti Gerakan has long advocated as part of its
ideological struggle. Emphasis on merit promotes excellence. Such an

83
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approach can successfully mobilise the entire nation’s pool of talent and
skills, to the benefit of the country as a whole.

By taking the non-racial approach, the scope and agenda of Parti
Gerakan's struggle tend to be more broad-based. For a start, we take up
issues that affect all. We are concerned with Malay poverty as we are with
the problem of dilapidated housing of the Indian estate workers or the
lack of facilities in Chinese primary schools in New Villages. We are not
and should not be confined to taking up issues of any one particular
community only for we are all Malaysians. Inadditions, we are concerned
with common issues and problems like environmental degradation,
women’s rights, human rights and greater democracy.

In short, the major ideological orientation of Parti Gerakan is to launch
a larger scale political movement aimed at promoting Malaysian
consciousness and nationalism. At the same time as we eschew racism,
such consciousness is to emphasise the common aspirations, values and
struggles of all Malaysians, their ethnic, religious and cultural diversity
notwithstanding.

We in Parti Gerakan choose the non-ethnic line of struggle for 3 major
reason:

(i) First, such a line of struggle involves all Malaysians, be they Malays,
Chinese, Indians, Kadazans or Dayaks. Our political movement for
change is thus a national movement that involves all and is not just
confined to any one particular ethnic group. We trust that this will
mobilise the productive energies and efforts of our entire nation rather
than a part ot it. This, we believe, should yield greater dividends for
the country as a whole.

(ii) When governance is based on the non-ethnic approach, it has the
advantage of overcaming feelings of alienation so often experienced
by one or two ethnic groups in a multi-racial society ruled by a ruling
coalition that comprises several ethnic-based parties. The latter
happens when one party that represents one community is the more
dominant and is therelore seen to be more pre-disposed to that
community.

(1ii) The non-racial approach, by virtue ol it being based on criteria other
than race, does not give rise to feelings of exclusion. A greater sense
of belonging and sharing is thus built-up. This should augur well for
the creation of a united Malaysia comprising Malaysian citizens who
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are more conscious of themselves as Malaysians rather than their
respective individual ethnic background. Our stress on commonalities
aids this process further.

Given our stand, an interesting question is the extent of support for
our cause from among women in Malaysia. This is what we turn to next.

Wanita Gerakan (Women's Wing of Parti Gerakan)

Wanita Gerakan was formed only in November 1982, about 14 years after
the formation of the main body, Currently, Parti Gerakan has about 13,000
women members, which make up about 8.5 percent of the total
membership. There are 4 women members out of atotal of 38 in the party's
Central Committee. The party does not have a single female MP. It has
only 1 State Legislative Councillor, who is also a State Executive Councillor
in Penang. At the local government level, 5 out of 115 Municipal and
District Councillors or about 4.4 percent are females. Female participation
rakan is thus very modest. So is female representation in the
ion-making bodies and participation in the legislative and the
executive branches of the government. The latter is réflection of Party
Gerakan's overall representation, which is small, in comparison to that of
UMNQO, MCA and MIC in the ruling coalition.

Conclusion

Our analysis suggests that female participation in key political and
administrative positions in our country is much less than the female
proportion of the total population. Although increasing such representation
to a level that is reflective of its proportion of total population is an
impractical ideal, and nobody is suggesting this, not ¢ven the women
themselves, still we agree that women's representation needs to be
considerably enhanced. The fundamental question is how? An examination
of the characleristics of those countries where women have an above-
average level of participation suggests several groups of possible factors
that might be related to better acc These include the country’s level of
economic devel opment, since many of the countries with above average
levels of women in decision-making arc wealthier. Female educational
levels and labour force participation rates are also important. These factors
imply that as average houschold incomes, female educational levels and
female labour force participation rates all increase, women’s political
participation should increase as well. A key step in enhancing women’s

N
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political participation should thus be the general socio-cconomic
enhancement of women, A worry, though, are the inhibitions posed by
cultural and religious barriers. Even asaverage incomes increase, religious
barriers may also gather strength so that rising average affluence may be
accompanied by continuous under-representation of women in political
decision-making. We are thus of the view that while socio-economic
advancement may be impaortant, it is not sufficient to guarantee women's
enhanced involvement in political participation, unless cultural-religious
obstacles that stand in the way are removed as well.

To boost women's political decision-making poser, governments, non-
governmental organisations, political parties, trade unions, the private
sector, women’s groups and individuals should:

e introduce special measures to increase the proportion of women
involved in political decision-making;

o secure women's right to stand for elections and hold public or political
office;

«  campaign to promote women's issues on political platforms;

«  generate support networks so that more women can campaign for
public office at grassroots; states and national levels; and

+  topromote qualified women to positions of power at every level within
political, legislative and judicial bodies (Women-Challenges to the Year
2000 , United Nations, New York, 1991).

Dr Tah Kir Woor és an Econontic Consaltant auid a Senator representing Penang in Senate
in the Parligment of Malaysia. He obtained his M.A. o Development Economics at the
Upiversity of Leeds, United Kingdam. He holds a P, degree in Economics from the
Uninersity of Malaya:

Ms Suriit Leong Sao Yong is the Training Manager of te Resort and Hotel Growp in
Malaysia. She joined Parti Gerakan in 1982 and since then hias held posts as Secretary-
General, Wanita Gerakan; Chairman, Kepong Wanita Gerakan Division; and Compttec
Meinber, KLET State Liaison.




ETHNICITY, POLITICAL AWARENESS
AND PARTICIPATION

Murugesu Pathmanathan
Jaya Partiban

thnicity is the outstanding characteristic in the structure and

organisation of political partics in Malaysia. And itis ethnicity, that

is the most pervasive element in the political process, far more
pervasive and predominant than the factor of even ideology. The element
of ethnicity colours and shapes political activity, both formal and informal,
to such an extent that it is taken to be a very natural phenomenon. Any
discussion of political awareness and participation, will, both invariably
and inevitably, touch on the issue of ethnicity.

The evolution of political awareness and participation in Malaysia as
in other countries, has been very much a product of political, economic
and social developments. For Malaysia, the defining moments and
experiences in terms of political awareness and participation in its post
Second World War history, have been the colonial experience, the
achicvement of independence, the formation of Malaysia, the civil
disturbances of 13 May 1969, the New Economic Policy and the impact of
modernisation and industrialisation. This evolution and participation in
terms of the political process has been moulded and guided by the political
ideology of communism and the primordial force of communalism.

In order to understand the role and participation of women in the
political arena, it will be essential to grasp the various factors that have
shaped the nature and configuration of this participation. Whilst it is not
possible or feasible to establish this in any detail within the constraints of
s contribution, this factor must be constantly kept in mind in discussing
this,

In essential terms, the modern political process is very much an
inheritance of Malaysia’s colonial experience. All the major institutions
of modern government in the areas of legislation, judicial power and
executive authority have been borrowed from the Westminister model,
with modifications that have incorporated to some extent, the modern
political history of Malaysia and the Malay historical and social heritage.
he structure and organisation of Parliament, the pattern of the judicial
hicrarchy and the structure of executive authority were at the onset of the
transter of power, closely modeled on British government. This was the
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order that prevailed in many former colonial territories of the British Empire
when they achieved independence. In a similar manner, political
organisation and political activity was mainly channelled through palitical
parties and groups that often sought role-models within the British political
experience. However, this is not to deny the impact of non-British political
experiences on the evolution of Malaysian political parties, groups and
organisations. Whilst this is not an appropriate point for a detailed
on of this, it should be borne in mind that organisations like the
sought

discuss
Malayan Communist Party and the Malayan Indian Congres:
inspiration from non-British sources

In the decades after independence, Malaysia‘s alignment broadly was
with the western group of democratic nations. This alignment was
intensified by the geo-politics of the Cold War and also deepened, to some
extent, by the experience of Konfrontasi. Although, Malaysia adopted a
stance of non-alignment in 1970, the internal dynamics of pomual activity
continued to be very much influenced by the western democratic ethos.
I'he dissolution of the Cold War struggle and the break-up of the Soviet
Union have served to further emphasise and highlight demoeracy as a
major factor in the political evolution of the countries of the developing
world including Malaysia. As a matter of fact, the process of
democratisation is an important world-wide political trend which is bound
to have very important and serious consequences on the political, economic
and social profile of the countries of the developing world, Malaysia is no
exception to this.

Any discussion of political awareness and participation has to focus
substantially on political parties and associated structures. Consequently,
an understanding of political parties and structures is crucial to analysing
the particular reasons for the absence or enhancement of political awareness
among the general population and within particular segments or ethnic
groups of the general population. Yet, it should be borne in mind that
political awareness or the absence of il, is nol purely the result of political
parties or particular programmes of such political parties. A variety of
organisations and social groups alfect political awareness and participation.
These include among others, the mass media, both print and electronic,
popular and academic publications, social organisations, government
agencies such as the Ministry of Information, and a whole spectrum of
non-governmental organisations.

At this point it might be worthwhile to focus slightly on the role of
political parties. Although the struggle for political power in domestic
politics, is, as a rule, no longer fought with physical violence and turmoil,
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factionalism and rivalry are perpetuated and institutionalised in the activity
of political parties. Partisanship and competition are an integral part of
the political process because the goals of winning elections are to staff the
government, perpetuate an ideology, keep a party in power and to control
the formulation and implementation of public policy. Often a political
party can be described in terms of the purpose for which it was organised,
the character of the membership, its structure or the functions it performs.
Edmund Burke, the English thinker and parliamentarian viewed a party
as “a group of men who had agreed upon a principle by which the national
interest might be served”. Other writers have defined a party as an
organised group of individuals seeking to obtain governmental power in
order to enjoy the benefits flowing from such control. A political party
has also been defined as a coalition of group interest representing a segment
of society.

Any discussion of the nature of a political party should take account
of the distinction between the broad mass of members, whose affiliation is
only nominal and whose loyalties are somewhal tentative: the party
bureaucracy who hold official positions in the organisation and the elite of
the party who are in control of the decision-making process. At the same
time, a distinction should be made between the function of a party which
is to nominate candidates for office, to campaign and is successtul to assume
the responsibilities of governance and the objective of a pressure group, or
lobby, for instance, that seeks to influence government in order to obtain
laws compatible with its own special interests.

Generally, a political party has the following characteristics:
membership, organisation and administration, goals and objectives and
resources including funds, talent, electoral strength, and charismatic
candidates, among others,

In Malaysia, ethnicity has been a primary determinant of the evolution
and structure of political parties. Although political parties have been
founded on a non-cthnic basis, such as the Malayan Communist Party,
Gerakan, PAS and Parti Rakyat, the element of ethnicity has been a central
clement in the major component elements of the ruling political coalition,
that is the Barisan Nasional. Ideology, as a basis for political organisation,
seems to be losing its appeal. This is e y notable in the case of parties
based on communist ideology or socialist principles. To some extent this
can be attributed to the dynamics of the superpower compelition between
the United States of Ame and the Soviet Union and the consequent
collapse of the Cold War.
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The ethnic basis of political organisation in Malaysia can be explained
by the social and political history of the Malay community and the
immigrant communit especially the Chinese and the Indians.
Self-government in 1955 and the transfer of power in 1957, further
intensified political organisation and ethnicity as a basis for such
organisation. Since the end of the Second World War, the organisation of
the major political parties was determined to a large extent by vlhnh
considerations. The formation of the Alliance coalition made up of
(United Malays National organisation), the MCA (Malaysian Chinese
Association), and the MIC (Malaysian Indian Congress), laid a basis for
intra-ethnic political cooperation and became the basis for the formation
of an elected government. (The Alliance coalition was initially formed by
a joint declaration made by Selangor branches of the United Malays
National Organisation and the Malaysian Chinese Association, announcing
that these two parties would contest the forthcoming Kuala Lumpur
municipal elections together in a common front). These three political
parties represented the major ethnic groups in the country. The widening
of the Alliance coalition to become the Barisan Nasional in 1974 did not
fundamentally alter this principle of intra-cthnic cooperation through
political parties based on ethnicity. The Alliance and the Barisan Nasional
have been in political power since 1955 and for the better part of it, have

enjoyed a two-thirds majority in Parliament.

In view of the above facts, it cannot be denied that political parties
have a primary responsibility in enhancing political awareness and
participation. But this responsibility cannot be confined to political parties
only. It has to be shared with other organisations. In order to understand
the problems related to political awareness and participation among Indian
women, a brief background of the MIC is necessary.

The MIC was formed in August 1946, and a month later, the women's
section was formed. Today, the MIC has a total membership of about
300,000 of wham forty percentare women. There are approximately 2,000
branches. The MIC today, is the preeminent representative of the Indian
community and shares political power with the other component elements
of the Barisan Nasional. By comparison with many other parties which
had an Indian ethnic base, the MIC has an effective infrastructure and has
been successful in delivering the Indian votes for the Barisan Nasional
electoral victories in the last two decades. While the MIC seeks to represent
the entire Indian community, it has, over the years, become essentially
representative of the Tamil community. This is reflected by the change in
the leadership pattern where the last three presidents of the party has been
Tamils and the membership of the party has become predominantly Tamil.
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atis

Although there has been some expression of di faction by other Indian
minority groups, these facts essentially reflect the political and
demographic reality. It has been estimated that the Tamil and Tamil
speaking segment of the Indian community is more than eighty percent.
A number of political observers have commented on this increasing
assertion of the Tamil identity within the framework of the MIC. The
Women'’s Section of the MIC has increasingly reflected this Tamil identity.
This is a natural political development. Consequently, any discussion of
the enhancement of political awareness and participation of Indian women,
essentially means the enhancement of political awareness and participation
among Tamil women.

The aims and objectives of the MIC Worhen's section, as stated in the
by-laws areas follows:

+ o foster social and political consensus amongst Malaystan Indian
Women.

* To initiate and implement programmes and projects for the
socio-economic progress of Malaysian Indian Women.

* Touphold the constitution and carry out the objectives of the Malaysian
Indian Congress

* Tosupportand implement all decisions and directives of the President
and the Central Working Committee

In terms of women's participation in the political process, the National
Women Leader is a member of the Central Working Committee and women
members of the MIC have been appointed senators, municipal councillors
and district councillors. Under the party constitution, at least two women
must be elected at the branch level and at the state level, two women must
be elected to the Exco. During Dato Seri Samy Vellu's tenure as President
of the MIC, the women’s section has been given due recognition. Generally,
it can be stated that the participation of women within the MIC is at lower
levelin comparison to UMNO. This lower participation has been attributed
by observers to a variety of reasons. These include amang others, lack of
education, the absence of family support, financial dependence, social
constraints deriving from Indian customs and traditions, the absence of
cooperation from male counterparts in the party, the lack of political
commitment and efficacy on the part of some women leaders at various
levels of the party and the absence of effective women leadership.

A major factor that has hindered the enhancement of political
awareness among Indian women, is the diversion of political energy and
resources to attempting to solve social problems that have become more



Malaysian Women: Creatiog Thew Foitical Awareness

acute over the last decade. These problems include among others, child
abuse, abandoned children, wife battering, alcoholism, suicide and
prostitution. Consequently, the party’s ability to focus on political action
and enhancement of political awareness and participation within the female
segment of the Indian community, is obstructed and reflected by the
necessity toattend o increasingly urgentand serious problems. Essentially,
there is a need for a national plan of action to attempt to solve these
problems, not only among the Indian community but among all ethnic
groups of the national population. At the same time, the MIC Women's
Section has to consciously make the distinction between the part
alleviating social problems and its function in terms of the enhancement
of political awareness and participation. This distinction has to be
constantly borne in mind by the women political leadership, if there is 1o
be any qualitative and quantitative upgrading of the level and intensity of
political awareness and participation among Indian women,

Ethnicity as a factor in national politics and ininternational relations,
has become a critical determinant. This has been manifested very sharply
especially after the collapse of the Cold War. The break-up of Yugoslavia,
the transition to democratic rule in South Africa, the civil conflict in Somalia
and the bloodshed in Rwanda, all illustrate this dramatically and tragicall
To ignore the fact of ethnicity or to paper over it with ideology and politic
platitudes can be a serjous mistake

al

Within this context, the Barisan Nasional has been effective in managing
inter-ethnic tensions and strains. This management has laid the foundation
for the country’s prosperity and progress. In this respect, the MIC has
played its role, though dissatisfaction has been voiced in some quarters
about the absence of state support and programmes to deal effectively with
a variety of socio-economic problems confronting the Indian community.
This can be partly remedied by an increased level of political awareness
and participation.

s the nation develops along the economic and social fronts, increased
political awareness and participation will be a corollary that will be a
feature in the exercise of political and civic rights among all communities
in the country. The Indian community will likewise be affected by similar
developments, It can be postulated that enhanced political awareness and
participation will emerge with the widespread of secondary and tertiary
education and increased economic well-being,

The increased participation of women in the various sectors of national
life, is a global phenomenon and over the coming decades, this will be a
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feature in many developing societies including Malaysia. In terms of
political participation, women in Malaysia have made rapid progress. In
so far as Indian women are concerned, the rate and pace of progress has to
be intensified. In this arca, the MIC and the Women’s Section of the MIC,
have an important role to play. However, whatever that role is and the
detinition of the limits of that role, the essential tasks and the commitments
required will have to come from within the ranks of the women members
of the MIC.

Vision 2020 envisages that “By the year 2020, Malaysia can be a united
nation, with a confident Malaysian society, infused by strong, moral and
ethical values, living in a society that is democratie, liberal and tolerant,
caring, economically just and equitable, progressive and prosperous, and
in full possession of an economy that is competitive, dynamic, robust and
resilient”. This vision to be realised has to overcome nine strategic
challenges. As stated by Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, “The first of these is the
challenge of establishing a united Malaysian nation with a sense of common
and shared destiny. This must be a nation at peace with itself, territorially
and ethnically integrated, living in harmony and full and fair partnership,
made up of one Bangsa Malaysia” with political loyalty and dedication to
the nation.” For this vision to be realised, and for the first of these nine
central strategic challenges to be overcome, various political parties and
particularly those in the Barisan Nasional ruling coalition will have to make
their contribution in a positive and constructive manner. This contribution
will be dependent upon an enhanced and enlightened political awareness
and participation among women.

For the MIC and for its women members, this particular challenge may
benefit from the following responses in terms of enhanced political
awareness and participation.

Firstly, the formulation and implementation of a programme of political
education for the women members of the MIC, This programme of political
education should seek to incorporate the elements of positive citizenship
and a fundamental knowledge of the political rights and duties of
citizenship. Further, any programme of political education must seck to
inculcate a basic knowledge of the constitution and the structure and
organisation of government.

Secondly, women members of the MIC have to be given increasingly
higher levels of responsibility in the political arena. This will necessitate
wider representation in the decision-making bodies of the MIC and also,
cal participation and representation at the

increased opportunities of poli
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municipal, state and parliamentary levels.

Thirdly, membership recruitment has to be intensified and this should
aim at bringing a wider segment of professionals and semi-professionals
into the ranks of the party membership. This infusion of new blood will
be necessary for the party to effectively carry out its functions, particularly
in those arcas where the participation of women would be both essential
and a prerequisite. At the same time, it should be recognised that other
component parties in the Barisan Nasional are rapidly moving in this arca
and the MIC, in order to maintain a degree of political competitiveness,
should not neglect development in this area. There are many areas of
political action and social mobilisation where women have an advantage
and consequently, this advantage should be developed.

Fourthly, a strategy of cooperative linkage should be developed
between the MIC Women's Section and other Indian social organisations
to deal with socio-economic problems that affect the Indian community.
This cooperative linkage should be based on a principle of symbiotic
thought and action, Aside from this, the MIC Women's Section should
also actively collaborate with the other women'’s sections of the component
parties of the Barisan Nasional, in terms of political empowerment and
enhancement of political awareness among women. This stralegy could
prove to be a powerful one given the strength of the women's sections of
some of the Barisan Nasional component parties.

All these responses and strategies can only be effective if there is a
particular level of motivation and leadership at the highest levels of the
MIC Women's Section. This motivation and leadership cannot be brought
about just by wishful thought. It has to be conscious of the responsibilities
that are rapidly emerging, given the pace of development and accelerated
industrialisation that the country is undergoing. If such motivation and
leadership is lacking, then it is the duty of the membership to bring about
the conditions for the emergence of such leadership within the framework
of the party constitution and the general principles of democracy.

w
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FORMAL AND NON-FORMAL
EDUCATION SYSTEM AND POLITICAL
DEVELOPMENT OF WOMEN

Saliha Hassan

Introduction

or the purpose of today’s brief dis ort on formal and non-formal

cducation in relation to the political development of women, T would

like to state my position on some pertinent questions: Firstly, being
a stranger at this stage to the finer conceptual variations of “education”, |
would like to tender basically a layman’s understanding of “formal” and
“non-formal” cducation system. Based on my own perception, an example
of "formal” education is the formally structured and formulated education
by the authoritics. There is very little or no flexibility in any aspect of it
This includes tertiary education where some people claim to see some hints
of autonomy. Lalsoconsider the religious pondok school system, especially
popular among the rural Malays before Independence (1957), and the
contemporary semi-structured private religious centres of learning in the
current Malaysian era of Islamic resurgence, as semi-formal.

I the context of this paper, I regard a non-formal education to include
cvery other form of education ranging from personal experiences in life to
political socialisation experienced through interactions with family, peer
group, mass media organisations and others

Secondly, aware of the lack of consensus on the parameters and
ingredients of “political development”, I refer to it as the general attitude
towards political issues and activities, level of political participation, and
capacity to influence political decision. The latter, [ consider to be the peak
of political development, which in this paper refers to the political
development of women. And, [ am not referring only to the occasional
appearance ofa lady premier here and there in the world. Tam thinking of
a sustained and effective influence of women on major political decisions
that would bring about positive and meaningful changes for women in
society.

Thirdly, depending on the experiences unique to cach country,
“development” is sometimes syrnonymous with “modernisation” or even
“westernisation”. Development may also be quite divoreed from
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modernisation and westernisation. In political development, it could mean
a retrogressive development, for example, from a democratic system to
repressive authoritarianism; or it could also mean a change towards a
conservative and traditional mode of political life, which need not
necessarily be worse. At the same time, modernisation, or westernisation
does not necessarily result in the replacement of the old by the new, or the
cast by the west. Neither is it always mutually exclusive; or one that results
in conflict. In many nations, perhaps not so different from ours, political
development accommodates modernisation, westernisation and

indigenous, traditional elements,

In the developing and less industrialised nations, such as Malaysia,
there seems to be a continuous dialogue on women issues yet without
radically feminist movements as evident in some other nations. In these
countries too, it has been observed generally that political development as
awhole is a cause as well as a consequence of various types of social change.
Education plays the role of a causal link between social and political
development.

Education, Political Awareness and Political Participation

Education may instill awareness of new goals and aspirations, democratic
rights, and responsibilities of government to its citizens. Education also
results in higher expectation of these goals and aspirations. This includes
political efficacy which can only be achieved if there i effective political
participation. Most research findings in the area show that education, in
general, leads to higher political awareness. There are also some inspiring
examples, such as Abraham Lincoln who taught himselfl to read; Raden
Adjeng Kartini, the Indonesian role model and source of inspiration for
the emancipation of women; and Kusunose Kita, the Japanese woman who
forced the popular rights movement of Japan to include women's issues
on its agenda. Since popular democracy became the mode of political
process in the country, a significant number of women political activists
were teachers. However, does education really lead to increase in political
participation?

Some research findings have observed that economic growth, as
indicated by urbanisation, growth of secondary groups (economic and
social), expansion of white collar class, seemed to lead to greater political
participation among members of the society that they dealt with. Others
have recorded how activities of non-palitical organisations and groups
seemed to result in political participation. An example is the first formal
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organisation for women in Singapore—the Young Women'’s Christian
Association (YWCA), which was formed in 1875 by Sophia Cooke. It began
with religious and social activities for its members but later became a forum
for the role of women in society. Way back in 1938, they had organised a
conference on the status and role of women in society.

The YWCA must have also opened its doors to women of other races
and religion because it seemed that o number of Malay women, later
activists in other organisations, were associated with YWCA. However,
for most other Malay women during the early 1940s, their political
awareness, and therefore, their political participation, was inspired by the
general anti-colonial movement for independence that was taking place in
Indonesia and Malaya. The prominent examples are the radical Angkatan
Wanila Sedar (AWAS), which was the women's wing of Parti Kebangsaan
Melayn Malaya (PKMM), and Pergerakan Kawn [bu UMNO, the women's
wing of the moderate United Malays National Organisation (UMNO)
I'hese differ from the organisations formed by women of other races, Theirs
were generally non-political although at this time some were alleged to be
involved with underground political activities. Nonetheless, practically
all of the organisations, political or otherwise, tended to be racially based.

As with the Pergerakan Wanita LUMNQ, we shall find that although it
was pulitically motivated and formed as a political organisation, the first
task its members set themselves was the promotion of education, beginning
with literacy for its members. In fact, the promotion of education has
remained one of its continuing commitments. For example, the Pergerakan
Wanita IMNO awards the best Malay female student in the Department of
Political Seience, Universiti Kebangsaan Maslaysia, the annual Anugerah
Pingat Mas Wanita UMNO. This indicates the Porgerakan’s
acknowledgement of education as a significant key to political
development. Certainly, being “well-cducated” seems to be one common
characteristic of women’s palitical organisations.

In general, since its establishment in 1949, the Pergerakan has
maintained its lead as the dominant woman political organisation in the
country. Ity sister rival, the Dewan Muslinaf PAS which is the women's
wing of the Parti Islanr Se Malaysia, was reported to have referred to it as a
vardstick of their own progress. A delegate at their 1993 national cangress,
or muklanar, was reported to have demanded a more active role for women
members and for the male leaders to emulate their UMNO counterparts in
getting their wives involved in the party's struggle (Sunday Star, 13 June
1993). As a political observer I am of the opinion that the Pergerakan
deserves greater representation at the state and national levels, judging
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from the numbers and the dedication of its members, as well as its political
clout in the party. By now, at least one more Naib Presiden post should
have been allotted to women as fair representation and recognition from
the parent body of its role and contribution in the party. Echoing the same
sentiment over the lack of representation of women in political leadership
was Lhe Secretary-General of Wanita MCA, Ooi Saw Choo. She was
reported to have expressed regret at the 1993 Malaysian Chinese
Association’s (MCA) Annual General Assembly in Kuala Lumpur, that
although Wanita MCA members comprised 30% of the total MCA members,
representation in Parliament and State Assemblies, as well as district and
town councils was not in proportion to their membership (New Straits
Times, 26 June 1993). Ooi also re-affirmed Wanita MCA's efforts to seek
equal status for women.

The male dominated political leadership is yet ta encourage more
women to participate more-actively in the decision making process at the
higher echelon of the party machinery. Women, especially Malay women,
have certainly shown a high degree of awareness, interest and participation
in politics. However, despite some ministerial portfolios of national
importance given to women, and a degree of presence accorded them in
the bureaucratic top decision-making level, their numbers are still limited
to render much impact on political decisions, ar government policies that
are meaningful and significant to women's interests and needs in society.
In Malaysia, this state of affairs cannot be attributed to a lack of qualified
women candidates to fill in important decision-making positions.

Education and Political Development of Women

Education, especially formal education, has assisted in the political
development of women particularly in raising political awareness.
However, in the area of political participation, there are other factors that
may be more influential than formal education. For that matter, informal
education plays a more significant role. Prominent Wanita MIC leader,
Devaki Krishnan, herself a teacher before deciding on a full-time political
career, stressed the role of the informal. The push factor was her first
political experience at the age of nine years old when she was with her
mother in Sri Lanka, She had enjoyed the first-hand ¢xperience
participating in pre-election poster campaigns (Majalah Wanita, August
1984, p. 48). In Malaysia, she not only rose to prominence in the Malaysian
political scene, but also had the distinction of being the only woman
candidate (and won too) in the country’s First Legislative Election in 1954
She, however, found it difficult to recruit Indian women to join the party.
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She observed that it is the subordination of women in the Indian culture
that causes the lack of participation in political activities.

The MCA Sccretary-General, Datuk Dr. Ting Chew Peh, believes that
attitude and not education is the major factor in political development.
While calling for greater involvement from the English-speaking Chinese,
Datuk Dr. Ting also expressed the opinion that formal education of no less
than the tertiary level does not necessarily encourage political participation.
He said that not enough Chinese professionals, especially women, “join
politics” because of the “middle class attitude of being satisfied with life”
(New Straits Times, 26 June 1993). If this happens among the highly
educated, what is the situation among the lesser educated? A research
conducted by Arun A/L Boon Tiang (1990/1991) on the Siamese minority
in Kedah soon after the 1990 General Election, showed the following
results:-

Education

67.8% of respondents had no formal schooling but only primary
education; 68.8% of the women were in this category and most of them
were housewives; 79.2% of the housewives never read newspapers and
66.7% of them never listened to the radio or watched television; only 24.5%
of the men fell into this category.

Political Awareness

An index of political awareness which tested knowledge of local and
national leaders, political parties and general political issues found 63.7%
women scored “low” while only 26.5% men fell into this category. 1t is
perhaps heartening to note that 88.9"% of women aged between 21-30 scored
‘high” on political awareness.

Political Participation

95.8% of the housewives never attended any political meeting even
during the election campaign period; 85.7% of them never discussed
political issues with their families, Despite the above scores, only 208"
of the women did not go out to vote. There is no gender-breakdown for
“reasons for casting votes”, but the overall results showed that out of 726"
respondents who cast their votes, 20.1% thought that it was a duty, 23.1%
did so because of campaign promises, 21.0% because they were party
sympathisers, and 8.4% for fear of breaking some laws.
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Arul's findings did nol isolate education as such, but they do give
support to the assumptions made earlier, that formal education has a high
correlation with political awareness but seems to have a low one with
political participation. In this sample, factors other than education could
have influenced political participation. Some speculations can be made
that some of these are cultural, whereby women are not active participants
in public life. Pressures of houschold duties and chores, lack of concern
with politics and failure to understand the significance of political
participation in their life could hayve some influence on the respondents.

Reflections

Political participation is not only an important index to measure women's
political development but also to measure the general status of women in
society, and society’s development as a whole. This paperdoes not analyse
women's participation as candidates in the general elections, in the femaal
Menteri (Cabinet), the Dewan Rakyat (House of Representatives), the Dewan
Newira (Senate), or the State Assemblies. It is definitely important to
identify issues relating to women in politics, for example, political
recruitment by political players including individuals and political partics.
It is also worthwhile to explore the potentials of formal education. In
conclusion, the problems of political development, whether in gender terms
orotherwise, revolvearound the relationships between the political culture,
the authoritative structures and the general political process,
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MALE PERCEPTION OF WOMEN'S
PARTICIPATION IN POLITICS

Istmail Mustapa

n discussing this subject on women's participation in politics, 1 cannot

claim to represent all the men. Men never see eye-to-eye on a lot of

subjects, There are as many opinions as there are “males in this world.
Lam positive that it will be the same for women. Gender is irrelevant.

Whatever views that Texpress here at this gathering, rightly or wrongly,
are my personal views, and of course T will be responsible — and 1 stand
corrected

What is politics? It is often referred to as “the science and art of
Government” and to me this covers a lot of territory. [t is all encompassing,
In fact, Ibelieve it is at the core of everything we do—it is a part of our
daily life. It affects you and'l and evervbody else too. Whether you like it
or not, whether you participate or not, it is there and it will continue to
exist. So what choice is there for all of us - males or females. Since we are
affected by politics, consciously or otherwise, we might as well get invalved
in it—consciously and conscientiously. Presently, indications are that the
Government is becoming more and mare collaborative and participative
cipate

innature. So, we should respond and open the door wider, and part
in politics. At least we will be part of the decision making process.

ay

I cannot hielp noticing some worrying traits, Women tend to shy aw.
from the limelight for various reasons. Maybe it is upbringing, or culture.
Women are expected to be feminine and demure, and they do not wish to
be branded “agressive”. While women have a need to feel special, there
also exists the conflicting desire not to be a threat to their niale colleagucs.
And of course, there is also this nagging fear of sex discrimination. All
these would not do if women want to participate in politics.

We have just discussed two salient points. One, that there is no other
choice but to participate in politics, or at least be politically aware of what's
going on in the country, Secondly, that gender has no bearing on
participation in politics. 1f, as an individual, you have what it takes — go
ahead, climb on to the bandwagon
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‘he whole idea is tocreate political awareness among women,
especially on issues pertaining to and concerning women. In my view,
women do have a role in politics—and I hasten to add, an important role
at that. Go right ahead and do what you have to do in defense or in
furtherence of women's rights, but it would be quite unwise to overstep
the bounds of decency. Anyway, not to the extent of burning bras as is
being espounsed by women’s liberation movements in the West. Thatis a
mockery to your own gender, and is incongruent with the values of the
East.

To me, participation in politics means having a say in affairs affecting
our daily lives It doesn’t really matter at what level that may be. The
important thing is to beable to exert some influence, one way or the other,
depending on your own inclination in the decision making process. And
to me there are two available option:

*  Tobea full-scale politician and work through the party network; and
»  To maintain status quo - but work through all available channels to
gel your views across

The first option is very clear. But being a full-time politician, in my
opinion, is not as casy as it seems. Many people aspire to be one, and just
as many have had their fingers burnt, or fell on the wayside. There are
also quite a number who just continue to exist without any meaningful
contribution towards uplifting the social well-being of the citizens. To be
a politician, first and foremost, there mustbe a genuine interest in politics,
the affairs of state, of standing up and be counted, of wanting to improve
the human lot, of making the nation and the world a better place to live in.

We often hear, and even meet, people who go into politics and run for
office just because it is the trend to do so, or just to be in the ‘circle’ so to
speak, without even knowing what politics are all about. But worst of all
those who knowingly enter politics for self-interest.

There are quite a number of politicians—the male species especially—
who fall into that category. What a pity! So, if the males are in politics for
the wrong reasons, it does not necessarily mean that women folk too should
follow suit because two wrongs do not make one right.

Having said all that, | sincerely believe that given the Malaysian
context, there is still a lot of room left for more women's participation and
representation in politics. 1t must, however, be understood that
representation here does not necessarily mean just numbe: i

Because 50%

A
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of Malaysia's population comprises of women, it does not mean that 50%
of the cabinet members must be women. Similarly, membership in political
parties too does not necessarily mean just making up the numbers - it is
active participation that counts. 1 remember someone sald the party does
not want women members to be active only for the purpose of carrying
the “buga manggar' (a creative version of a type of blossom derived from
the coconut palm) whenever there are visiting dignitaries, but quickly fade
away into being passive by-standers—where and when it really matters.
Thatis not the kind of active participation in politics we are talking about,
are we?

We are talking about standing up and being counted; we are talking
about putting across our views; we are talking about the ability to exert
some influence on matters that are going to affect our daily lives somehow,
we are talking about penetrating into the decision-making process—at the
highest level if possible.

Therefore, itis very much dependent upon what you really are capable
of—your capacity to deliver—as a woman! Politics call for full commitment;
polities demand sacrifices, time, money, ete. and a willingness not only to
speak up but also to listen! So search your souls, ladies, If you have what
it takes—the doors are wide open.

But what are the fields that women are best suited for? Instantaneously,
the first thing that comes to my mind is welfare services, maybe because
we have had a woman Minister in charge of the Ministry for quite some
time. But is that the only portfolio suitable for women? Whal about
cansumer affairs, education, trade, and who says women cannot excel in
finance? What about science and technology, law, ete? Look and delve
into ather fields which up to this point have always been dominated by
men. Therein lies the real challenge.

Imagine a woman Minister for Defence or a woman Minister for
Religious Affairs! Given the present scenario, these two areas may be just
off limits. But that does not mean women cannot contribute significantly
in the fields of defence and religious affairs. After all, it has been proven
again and again that women can indeed go as far and as high as becoming
the prime minister of a country—the latest being Kim Campbell, the Prime
Minister of Canada.

Well, so much for the first option—the full-time, full-fledged politician
Women do have an important role to play in politics in this country, and
they can play that role successfully if they put their hearts and souls into
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it there is plenty of room for both women and men in politics

1 am sure you would agree with me that politics is dirty. But you do
not have to be dirty to participate in politics. Anumber of people also say
~if you can’t fight them, join them—my advice is DON'T! Just drop out
and make this world one rogue less, pleasel In fact, more and more people
are saying NO TO DIRTY POLITICS, Lam sure politics will be less and less
dirty. S0 why not women take the lead, join in and for starters, clean up
polit

The second option is maintaining the status quo. If you choose not to
become a full-time palitician, you can stay on in your profession and yet
take an active part in politics. TLis the political awareness that counts most.
There is so much you can do. At the very least, you can contribute your
views for the betterment of the country, for the social well-heing of the
prople, for human kind and the environment. As professionals, Lam sure
vour views and opinions can influence political thinking and, therefore,
the decision-making process.

Perhaps this is the better option for women. The sacrifices ave definitely
lesser, but the net impact can be more satisfying and meaningful. The
question is finding the right channel(s) to put your views across. The casiest
and nearest would be your own professional associations, socicties, guilds,
institutes or other such bodies. As a matter of fact, | believe, they can be
the best vehicles to make your presence felt.

I mentioned earlier that there are indications that the government of
the day is becoming more and more collaborative and participative in
nature, and this augurs well for the future: Asan example, sev eral budget
dialogue sessions have been lined up across the country and at each
meeting, professional bodies are invited to put forth their views on matters
that directly concern them or are closely related to them. That is a very
good channel, to say the least. Whether all the views are eventually
accepted or not is totally a different matter. The important thing is that
the power-that-be are willing to listen and take your views into
consideration. It is therefore involving you in the process.

The second channel must be the mass media. They are there for you.
They need you more than you can imagine - language is no barrier too.
The press will definitely be too glad to have you say something they can
splash across the front pages the next morning. There is radio for you to
be heard, and on TV you get to be seen too.

Alternatively, as the third chanmel if you like, you can still talk to your
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surc it is the genuine one.

local representative—the politician—but make
Otherwise, you yourself might as well be the politician—that's taking the
first option.

Conclusion

In conclusion, | would like to share with you what Nancy Woodhull
says inher article “Women and Power: the audience of the future” (Quill
magazine, September 1992). She describes women's groups, as the new
emerging power brokers And she in turn quoted Jean Gaddy Wilson of
the University of Missouri who said “Women's participation in society
today is likea tsunami. A tsunami is a tidal wave caused by carthquak:
under the sea. In the openocean a tsunami is hardly noticeable. Similarly
women's opinions blend into general trends and are hardly noticeable in
daily life.

But a tsunami is a huge force of moving water When it rolls against
the bottom close to shore it becomes steeper and more powerful. When
women confront an issue where they sce real clarity of purpose and meet
real resistance to change they are like a tsunami

A tsunami can sweep a shore line clean of rigid structures, but ships in
harbour with enough anchor cable can survive its force. Smart companies
today are learning how to respect and ride the women’s tsunamis. The
rigid structures, unable to adapt to the changing nceds of a society where
women play an increasingly important role, may just be swept away.
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