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ABSTRACT

Located amidst an ever-changing globalised landscape in which race, religion, ethnicity and gender are intersecting forces shaping people’s everyday experiences, this paper analyses women’s academic careers in an Islamic country. Comparisons are drawn between the narratives of sixteen Malaysian women academics and western analyses of career as identified in the literature and interpreted by an academic working in New Zealand. The objectives of this study are to provide an understanding of the changing global academic environment and diverse and multiple ways in which women experience and negotiate their careers. The analysis takes place within a framework that considers and interrogates the ways in which Islamic woman has functioned, and continues to function, as a marker of oppression in feminist discourse and in the global media environment. It addresses key factors that Malaysian academic women consider to be important in the process of establishing yourself within the academic hierarchy at the early to mid stages of academic career. 

Introduction

Any comparative analysis of cross-cultural difference opens up a minefield of ethical issues. While feminist theorising recognises the importance of attention to difference and the possibilities this opens up for more sensitive analyses. Feminism is also mindful that the construction and performance of gender in the work place are mediated through both discourses and material practices specific to localised social, cultural and economic contexts. As has been pointed out by Mohanty (1991), feminist analyses that attempt to cross national, racial and ethnic boundaries still produce and reproduce difference in particular ways. I am aware that as I write this paper I participate in the codification of difference. However, I do not wish to spend time re-iterating the feminist essentialism/anti-essentialism debates of the 1990s or engaging in a discussion of the absolutist-relativist dichotomy. In short, I agree with Code (2000:70) when she points out, 

‘the stark relativist-absolutist dichotomy, with its warnings against the impotence of tolerance or the political quietism of indecidability, is a historically contingent by-product of the objectivism of positivistic scientism. It sets up a conceptual trap whose effects are more rhetorical than praxis-effective, requiring feminists and other postessenitalists to engage in ritualised disclaimers that divert attention from the interpretive sophistication that a well-thought-out, locally sensitive critical relativism yields. 

At the risk of participating in such ritualised disclaimers I wish to point out that while  I do not wish to underscore the Euro-American West as a marker of modernity against an anti-modernist anti-secular Islam, I have used these terms in this paper to provide a place from which to speak. I present a situated analysis that aims to fill in some of the details about the lives of academic women in Malaysia, thus supplying a starting point from which to draw comparisons and consider difference in a less abstract manner. Revisiting her seminal article on feminist cross cultural work, ‘Under Western Eyes’ Mohanty (2003:504-505) writes:
In 1986 I wrote mainly to challenge the false universality of Eurocentric discourses…Now I find myself wanting to reemphasize the connections between local and universal….In knowing differences and particularities, we can better see the connections and commonalities because no border or boundary is ever complete or rigidly determining. The challenge is to see how differences allow us to explain the connections and border crossings better and more accurately, how specifying difference allows us to theorize universal concerns more fully.

In the age of information technology the borders of the internationalised academic world are indeed fuzzy. My aim in this paper is to contribute to a better understanding of the multiple masculinist discourses that impede the progress of becoming an academic woman in both Islamic and western countries. 

Locating the study within a global context, an interrogation of the ways in which Islam functions as a marker of anti-modernism within western discourse, frames the analysis. Identity is important in the Malaysian academic context and as a consequence the politics of identity, religious, cultural, and gender, features strongly in the discussion below. In Malaysia identity impacts upon career, with the religio-political context, which privileges Islam identity, sitting alongside gender disparity. This paper considers gender disparity within the interpersonal, institutional and public policy environments. On an interpersonal level, gender complimentarity discourses and women’s responsibility for the domestic realm impede career progression. Institutional practices are also gendered. While there are many opportunities for women to advance there exists a career ceiling beyond which progression is unlikely. This paper ends by locating women’s academic careers within the public policy context with a discussion of the intertwining discourse of Islam, developmentalism, and women’s education. Despite evident inequalities the research participants were on the whole positive about the public policy context and the opportunities developmentalism engenders for women. 

Research Method

The method used in this study is underpinned by feminist epistemology. Debates in feminist epistemology during the 1990’s challenged feminists to analyse the differences among women and avoid speaking for ‘the other’. hooks (1990), for example, cautions that talk of the other often annihilates or erases the voice of those who might otherwise be speaking. This challenge leaves feminism in the grip of a potentially paralysing self-reflexivity. How do we do research without some degree of speaking for the other? Lather (1991: 150) offered a solution suggesting that ‘while anything short of full collaboration cannot avoid some degree of objectification and speaking for others, it can aim towards an introspection objectification balance’. Encouraging and then acknowledging the participants’ own analyses of the research questions is one way that a degree of balance might be achieved. To this end the method used in this study was designed to stimulate dialogues encouraging participants to take an active part in the analysis. Prior to the interviews participants were provided with an information letter detailing the participative nature of the interview, identifying issues popular in western career literature and inviting discussion of other topics areas they considered important. The information letter served as a starting point for topical life histories where participants were encouraged to tell their own career stories and identify issues they considered important. Discussion of career as located within structural or institutional frameworks was encouraged as were the roles that ethnicity, gender, and power relations play in shaping organisational structures and practices. As discussed in the section on ‘career’ above, the method was designed to privilege biographical themes, emphasising subjective explanations of career. In an attempt to avoid speaking for the Other feminist interrogations of difference often privilege the narrative voice of the participants. In order to capture the analytic voice of the participants’ I have used excerpts from the interview transcripts extensively in this paper. 

The participants

Sixteen academic women, from four universities, located in two different States in Peninsula Malaysia, were interviewed. Diversity is a feature of Malaysian society and this is reflected in the ethnicities of the research participants. Eleven of the participants were Muslim-Malay, two were Indian, one Chinese, one Eurasian, and one European. 

Malaysia is a country where racial preferential policies exist and it is important to take into account the fact that academic life unfolds differently for Muslim-Malay, Chinese, Eurasian and European women. Ethnicity rather than academic merit tends to mediate academic access, scholarship, and career progression. In order to interpolate structural and institutional frameworks it is necessary to distinguish between those who are privileged by racial preferential policies, Malays and indigenous people (bumiputra) and those who are not (non-bumiputra). Identifying participants by ethnicity would allow for a nuanced analysis of academic career issues. However, in the interests of maintaining anonymity, I have identified participants only as Malay or non-Malay in the transcripts below.

The research focuses on the process of establishing oneself as an academic woman. I was particularly interested in the period that I loosely defined as the 10 year post PhD period and as a consequence the majority of the participants were in their late 30’s and early 40’s. Eleven of the women were in the ten year post PhD phase of their careers; while two (both non-Malay) did not yet have PhD’s. The academic level of participants ranged from lecturer to full professor. Thirteen of the sixteen participants held administrative positions ranging from Deputy Director of an institute to Dean. Three of the participants were lecturers with no formal administrative responsibility. Three of the participants, professors in the later stages of their careers, shared their reflections on the process of establishing themselves within the University system.

Academic careers

What is a career? Is it a reflection on the unfolding of a person’s work life over time? Or is this definition, simplistic and outmoded in an increasingly fragmented and decontextualised world where the teleological implications of career lose their salience? As a starting point the term career is traditionally linked to the process of reflection on the course of one’s vocational behaviour. Investigations of career tend to focus on objective career, actual events that occur in the occupational context, or subjective career, biographical themes (Savickas 2002). Objective accounts of career based on advancement, qualifications and job title have gained most attention in career theory (Arthur, Inkson & Pringle 1999). Feminist examinations of career, on the other hand, tend to situate career within structural or institutional frameworks analysing the influence of gender and power relations in shaping organisational structures and practices (Brooks & MacKinnon 2001, Burton 1991, Katila & Merilainen 1999). In this examination of the process of establishing an academic career I consider women’s career stories focusing on subjective career analysed within a framework that takes into account power relations and the globalised academic environment.

The idea of universities as masculinist institutions in which women have limited access to the academic hierarchy and are required to undertake disproportional amounts of teaching are also well documented in the literature (see for example Morley 2003, Brooks  & MacKinnon 2001, Brooks 1997). Recent studies undertaken in New Zealand found that gender discrimination is still present in the university and identified the need for future research directed towards providing a more positive workplace for women (Brooks 1997, Vasil 1993). In Malaysia little in the way of literature on women’s academic careers exists. However, since I began the research in 2000, three gender centres have opened in Malaysia, one at the University of Science Malaysia (USM), one at the National University of Malaysia (UKM), and one at the University of Malaya (UM). In presenting the research findings at the MSC4 and the gender centres at UKM and UM in 2004 I met with several people working in this area and anticipate a body of literature on women and academic careers in Malaysia. I suggest that while there are likely to be some commonalities with the western literature, the issues raised in the emergent body of career literature may significantly differ.

Feminism, Islam, and Identity Politics

Most of the women who participated in this project are Muslim. Being Muslim is one aspect of identity as is being a woman. However, feminist and postcolonial theory show us that woman and Muslim cannot be regarded as simple markers of identity. Feminist theory has moved beyond radical feminism’s simple homogenisation of ‘women’ into a singular category. The problems associated with conceptualising ‘woman’ as a stable, pregiven, predetermined category were rigorously debated in feminisms’ identity/difference debates during the 1990s (see for example, Fuss 1989, Grosz 1990, Kirby 1991, Radstone 1992, Soper 1990, and Spivak 1992, for a discussion of the essentialism/antiessentialism debates). Similarly, the problems associated with using homogenising social markers to designate complex social categories are well documented within postcolonial theory (see for example, Mohanty, Russo & Torres 1991, Said 1995, Saliba 2002, Spivac 1996, Trinh 1989). The critique of the simple dichotomy set up between the West and Islam extends throughout many academic disciplines. Critiquing post September 11th rhetoric Said (2001) eloquently summarises these critiques suggesting that unedifying labels like Islam and the west are vast abstractions that ‘mislead and confuse the mind, which is trying to make sense of a disorderly reality’.

Said’s critique of western political discourse is also applicable to western feminist analysis. In 1991, Mohanty suggested that some western feminists depict the lives of Muslim women as entirely determined by Islamic ideology and uninfluenced by global socioeconomic and political relations. Having come of age on a diet of radical feminist classics I would have to agree with this critique. As a student I had a poster on my wall depicting a women wearing a burqua, completely swathed in black, only her eyes visible. The text on the poster suggested that women’s freedom was the measure of freedom in every society. A number of readings of this poster can be made. The dominant one for me at the time was, that the rights of Islamic women are circumscribed.

A postgraduate education in women’s studies and a year of travel in Asia increased my insight into the complexity of women’s position in Islam. In Malaysia, where I spent the majority of my post PhD year, Muslim women talked of gender complimentarity in counterpoint to the western ideal of equality. Discourses around career progression and women’s social role may diverge from those that prevail in the west. However, a multitude of possibilities exist for women in terms of career. My observations of life in Malaysia led me to the belief that although the realities of life for rural and working class women appear to be circumscribed, the career prospects of educated, professional women working within the Malaysian university system do not. Thus my experiences inside and outside of the academic environment lead me to the following question: how do women fare in terms of establishing themselves in academic careers in an Islamic country?

The politically charged nature of the religious identity on the world stage further complicates an analysis of the ‘disorderly reality’ of women and academic careers in an Islamic country. In Malaysia the east/west tension has manifested itself in a political ‘Islamisation race’ between the two leading political parties. Malaysia is a multi-racial, multi-religious country in which diversity in terms of religion, cultural and social life abounds. According to the 2000 census 94.1% were Malaysian citizens and 5.9% non-Malaysian citizens. Of the Malaysian citizens Bumiputera, or Malay, comprised 65.1%, Chinese 26.0% and Indians 7.7% (Department of Statistics 2002). Malaysia’s cultural, ethnic and religious diversity gives rise to a great deal of political debate about the suitability of an Islamic model of governance (see for example, Netto 2002, Liow 2003). There are tensions inherent in the Islamic nation debates between traditional discourses of women’s responsibility for the domestic sphere and the myriad of career opportunities for women inherent in Vision 2020, Malaysia’s drive to be a first world economy by the year 2020. At the present time Malaysia can be represented as a quasi-Islamic State with a secular constitution that makes provision for Islam as the state religion.

Constitutionally, to be Malay is to be Muslim and Islam dominates political and cultural life. Malaysia has it’s own history of Islam, which, to paraphrase one of the participants, has grown up in Asia over hundreds of years and been acculturated in our native cultures and customs. It is not an Islamic state in the sense that it is governed under syariah (religious) laws like Saudi Arabia or Iran. None-the-less, religious identity is becoming the most salient dynamic in the country’s political course and Malay identity is prioritised over all other identities in the pursuit of economic, social, and cultural interests (Mohamad 2002a). In terms of academic education and careers this translates into constitutionally entrenched preferential treatment for Malays in terms of both national and institutional policies. Many of the themes emerging from the study are similar to those discussed in the western academic literature. However, there are significant differences in some areas. The place gender occupies in the hierarchy of barriers to career progression is the most striking point of departure between the narratives of the participants and the western career literature. 

This project privileged a gender analysis by specifically problematising women’s place in academia. This feminist focus reflects my own background and locatedness as a western academic. The participants did acknowledge that gender is a salient factor in career progression. However, the intertwining discourses of ethnicity and religion featured far more strongly in their narratives. The emphasis on ethnicity reflects the fact that Malaysia is a multi-cultural society in which efforts at restructuring society are underpinned by constitutionally enshrined policies of ethnic supremacy (Ketuanan Melayu) which privilege Malay-Muslim identity (Loh Kok Wah & Khoo 2002, Mohamad 2002b). As the following excerpts from the narratives of two of the participants humorously illustrate, these policies impact directly upon academic careers: 

Michelle: Politics in what sense?

Politics in the sense of who you know and the added advantage is being a Malay. But if I am not and I have strong links to a minister or important person then I can still move on.

Michelle: If you have strong connections and are Malay is that going to advance you even more?

Of course, I would be the Prime Minister - hahaha (Lecturer, non-Malay)

Race governs life in Malaysia… Even to join the AA you have to state race…. I always write human (Lecturer, non-Malay)

Ethnic-religious identity dominates the career landscape in Malaysia whereas in western societies, which tend to be secular, religion tends to be regarded as one factor among many. This major point of difference is reflected in the western career literature where religion does not feature. In this study religion, be it Muslim, Christian, or Buddhist, was regarded as a positive influence on career progression. For example, religion was seen to, ‘help people to focus’ and ‘provide clarity of vision’. My questions about career and religion initially focused on the ‘influence of religion on career’. However, the following illustrates that in the context of Malaysian academic life to talk of the ‘influence’ of religion on career is naïve as the two are integral factors in a complex matrix of identity: 

I was interested in the debates about science and religion and the idea that science and religion cannot go together. I love my religion and wanted to practice Islam so… religion was an influence. (Professor, Malay)

Another factor that illustrates the interconnectedness of religious identity and career is the politics of what you wear to work. This issue was raised in the formal interviews and in more casual conversations with participants. Several of the women in the study had only recently begun to wear a tudong (veil). Most of the participants spoke of recent changes in dress standards with several linking appropriate dress and career progression: 

How you dress….is important. Some policy makers don’t wear a tudong but you don’t wear a short skirt either, like 10 years ago people were wearing things like this. (Lecturer, Malay)

Religious identity and women’s attire under Islam is a politically charged issue both in Malaysia and on the world stage. In recent years there has been a resurgence of Islam in Malaysia in terms of the growing Islamisation policies, laws and discourses (Loh Kok Wah & Khoo 2002, Martinez 2000). The changing norms of acceptable attire identified by the participants can be linked to the politicisation of Islam. Liow (2003) suggests that recent moves to a more assertive expression of Islamic consciousness are manifest most vividly in the popularity of Islamic dress. Linking the stereotypical image of the burqua to the popularity of Islamic dress we could view this resurgence as a restriction of women’s freedom. However, several of the participants extolled the career benefits of wearing a baju karong (traditional loose fitting, usually bright coloured, tunic and long skirt) in terms of comfort, style, universal acceptance: In Malaysia this is our national dress so you can wear it anywhere. In general the discussion of clothing was positive. However, as the following excerpt demonstrates, there were some tensions in the narratives. 

... Even though I wear my headscarf now and I didn’t when I first came back from England. I don’t wear it at the house when I am watering my garden. Most Muslim women wear a head scarf but I didn’t always only since the year two thousand. I wear it because I wanted to.

I think that people do take me seriously. But I tell you what I will not dress like a woman I will not dress colourfully… I will wear tailored garments, a jacket and long skirt or pants, if I go to the chancellery for a meeting. It’s just me but I have felt it. When I saw other women dressed like this (colourful baju karong) I felt that they would take me more seriously dressed like a man. I don’t know. (Deputy Director, Malay)

Martinez’s (2000) analysis of the effects of Islamic fundamentalism on Malay/Muslim women living abroad and the disciplinary nature of pressure to conform to religious dress codes reveals similarly contradictory discourses. Some of the participants in Martinez’s study felt disciplined or restricted by the pressure to conform to traditional dress standards while others found it acceptable and pointed out that Malaysian women have a great deal of freedom in comparison to women from other Islamic countries.

This research was undertaken several months post September 11, 2001 in the context of a hyper-polarisation of the west and Islam. Gender politics, in the ensuing ‘war on terrorism’, was central in media images linking the oppression of Muslim women to terrorist violence (Saliba 2002). Saliba suggests that gender has been manipulated to reinforce Huntington’s (1993) ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis, which pits an anti-democratic and anti-modernist Islam against the triumph of western liberal democracy, a triumph symbolised by celebratory images of Afghani women casting off their burquas. Veiling is a traditional Islamic practice that has become synonymous with religious fundamentalism and the antithesis of women’s rights. However, in the disorderly reality of Malaysian academic women’s lives the symbolic power of the veil is complex it may in the words of the participants: make one feel closer to God; stop office gossip; enhance career progression; or act as an exemplar of good moral behaviour. For one of the participants her recent decision to begin wearing a tudong is a political act designed as an active mark of resistance against anti-Islamic sentiment on the world stage. A Foucauldian (1976) analysis would suggest that the globalised academic environment sets the stage for this act of resistance designed to confound the discursive construction of the Muslim woman rendered powerless by the Islamic state. Giving a keynote speech at an international conference, wearing a veil and being an emancipated woman makes a statement about the power and freedoms Islamic women have. In this context the veil is not a simple marker of women’s marginalisation. Rather the veil is symbolic of many discourses peculiar to the Islamic context and vulnerable to particular acts of resistance. 

Domestic incarceration and gender complimentarity

Alongside the symbolism of the veil women’s responsibility for and incarceration in the domestic sphere is an aspect of the contemporary anti-modernist Islamic thesis. In Malaysia the tensions between women’s workforce participation and their role within the family are mediated by adat
 which emphasises unity and gender complimentarity, giving women relatively high status and the ability to exercise power and agency (Sleboda 2001). The domestic incarceration of women is not a feature of the Malaysian social landscape. The impact of Islam does restrict women’s career progression however, and gender complimentarity does not give right of access to leadership roles (Mustafa 1999, Sleboda, 2001, Mohamad, 2002a). In the this section I first discuss career ceilings which limit women’s access to the most senior academic levels, a point I return to in the discussion of the below. Second, I examine the impact women’s responsibility for domestic life has on career. 

Discourses of femininity that suggest that women should be responsible for domestic life in addition to their work commitments are not limited to Islamic rhetoric. Rigorous feminist analyses of this phenomenon, from Oakley’s (1974) groundbreaking analysis of housework as work, to Waring’s (1988) critique of the exclusion of women’s unpaid labour from countries national accounting criteria, exist. Analysing the work/home life nexus, authors refer to the ‘double-shift’ (Hochschild 1989) ‘women’s double day’ (McRae 1986) and the unrecognised work of emotional labour that women do (Habgood 1992). In an analysis of the academic environment Vasil (1993) suggests that the role conflict women experience impacts negatively on research productivity and career progression. As the following excerpt demonstrates the discursive construction of women’s ‘proper’ place in the domestic sphere in Islam adds an extra dimension to the work/home life nexus.

There is a glass ceiling, there is patriarchy, and then there is Islam and the constant tension of should women be out? Shouldn’t they be in the home? primarily as mothers. … there are these tensions as well. (Associate Professor, non-Malay)

In Malaysia, Asian feminine ideals, Muslim sensibilities, and the emphasis on gender complimentarity rather than equality, combine and work/home life role conflict features strongly in the life history narratives.

My husband, at 8 o’clock, he will be in his office and he comes home at 6 o’clock. But I had to run the errands every day and send the children to school, bring them home and look after the children, prepare their cut lunch and take them to badminton and all those things, I had to do. I don’t know why, but that is my obligation. I say I don’t mind doing all these things as long as he gives me the support. 

But it is still difficult because now we need to publish, do research, things that you enjoy doing, you know. I really enjoy doing all this stuff. I want to tell others, I want to share this with others, women can do many things, but not men they can do only one. Women can take the challenge; women are more competent, men are more independent. (Director, Malay)

The twelve married women who took part in this study had successfully taken up the challenge of negotiating the double day. They indicated that they ran their homes and participated in paid employment with the support of their husbands
. ‘My husband is very supportive’ could, in fact, be the catch phrase for the project. The support of husband and family has been identified as important in the western literature to the point that there is a disproportionate amount of literature on dual career couples. In terms of the academic environment Chrisler (1998) identifies the support of family as one factor necessary for scholarly productivity, while Peterson (1998) discusses the advantages of being a partner in an egalitarian dual career relationship. In this study the supportive husband title covered a range of practices, from a turn as househusband during the last six months of a participant’s PhD, to husbands who allowed participation in academic life only to the point where it did not interfere with domestic life.  While ostensibly addressing the same phenomena, the supportive husband, the western literature does not address the complexities of the participants’ experiences. In the Malaysian context support is linked to notion of having the husbands consent to pursue a career.
I could only do PhD if it was on top [of childcare and domestic work]… I think my husband gave me permission to study so I must make full use of that green light given to me. (Director, Malay)

My husband didn’t come to the UK [for Masters and Phd study] but he was very supportive. In our culture you are not supposed to go against your husband. (Professor/Deputy Director, Malay)

I have been lucky because I have always been supported by my husband. I couldn’t even afford to rent my house on what they pay me here. (Lecturer, non-Malay)

Sexual Politics play an important role in the home and in the academic workplace. It became apparent in the early interviews that there are boundaries outside which academic women’s careers are unlikely to progress. It is important to have a supportive husband but even supportive husbands may have problems with women’s work interfering with home life. Women are expected to fulfil their feminine roles and go to work. Formal and informal work relationships that involve interaction between the sexes can be problematic for Muslim women. This is particularly the case with informal professional relationships such as conversation over morning teas, travelling to and from functions and mentoring relationships. 

I go to functions with my husband because it is expected the wife will go with the husband. I go to functions at the university only if I think I will be missed… (Professor/Deputy Director, Malay)

I have a husband … and he is I wouldn’t say old fashioned but he still holds to the traditional values…. Sometimes we have night responsibilities like opening ceremonies, travelling dignitaries and that does not include spouses so I have to ask him. And he always says ‘well do you have to?’

Michelle: So there are freedoms to go so far as a woman but there are limits?
Yes, well I am married so I always go to the Islamic side and ask my husband. Sometimes it isn’t so much asking his permission but acknowledging his presence as the head of the family.

Michelle: has he ever said no?

No but there are things like I cannot ride in a car with a male staff [member]. It is because he doesn’t want people gossiping oh I saw your wife with someone. He says ‘I don’t have any questions about it it’s just a no’.

Michelle: Is this to do with religion or is it just him?

I think it’s more about religion because for him it’s the Koran about relationships and all that. (Deputy Director, Malay)
Being a woman you don’t talk about things informally at the coffee table with your peers… Regardless of your ethnicity it is difficult to be part of a gang so the social aspect is missing. (Professor, Malay)

Sexual segregation is evident in the Malaysian work place and the boundaries of acceptable feminine behaviour are clearly defined.  Gendered career discourses also find expression in institutional practices serving to place clear limits on women’s career progression. The glass ceiling, against which women bump their heads as they climb the hierarchy, is an established metaphor in feminist career literature.  Women’s under representation in academic senior positions is well documented in the literature (Bell & Gordon 1999, Brooks 1997, Brooks and McKinnon 2001, Krefting 2003, Luke 2001, Quina, Cotter & Romenesko 1998). In Malaysia a concrete career ceiling is clearly visible, all senior executive positions in the sector are political appointments and only two women have ever held positions as Deputy Vice-Chancellor in Malaysian Universities (Luke 2001, Singh 2002). The career ceiling was alluded to repeatedly in the interviews:

Well, I want to be a vice chancellor one day if I can… but I know I can’t. (Professor/Deputy Director, Malay)

If I am very ambitious and I am very driven then I must move along because anything more than associate professor is unlikely at a public university. (Lecturer, non-Malay)

As far as staff here are concerned there is not affirmative action for women but there are women who are HOD’s (Head of Department) but I am not sure as far as Deanship goes. Clearly it also has to take into account ethnicity. (Deputy Dean, non-Malay)

I have never really thought of my career reaching this I thought I would maybe get a masters. I do like to do things well but I never thought seriously of being here. (Professor/Deputy Director (since 1989), Malay) 

The women who took part in this study were aware that their careers could only progress to a certain level. The reasons for this seeming acceptance may lie in the political domination of Islam. Mohamad (2002a) suggests that although many women do want a policy of gender equity this principle is invalidated by a religious system that privileges a male-centric discourse and outlook. In the western literature the myth of individual merit and the reality of a patriarchal support system in academic careers have been explicated (Bagilhole & Goode 2001, Bell & Gordon 1999, Krefting 2003, Reay, 2000, 2004). However, the politics of the Malaysian career ceiling with it’s untimely curtailment of career progression sits uncomfortably within western rhetoric of equal opportunities Analysing the western literature on how to overcome the ‘glass ceiling’ effect Luke (2001:213-214) suggests that the self-promotional tactics they promote are unsuitable in the Malaysian context:

Clearly, such individualist and completive strategies advocated in the western literature are inappropriate in cultural contexts where women are socialized to enact a more “subdued”, “quiet,” invisible and family-oriented femininity. 

A variety of issues relating to impediments to career advancement were discussed and analysed in the interviews. Fifteen of the sixteen women interviewed received their postgraduate education in western countries in which equality is a firmly established principle. A selection of their critical comments on the effectiveness of western women’s struggles for equity are provided below:

I don’t like the way Americans treat their professional women…. I could have stayed in the states, I was offered a post but I told them if I came home I would be treated like a Queen Bee if I stayed there I would have to slog it out. (HOD/Professor, Malay)

‘You see I did do my research on gender…. Also these gender struggles are very fragmented. ……..That kind of struggle as a political struggle or conscious struggle has not worked so the education abroad has been an eye opener’ (Deputy Dean, non-Malay)

Morely and Walsh (1995:33) point to the paradox of instigating affirmative action in an environment geared to reward merit and point out that:

 ‘…it could also be argued that located as it is within the framework of discriminating practices and prejudice, affirmative action policy remains ameliorative and thus rooted within a surface perspective of racism and sexism which neglects to address the structural detriments of social inequality and other social practices that produce and reproduce racial and sexual inequality’.

The failure of EEO policies to effect change has led some feminists to call into question the future of feminism in the contemporary university (Kenway & Langmead 2002). Krefting (2003) on the other hand, suggests that a feminist poststructuralist analysis of factors such as ambivalent sexism in the academy and the gendered nature of the micro-politics of everyday life provide openings for challenge and resistance. Regardless of how we analyse the problem the material realities of gender inequity remain. 

Women’s Work and Developmentalism

Structural and historical factors provide the context within which careers progress.    Public policy in Malaysia does not discriminate against women’s participation in the work force. Women’s Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) in Malaysia contend that it is a society that largely accepts and encourages women’s employment (Women's Agenda For Change 1999). Developmentalism is a key factor in the Malaysian policy environment. Malaysia is a nation shaped by, Wawasan 2020, former Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s vision of modernity via economic prosperity. Mahatir’s national development policy, designed to achieve economic prosperity, required women’s participation in the work force. With consistent economic growth from the late 1980’s until the 1997 Asian economic crisis, Malaysia is located firmly within the global capitalist market place. Such an economy requires an educated work force. Historically Malaysia has encouraged education of women. One of the most important reforms sought for women, in Colonial times was access to formal schooling (Loh Kok Wah & Khoo 2002, Mohamad 2002b). Women’s education continues to be important in Malaysia with some women making in roads at the middle management level particularly with the growth of information technology (Ng and Chee Heng Leng 1996). 

Thus developmentalism and a history of female education provide opportunities for women, in that their participation in the work force is required if economic development is to be fully realised. The following analyses demonstrate that both the historical and public policy context opens up possibilities for women in terms of pursuing academic careers:

Mahatir the focus of his vision is in development, economic development so the context is developmentalism. In such a paradigm, from that sort of focus, women are encouraged, educated, enabled in public space given positions, given voice partly because it is the right thing to do in moderation in a modern space where people are equal partners. To enable economic development you need women. You need women in factories you need women to come out of their homes out of the domestic sphere. In a country of just 23 million people you need women to work. But I think that women are recognised on the whole for their abilities. {cites names of various faculties at this university where women are Deans} However, I am also nervous about trotting out individuals and making out that they represent an unproblematic ascendance of women. (Associate Professor, non-Malay)
Malaysia was experiencing tremendous growth particularly from the 70’s on, very big vision, very big policies, many people were being sent overseas because we felt that we wanted to move towards this developed status by 2020. So you must have infrastructure as well as the human resource so this gave many opportunities. At the same time there was a strong bias towards economic development in a very crude capitalist way. Having a working wife meant that there were two incomes and there was a very clear status according to wealth. So it was the in thing to have the wife working as it brings substantial income to the family. Also it gives opportunities, not because it came through a gender policy. Academic women you will see a majority of Malay women and a small majority of non-Malay. They followed their spouses while they were doing further studies so it makes sense to have your wife pursue further study .The University was also pushing very aggressively for all academics to get their PhD. (Deputy Dean, non-Malay)

Gender equity rhetoric in terms of both institutional discourses and state policies exist. Article 8 (1) of the Malaysian constitution now states that: ‘all persons are equal before the law and entitled to equal protection of the law’. While women’s organisations do suggest that women’s employment is supported they are less positive about equality policy arguing that the protection against gender discrimination guaranteed in this article of the constitution is not upheld in practice (Women's Agenda For Change 1999). The websites of these NGOs and the analyses of the participants demonstrate engagement with international feminist ideas, such as critiques of the ways in which seemingly neutral policies normalise the hegemony of the dominant groups in society. Women continue to be severely under represented in management and executive positions, in work that requires high levels of technical skill, in positions of political power, and at senior levels within Universities (Omar, 1993; Ng and Chee Heng Leng, 1996; Women and Human Resource Studies Unit, 1996; Luke, 2001; Mohamad, 2002b; Singh, 2002). Women in Malaysia may not be formally discriminated against under the law, but neither were the women interviewed in this study aware of any formal national or institutional policies designed to promote women’s participation and career progression in academia. For example, no academic women’s research awards or formal mentoring schemes aimed at women exist. Despite the lack of enabling policies the participants generally viewed the government’s position with regard to women favourably. The following analysis articulates a certain amount of ambivalence toward policy changes evident in several of the interviews:

I did the sociology of race and feminist theory and postmodern theory and discourse theory especially the stuff on power by Foucault. All of these areas of academia on race and politics and power and feminism were important… I’m not saying this for political correctness, I mean it: The Malaysian government is very empowering of women. I will give you the down side though. It is very empowering when compared with many other developing and third world countries. I don’t like those terms but that’s fine we will appropriate them. You will find people telling you we have whole section on women in our five-year development plans. We have a national policy of women that was implemented in 1994. (Associate Professor, non-Malay)

Malaysia is very much a part of globalised information era. Former Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s vision of modernity via economic prosperity, Vision 2020, aggressively thrust Malaysia into the globalised networks of information technology via the creation of a multi-media super corridor designed to springboard Malaysia into the digital age. Women academics have long been part of an international community; a community that tends to be at the forefront of technological change. The global free flow of information opens up possibilities for women both inside and outside of academia to engage in a critical dialogue with multiple feminisms, adapting, utilising, discarding, and continuing to challenge, gender inequalities.

Conclusion

Malaysia is a multi-cultural nation. It is a relatively liberal Islamic nation. It is also a nation shaped by a legacy of developmentalism and women’s education and participation in the workforce. In terms of academic freedoms and career progression this research reveals that masculinist discourses manifest a different set of tensions in an Islamic country. It is not a simple matter of Islamic doctrine curtailing women’s potential to progress. In the west we have rhetoric of equality. In Malaysia the situation is more complex with the rhetoric of gender complimentarity sitting alongside constitutional equality for all and social policies that ensure preferential treatment for Malays and indigenous sectors of the population. This environment constrains women’s academic careers in some ways with non-Malay women finding it more difficult to progress, and with political nepotism limiting all women’s access to higher echelons. 

How do women fare in terms of establishing an academic career in an Islamic country? This research has raised as many questions as it has answered. Limited statistical information on gender composition within Malaysian Universities exists. Drawing upon the available statistical information together with the narratives of the participants, their relative ages, length of time in academia and position within the hierarchy, the answer seems to be that the situation for women in the earlier stages of their careers may not be as dissimilar in Western and Islamic countries as might be expected. As Mohanty suggests the boundaries are not complete or rigidly determining. Another question that interests me as I come to the end of this study is what might a study undertaken in New Zealand by a Malaysian academic reveal? Such a study might allow us to better fulfil Mohanty’s (2003: 505) challenge:

…to see how differences allow us to explain the connections and border crossings better and more accurately, how specifying difference allows us to theorize universal concerns more fully.
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� Adat is ‘the customs, traditions, and laws which determine the  structure and organisation of Malay society’ (Sleboda, 2001:101). 


� In a recent study in Malaysia, undertaken by Mustafa (1990) women in electoral office also made reference to the husbands’ support  in overcoming the burden of the ‘double day’.
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