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“A YES TO BN IS A YES TO WOMEN’S RIGHTS”  screamed one of the election advertisements in the recent Malaysian General election. Another paper headlined that the battle was for the women’s votes which made up more than fifty percent of Malaysia’s registered voters. However, apart from the obvious task of making the connection between the BN party and women’s rights in Malaysia,  the question is how far is women participation or for that matter the issue of women’s rights are real issues in our most recent general election?

If we are to try to think out of the ethnic box, there are at least three other main perspectives by which the women’s participation in the country’s latest election can be analysed. One is via the rural and urban divide; Second is by identifying women issues that were part of the election fodder; and Third is by looking at the different roles played by women during the election process, i.e. from nomination to voting.

If first we look at women’s participation in the election according to the urban and rural divide, then the first dominant feature was that rural [women] voters were predominantly Malays. Being Malays, their main political choices were the Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS), Parti keadilan Nasional (KeADILan) and of course, the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO). As far as could be discerned their votes were determined in a similar manner that the male votes were determined – party of choice, local political rivalries and conflicts, and to a certain extent, especially with regard to fence sitters, the most persuasive election incentives of the day. Much talks of money politics and vote buying have been alleged. May be it was as one makcik said, “Kita orang Melayu.  Tak baik… kalau dah ambil dari orang tu, orang tu lah kita undi”. Looking at the pattern of the election results, it would seemed that male and female voters in the rural areas were influenced by similar dynamics and voted not based on a gendered choice but party loyalties, promises of a better economic future, gratefulness for past favours and perceived fulfillment of life’s expectation, and perhaps in some cases there was  really genuine appreciation for some financial help to get to the polling stations.

In the urban areas, there was perhaps more sophisticated election issues being weighed  such as which candidate would actually speak up for his/her constituency’s interests, which party was a candidate representing and what were the candidates’ parties’ positions on various issues close to the voters’ hearts, which party can ‘deliver’ certain development projects, which party would actually act as successful leverage to certain demands, and which candidate was a little more squeaky clean than the other alternatives. However, in general it would appear that the majority of male and female urban voters did not vote based on a gender bias perspective but voted as they have always voted in past elections - based on party loyalties or preferences, although perhaps some did vote based on current perceptions of the contending political parties. These facts seemed to have born out even where PAS’s Muslimats, after an extended absence from the election scene, have stood as candidates.

Second, how important were women issues during the campaign election? Were there actually significant women issues being debated by the candidates, male or female? Was the electorate sensitive to women issues? What are women issues? Datuk Dr Ng Yen Yen, the Wanita MCA (Malaysian Chinese Association) chief was categorical in saying that there has been no such divide as men’s and women’s issues – in fact, “women’s issues are equivalent to men’s”.  As a matter of fact, it would seem that practically all of the women candidates were pretty anxious to stress the fact that they represented their particular party’s manifesto and would speak up on issues important to every individual in her constituency – that they were not on the women-for-women only track. Although some of the candidates were anxious that they should not be seen as neglecting women issues, they still made it clear that those were not necessarily their main focus in their quest to serve the people.

This contrasted with the 1999 General Election when the women civil society activists launched the the Women’s Agenda For Change (WAC) prior to the election, detailing the vision and mission of the Malaysian women in the nation’s development. They followed this up with the formation of the Women’s Candidacy Initiative (WCI) and launched Zaitun Kassim as their candidate who centered gender and environmental issues in her campaigns. This time around, some of  the prime movers of WAC and WCI formed the Women Monitoring Election Candidates (WoMEC) initiative. Their intention is to monitor that all elected candidates would fulfill their election pledges. It is a brave and radical move by a small band of women activists – but then, did not David fell Goliath? However, the significant factor in the context of 2004 election issues was that it was also these women civil society activists who practically forced the candidates and the media to address women issues – stricter and harsher laws for rape offenders, PAS’s positions on women’s rights and place in society and politics, various laws and provisions that they saw as discriminatory to women, as well as laws for the protection of children. Malaysians and Malaysian democracy would do well to emulate WoMEC in terms of its political acumen and strategy for action.

A third way to look at women’s participation in the last general election is to see them in their various capacities in the election process – as officers of the election commission, candidates, voters, campaigners, and yes, as critical election ‘accessory’ to their candidate husbands. As officers of the Suruhanjaya Pilihan Raya, or petugas pilihanraya, they discharged their responsibilities with dedication said to be typical of their [Asian] womanly nature. As voters, they voted much in response to the same dynamics that moved the men. They have voted swayed or determined by similar considerations – ethnic and religious values, party preferences, choice of candidates (not so much whether the candidate was a she or a he but more about his or her perceived public image), hopes for further economic and social developments, etc.  As election campaigners, all political parties could attest to the fact that there has never been any shadow on their sense of loyalty and single-mindedness to whichever partu thay have dedicated themselves to. As critical election accessory to their candidate husbands, most of them seem to understand that a wrong choice of words, any perceived slight, or a misunderstood demeanor could have caused their candidate husbands some enthusiastic supports or a few vital votes. To that end, all of them endeavoured to put up a happy face, an approachable demeanour, and a most decent turnout. However, it is women as candidates that have been the focus of many research and analyses.

Actually, as candidates, women still need the same 3Ms – money, machinery and media. The money to run the election machinery comes from similar sources – party coffers, donors and personal cache. The machinery is basically provided by local party cadres. A friendly media, of course helps a lot in providing an attractive image to the voters. However the media can also be selective in whom it wants to promote and give coverage. And, above all being in a powerful party helped tremendously in getting the best of  the 3Ms. 

The party plays a major role in determining whether one is selected as candidates in the first place. The political reality is that candidates chosen must be acceptable to party leadership and this is generally true for all parties. Therefore the jostling for positions, to be selected by party leadership, occurs well before nomination day. It is at this stage that women often lose out since the adage ‘survival of the fittest’ in the race to be in the list of nominated candidates can be most ferocious within each party.  It is at this stage that gender bias and sidelining of qualified women can take place unless the women concerned are as tenacious or even as viscous as their male counterparts. There has been talk of thirty percent parity for women since historic Beijing 1994 but getting it accepted and implemented is another story for the women. 

In the recent general election, apart from the traditional practice of choosing party loyalists as candidates, professional qualifications, an upright public stature and an obvious willingness to undergo personal sacrifices for the sheer ideals of service to the people seemed to be important criteria for all candidates. The trend seemed to have been set by the personal example of the Prime Minister, Datuk Seri Abdullah Badawi, himself.

Nonetheless, in fairness to all the political parties, PAS included this time around, they have fielded as many women candidates as they could afford given the limited number of seats and the number of aspiring YBs
, both old and young, men and women. Every state assembly, with the exception of Terengganu has managed to have women both in its legislative assembly as well as in the state exco, often holding a women affairs portfolio. When our Dewan Rakyat sits again there will be 10.5% lady MPs
 this time. In the last Parliament, they were 10.38%.
After the dust has settled what can we make out of women’s participation in the 2004 Malaysian General Election? It would seemed that as far as the voters were concerned, the sex of the candidates was generally a non-issue. Party loyalty and preference were still the main order of the day. Similarly women issues were more on the backburner in relation to other election issues such as more economic development programmes, zero-corruption in the public sector, eradication of poverty and specific local issues. There was an increase in the number of women candidates fielded as compared to the last elections and the women had to battle their way through the less than ten days campaign period as hard as their male counterparts. The criteria for being chosen seemed to be more strenuous for the women but on the other hand all political parties must be aware that there is currently a generous cache of qualified hopefuls among Malaysian women politicians in almost all of our existing political parties. Political parties would be doing a disservice to the nation if these women are to be overlooked again in the next race to the legislative assemblies. 

( This paper was presented at the Forum Pilihanraya 2004 (General Election Forum 2004) organised by the Malaysian Social Science Association at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia on 27th March 2004.


� YB is Yang Berhormat or Honourabe Member of Parliament and/or State Assemblies


� MP is Member of Parliament. The Malaysian Parliament is bicameral. It is made up of the Dewan Negara (the upper house) and the Dewan Rakyat (the lower house)
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