
 

 

 

Commentary: Politicisation of Gender Issues in Malaysia 

 

Lynda Lim  
Senior Policy Analyst,  
Centre for Public Policy Studies (CPPS), 
Malaysia 
 
Overview 

The intent of this commentary is to 

demonstrate that politics presents a critical 

site for understanding and promoting pro-

development through the formulation and 

implementation of “good” public policies. 

The way in which politics present itself may 

directly or indirectly involve the use of 

resources, or ways of doing things with 

resources, which individuals or groups seek 

to promote or protect (Leftwich 2000; Hajer 

2003).  

In Malaysia, for example, politics has been 

integral in shaping the public policymaking 

process in recent decades. In other words, 

to understand how public policies work in 

the country, one needs to understand the 

political positions of the various parties. 

According to Leftwich (1983, ch 1), politics 

may be defined as “all the activities of 

conflict, cooperation and negotiation 

involved in the use, production and 

distribution of resources, whether material 

or ideal, whether at local, national or 

international levels, or whether in the private 

or public domains”.  

Interestingly, Malaysia now has more laws, 

policies1 and mechanisms that support the 

advancement of women than any other  

                                                           
1  National Policy on Women (1989);  National Action 

Plan for the Advancement of Women; Women and 
Girls Protection Act (1973); Domestic Violence Act 
(1994); Code of Practice on the Prevention and 
Handling of Sexual Harassment in the Work Place; 
amendments to Employment Acts (1955) Law; 

South East Asian country. This excludes 

gender equality law. The existing gender- 

related policies have been buffeted by 

competing political parties’ influences—

from the current ruling government, 

Barisan Nasional (BN) to the opposition 

party (Pakatan Rakyat). The assessment of 

the probability of winning and losing create 

strong incentives for politicians to deliver 

visible results and to push for reforms, 

which also cover concerns related to 

women.  

While on the one hand the politicization of 

gender2-related issues in Malaysia may be 

interpreted in a positive light as it served to 

protect the rights of women on different 

fronts, on the other, it has resulted in a 

gradual decline in addressing issues related 

to women in development and instead the 

focus has moved toward a social welfare 

approach.  

In my observation, there is the danger of a 

longer term shift in intervention towards 

cash handouts rather than assistance based 

on strengthening the resiliency of women 

and girls. Moreover,  this political move 

does  not come with related attempts to 

create independence and self-reliance. This 

trend is evident, where it has primarily 

been focused on monthly cash assistance for 

female single parents (BN) as opposed to 

                                                                                    
Income Tax Act (1967); member state of the 
International Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women and Girls (CEDAW) 
since 1995   
2
 The rationale of employing “gender issues” to 

replace “women issues” is to emphasise on the 
importance of viewing the overall power 
relationships of women and men and their 
importance to development.   
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cash assistance to wives (PR). In many 

respects, the newly introduced 

propagandised “apparatus” by both political 

parties appears to be based on short term 

thinking which neither addresses issues of 

development nor the longer term needs of 

women. This intervention creates 

difficulties since it potentially leads to 

longer term exclusion of women and girls. 

There are clearly unresolved tensions 

between the current policy framework for 

gender mainstreaming and the Pakatan 

Rakyat Manifesto, which has been criticized 

as being unrealistic.   

Political debates on gender inclusion by 

way of ensuring women’s rights and 

protections have recently become confined 

to the narrow discourse of ensuring women 

make up 30% of participation in public life 

and decision-making. In reality, however, 

there is a lack of evidence to suggest that 

significant changes have occurred in this 

respect. For example, the Malaysian NGO 

CEDAW Alternative Report Group 2012 

highlights that since 1957, there had never 

been more than three (3) women ministers 

in the cabinet at the same time. Presently, 

there is only one (1) woman in the cabinet 

ministers. Even though there is a Ministry of 

Women, Family and Community 

Development, it is currently headed by a 

male, who is also the current Prime 

Minister, Datuk Seri Dr Mohd Najib.  To 

date, women have attained 10.4% of Dewan 

Rakyat (lower house of the Parliament) and 

occupy 16.9% of Dewan Negara (upper 

house of the Parliament). 

There had been no concrete measures 

adopted on Article 4 of CEDAW3 that spells 

out the Temporary Special Measures (TSM) 

including quota allocations for women. Any 

analysis has to take into account that the 

                                                           
3
 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women and Girls 

only woman in the cabinet Minister is 

appointed to head the Ministry of Tourism. 

Where are women, in a central part of the 

governance programme? In Malaysia, it 

seems to suggest that women tend to be 

appointed into “feminine”-perceived 

portfolios rather than “masculine”-

perceived portfolios such as finance, 

international trade, and industry and 

natural resources. There also is  a lack of 

women in the more significant ministries 

handling , millions of dollars of investment 

and operating capital, and  with extensive 

policy and strategic planning mandates 

including the energy, broadcasting and oil 

and gas industries (Warring, 2010).          

With the publication of the recent Pakatan 

Rakyat Manifesto, the party attempted to 

define  the possible achievements of  

women  in Malaysia should Pakatan Rakyat 

(PR) come to power. The Manifesto evolved 

to explicitly address areas that were 

inadequately dealt by the current ruling 

party. It might be countered that this 

reorientation was necessary because of the 

relatively low levels of participation of 

women in public life and decision-making. 

The central focus here is twofold. 

These are, first, by 2017, PR envisions that 

the participation of women in managerial, 

leadership, and administration of both 

public and private sectors will meet the 

30% quota; and, second to create a social 

safety net programme for selected groups of 

women which in turn would target all 

married women in Malaysia. A key strength 

of this approach is that it explicitly targets 

quotas as a mechanism that can increase the 

representation of women in political 

decision-making. This is achieved by 

ensuring that a specific number of women 

are included as members of a political 

decision-making body including those who 

are in the corporate sectors. This measure 

might be a means toward producing more 

leadership opportunities for women.  
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This approach, however, is insufficiently 

attentive to broader systemic questions, as 

well as to the contexts within which 

protection might occur for women.  The 

reasons for the limitations of the Manifesto 

from the gender perspective are as follows: 

1. First things first 

According to Wanita PKR Chief, Zuraida 

Kamarudin,  “Pakatan Rakyat will 

implement the quota at all levels ― 

including in the 33 ministerial positions, 

parliamentary representation and 

corporate boardrooms ― in a bid to court 

women voters who form 49 per cent of 

the 13.3 million-strong electorate” 

(Malaysian Insider, 2013). 

In ensuring women can make an impact 

through the quota system and for the 

impact of this intervention to take root  

within  society, it is important for political 

parties to first think about the following 

concerns to ensure that women appointed 

appropriately utilise their influence within a 

political party system to advance the 

implementation on the rights of women; 

and also to aim for a Gender Responsive 

Budgeting (GRB) for fiscal policies that aims 

at more effective spending choices both for 

women and men.  The concerns are: (a) the 

relationship, if any, between the numbers of 

women parliamentary representatives; (b) 

the capacity to change and implement laws;  

(c) to gain resources for women’s human 

rights and development issues; and (d) to 

improve the ranking of Malaysia on the 

Transparency International’s Corruption 

Index.4  

In contrast, there have been arguments 

disfavouring the quota systems. While there 

have been success stories emerging from 
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 Warring, Marilyn, Women’s Political Participation, 

The Institute of Public Policy, Auckland University of 

Technology, 2010.   

the African continent such as Tanzania, 

Liberia, and Mozambique, there is no 

evidence to suggest that significant positive 

changes have happened. Schilling (2004) 

points to the factors of “qualification” and 

“merit” as obstacles to preferential 

treatment for individuals and groups.5 

Furthermore, the application of Temporary 

Special Measures (TSM) should not be 

applied for an indefinite period of time.  

2. Resiliency and Empowerment of 

Women 

Long-term structural interventions that are 

essential to build sustainable inclusive 

education, health, social protection systems, 

and to reduce poverty cannot be designed 

solely on the basis of cash handouts.  PR 

envisions that “Every wife shall be entitled to 

the Malaysian Women’s Contribution Fund, a 

social safety net programme to protect their 

welfare” (Pakatan Rakyat Manifesto, 2012) 

The current “apparatus” employed by both 

political parties seems to place lesser 

emphasis on building the preparedness, 

resistance, and resiliency through 

reductions in vulnerability. The apparent 

absence of such analysis fails to take into 

account the need to protect and reinforce 

livelihoods in such a way that women and 

girls are able to become more resilient to 

factors that contribute to their 

vulnerabilities, and be better protected 

from those risks.  

The key point is to ensure that assistance 

and intervention are tied to the 

reinforcement of women’s capabilities. 

Concerning PR’s manifesto, would it be 

effective in differentiating between a 

                                                           
5 Schopp-Schilling, Hanna Beate, The Role of the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women and its Monitoring 

Procedures for Achieving Gender Equality in Political 

Representation, Institute For Democracy and 

Electoral Assistance, 2004 
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married woman from a  female-headed 

household especially since female-headed 

households (single parents) are on the rise 

in Malaysia? How about the divorced 

women with children and women who 

cohabit with partners? Does the same 

protection apply to all? Although the need 

for strengthening the safety net for women 

becomes clearer over time, it is open to 

question if this would have been a priority 

for all married women regardless of their 

vulnerabilities. The extent of a woman’s 

vulnerability is linked to  how weak or 

strong is her livelihood; how strong her  

access is to a range of assets that provide 

the basis for her livelihood; and how useful 

are different institutions in providing social 

protections to her (Canon, Twigg and 

Rowell 2003).  

The underlying assumption that all women 

are prone to dependency is a major 

weakness in the discourse on how 

assistance intervention is conceptualised. If 

provision is based on need, then more 

women will present themselves as needy. 

This idea ascribes stereotypical needs to 

women and setting out to meet them seems 

contrary to both political parties’ ideals of 

women’s empowerment and leadership in 

society. Some of the ideas of women’s 

development, empowerment and 

inclusiveness-both as practice and a 

concept may be found in the current 

national mechanism on gender (BN); and 

the underlying notion that shapes PR’s 

manifesto concerning women. It is rather 

unfortunate that cash out is not a single 

magic bullet that could realise these ideals.       

 By acknowledging the power of election, I 

hold to the view that we have the strategic 

opportunity to make a change through our 

votes. We know that institutions are not all 

the same. They produce different incentives 

that lead to degrees of match or mismatch 

between “good politics” and “good policies”. 

This is a watershed moment for Malaysians. 

We have a key role in adjusting the 

misalignment between politician incentives 

to pursue good policies and good politics 

central to the political economy.  It is mainly 

a question of what a future government can 

realistically do on a systematic basis; and 

what approach should it take in deciding 

what it can realistically perform. Both 

political parties’ shortcomings and the 

reasons for its limitations raise the question 

of what lessons and insights can be learnt. 

More importantly, it informs the future 

government how they might want to 

address the fundamental issue of 

strengthening women and girls rights and 

protections in this country.  
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