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ABSTRACT 

 

The “Women Up! Report 2022”is based on rigorous research conducted by SoCo and 
WoW teams in late 2021 and early 2022. Our research uses mixed methodologies, and aims to 
identify the underlying gender structures, and norms that hinder women’s political representation, 
participation and election to decision-making positions. We hope for this study to be the 
foundation for the formulation of new concepts, the creation of new strategies and the design of 
sociological tools by which we can bring about structural changes in perceptions and practices.  

Malaysia signed the Convention for the Elimination of Discriminations Against Women 
(CEDAW) in 1995, but the government only ratified its objective of strengthening national 
development goals in 2004. Although Malaysia is also a signatory of CEDAW and several other 
international and regional treaties, the Southeast Asian country has continuously failed to 
successfully adopt most recommendations.  

In 2020, Women occupied less than 15% of seats in Parliament, landing the country 
number 143rd on a list compiled by the United Nations (UN) Women in Politics (2020) mapping 
exercise, and far below the world average (24.9%), the Asian average (20.5%) and the Middle 
Eastern and African (MENA) average (17.5%). In 2023, the newly appointed Prime Minister’s 
cabinet includes 5 women and 22 men (approximately 18% women), a progress compared to the 
12.9% in 2018, yet not sufficient. The Parliament counts only 30 women representatives out of 
222 seats. 

Malaysia merely established an objective of 30% representation to empower women but 
has yet to reach the target. In comparison to other Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) member countries, attempts to achieve the target are stymied by cultural influences, 
conventions and religious ideals that elevate the positions of men over women.  

As this report will show, women’s representation is limited due to legal, social, economic, 
and political constraints. Like that of many other countries, the Malaysian political system is 
androcentric and based on a patriarchal social model. Women's decision-making power is directly 
impacted by these structures at every level of society, and resistance is also faced by those women 
who are elected to public office. From political participation at the grassroots level to decision-
making in positions of power, women are pressured not to seek leadership positions. If they do so, 
they are confined within the limits of existing structures and are not given the liberty to govern in 
a way that reflects their perceptions and needs.  

Ensuring women's participation in politics and democracy is undoubtedly a significant step 
towards achieving social, economic and peace goals. Such participation entails allowing women to 
plan, lead (e.g., by voting, running for office and serving in government institutions), and making 
executive decisions.  

N.B.: All information contained in The Women Up 2022 Report is free of use for 
academics, governments and international institutions, students and journalists and should be cited 
accordingly. This report or part of this report cannot be used or reproduced for commercial 
purposes.
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Section 1: Introduction 

 As we celebrate International Women’s Day 2023 themed “DigitALL: Innovation and 

technology for gender equality”; we aim to share some of the considerations we have been 

reflecting on. Our women-led teams at both World Wonderers and SoCo Political Consulting, 

participate in the global discussions regarding minorities and specifically women and girls’ political 

participation. As we support our clients and like-minded organisations to reach their social, 

political, or cultural goals, we proudly contribute to building global knowledge, developing 

research-based policies, designing, and implementing socio-political development and cultural 

preservation projects.  

The “Women Up! Report 2022” demonstrates the gap persisting between men and women 

political participation in Malaysia; we hope this will serve as a basis for further research and the 

formulation of targeted policies. Our Report also gives preliminary recommendations for the 

creation of digital tools to contribute to increasing women and girls’ political literacy, training for 

women candidates and women members of State and Federal Parliaments. On this day, for all 

women and girls globally, we shall relentlessly voice this fact: a society that ignores half of the 

population is a society that cannot flourish. 

In 1995, the Fourth World Conference on Women was held in Beijing, where a worldwide 

platform of action for women's equality and empowerment was created. The establishment of the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) still 

remains central to promoting the fundamentals of human rights and equality for women around 

the world. The signatories’ decision to work towards increasing female representation in decision-

making positions to 30% was a major step towards gender equality and human progress.  

Malaysia signed CEDAW in 1995, but the government only ratified its objective of 

strengthening national development goals in 2004. Although Malaysia is also a signatory of 

CEDAW and several other international and regional treaties, the Southeast Asian country has 

continuously failed to successfully adopt most recommendations. Women still occupy less than 

15% of seats in Parliament, landing the country number 143rd on a list compiled by the United 

Nations (UN) Women in Politics 2020 mapping exercise, and far below the world average (24.9%), 

the Asian average (20.5%) and the Middle Eastern and African (MENA) average (17.5%).  

The illusion of equality, or the erroneous belief that equality has already been achieved, 

has become an entrenched impediment in the way of Malaysian women’s progress. For Malaysian 

women, success is perceived to be a matter of individual performance; leaving the structural factors 

hindering women’s participation in politics (and in leadership positions in general) ignored and 

overlooked.  

The 14th and 15th Malaysian General Elections held respectively in 2018 and in 2022, 

brought to power a generation of reformists from the coalition Pakatan Harapan. However, the 

progress towards gender equality and women representation have remained modest. In 2018, the 

number of women elected in the Parliament was 32 that is 14,41%. Mohamad Mahathir’ 

government included only 5 women out of 28 Ministers. During the General Election in 
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November 2022, 30 out of the 222 Members of Parliament are women; 23 of which are 

Bumiputera, 7 Chinese while Indian women do not have any representation. The 10th Malaysian 

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim’ cabinet includes 5 women and 22 men (approximately 18% 

women), however this remains relatively far from the objective set by International Conventions 

and all international agencies recommendations; and even further away from the very concept of 

gender parity.   

As this report will show, women’s representation is limited due to legal, social, economic, 

and political constraints. Like that of many other countries, the Malaysian political system is 

androcentric and based on a patriarchal social model. Women's decision-making power is directly 

impacted by these structures at every level of society, and resistance is also faced by those women 

who are elected to public office. From political participation at the grassroots level to decision-

making in positions of power, women are pressured not to seek leadership positions. If they do so, 

they are confined within the limits of existing structures and are not given the liberty to govern in 

a way that reflects their perceptions and needs.  

1.1. Women’s participation: The essence of democracy 

Political participation can be understood as involvement in any activity that influences 

policy making. Institutional political participation includes governmental mechanisms such as 

referendums and elections, while non-institutional examples are activities that occur outside 

official channels of power, such as demonstrations and advocacy campaigns. A more formal 

understanding of political participation is one’s direct involvement in shaping the laws and policies 

that impact the lives of citizens and communities, and whether or not rights are individually or 

collectively exerted.  

Cultivating women's direct involvement in public decision-making guarantees better 

accountability to women, and one of the ways of achieving this goal is by increasing the number 

of women in the decision-making positions. Many studies show that higher numbers of women in 

Parliament generally result in more attention being paid to women's issues, which will improve the 

handling of issues such as gender inequality, violence against women, and the implementation of 

women-inclusive policies in all sectors,1 and also allows for different approaches to other societal 

issues. Women's political participation is thus the best way to ensure gender equality in a genuine 

democratic system.  

Beyond questions of gender equality, women have been proven to be more cooperative 

than their male counterparts, allowing for greater collaboration across ethnic boundaries and party 

lines. According to the National Democratic Institute (NDI), “women’s political participation 

 
1 Mohamad, M. (2018). “Getting more women into politics under one-party dominance: collaboration, clientelism, 

and coalition building in the determination of women’s representation in Malaysia.” Southeast Asian Studies, 7(3), pp. 
415–447. 
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results in tangible gains for democracy, including greater responsiveness to citizen needs, increased 

cooperation across party and ethnic lines, and more sustainable peace”.  

CEDAW’s 30% target is considered the minimum necessary level to exert a positive impact 

and initiate a sustainable level of participation of women in the political process. However, this 

percentage is only a step towards progress. It is not the end goal. Genuine gender equality requires 

a perfect equilibrium – parity – between men’s and women’s representation. 

1.2. Women Political Participation: A global challenge 

Women’s political participation (WoPP) remains a major challenge in most parts of the 

globe. Both socially and economically, women have insufficient opportunities, especially in 

patriarchal, male-dominated environments. In such societies, women have a low social and 

economic status, which makes it difficult for them to gain not only political rights, but power in 

politics and other institutions. Ensuring women's participation in politics and democracy is 

undoubtedly a significant step towards achieving social, economic and peace goals. Such 

participation entails allowing women to plan, lead (e.g. by voting, running for office and serving in 

government institutions), and making executive decisions. Women face a variety of obstacles, 

including being underrepresented in the voting public and in leadership positions due to social, 

cultural and institutional barriers such as unequal gender distribution in education, the labour 

market, resources and centralised or decentralised governance structures.2  

The UN Commission on the Status of Women was founded in 1946, with the goals of 

establishing standards and developing international treaties to reform discriminatory legislation 

and raise worldwide awareness of women's concerns. After 25 years, 189 out of 193 countries have 

ratified CEDAW, yet women are still underrepresented in national legislatures – as of 2019, the 

Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) reported that only 48 nations have effectively reached the 30% 

target (with Africa, South America and Europe dominating this group), with a worldwide average 

of 24.5%.3 While female representation has improved since 1997, when it was only at 12.1%,4 

progress is still excruciatingly gradual.  

Some African and Latin American countries, such as Rwanda, have established a threshold 

requiring a minimum of 50% women’s representation. In 2019, the IPU noted that 28.9% of all 

congressional seats in Latin America were occupied by women – an increase of 3.7% since January 

 
2 Rashila Ramli and Saliha Hassan. 1998. "Trends and Forms of Women's Participation in Politics." In Sharifah Zaleha 

Syed Hassan (ed.), Malaysian Women In The Wake Of Change. Kuala Lumpur: Gender Studies Programme, Universiti 
Malaya, pp. 99–101; Yeong, P.J. 2018. “How women matter: Gender representation in Malaysia’s 14th general 
election.” The Round Table, 107(6), p. 772. 
3 Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU). 2019. “Women in National Parliaments, Situation as of 1st February 2019.” 

http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm. 
4 Matland, R.E. 1998. “Women’s Representation in National Legislatures: Developed and Developing 

Countries. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 23(1), p. 109. https://doi.org/10.2307/440217. 

http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm
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2014 and 5.1% above today’s global average.5 Five of the top ten countries in terms of women’s 

representation are Latin American – Cuba (53%), Bolivia (53%), Nicaragua (44%), Costa Rica 

(45%) and Mexico (48%).6 Six female presidents have been elected since 1990, and three served 

two terms in office. Meanwhile, women’s presence in political party executive committees averaged 

23%, based on a 2009 survey of parties with representatives in national office.7 

Malaysia merely established an objective of 30% representation to empower women but 

has yet to reach the target. In comparison to other Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) member countries, attempts to achieve the target are stymied by cultural influences, 

conventions and religious ideals that elevate the positions of men over women.8 Although several 

ASEAN nations formerly had female presidents or heads of state, participation vis-à-vis formal 

representation at a Parliamentary level still remains low in Malaysia. 

This report also looks at three comparative cases: Tunisia, Rwanda and Uruguay. Tunisia 

is perceived as a pioneer of women’s rights in the Muslim World, while Rwanda and Uruguay serve 

as examples of fast progress towards gender equality in post-conflict societies. None of these 

countries have achieved the ideal situation – where men and women are equally represented in a 

sustainable political system – but their policies, strategies, and steps taken towards achieving 

equality can serve as inspiration for Malaysia. 

1.3. Women Political Participation: A Malaysian challenge 

Malaysia is ethnically and culturally diverse, but the local political system emphasises race 

as an important component or representative element of the political and societal structure. 

Malaysia's most politically prominent ethnic groups – specifically Malays, Chinese, Indians, and 

some indigenous groups (in decreasing order) – are represented through their respective political 

parties (a feature of Malaysian politics since the first federal election in 1955). The interests of the 

Malay community are predominantly represented by the United Malays National Organisation 

(UMNO), the Islamist party (Parti Islam Se-Malaysia or PAS) and the more recently formed Parti 

Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Bersatu), the Chinese by the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) and 

the Indians by the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC). While their racial foundations were intended 

to resolve ethnic conflicts and strengthen national solidarity, the “racial card” is played by political 

parties to maintain power and the social status quo, impeding the advancement of minorities in 

general and women in particular. The majority of candidates and members of these parties 

continue to be men, thus rendering the proportion of female members of minority ethnicities 

 
5 IPU, op. cit. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Inter-American Development Bank. 2008, December. “GEPPAL: Base de datos de Género y Partidos Políticos en 

América Latina.” 
8 Saidon, N. R., S. Daud, & M. Samsudin. 2017. “Penglibatan Politik: Pemerkasaan Kepimpinan Wanita Di Malaysia 

(1980-2013).” 2017. e-Bangi, 14(1). 
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abysmally small, as seen in the 2020 and the 2022 Parliament’s composition.9 Malay women made 

up the majority of female members of Parliament (20 members), followed by Chinese women (12 

members). There was only one Indian woman representative (she lost her seat in 2022). The 

evidently small number of non-Malay women in politics raises questions of whether or not one’s 

ethnic or religious background plays a significant part in not just women’s participation, but also 

one’s overall acceptance in Malaysian politics. 

At present, there is a strong call for the inclusion of more Malaysian women in Parliament 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) and a majority of the female members of Parliament continue 

to call upon the government to acknowledge and prioritise women in decision-making positions, 

especially given women account for 48.6% of the population.10 Youth-based activists have also 

influenced this movement to date; another emergent criticism is the lack of youth representation 

in Parliament, with the average age of Cabinet ministers being 57 years in 202011 and 58,6 in 2022. 

As a result, younger activists have coupled calls for women’s representation with youth 

representation as a way of getting younger Malaysian women to heed the call to join politics. The 

Malaysia Young Generation Group (MYGEN), for instance, organised the Young Women's 

Parliament programme to expose young women from diverse backgrounds, including indigenous 

(Orang Asli and Asal) communities and disabled groups, to the worlds of politics and 

policymaking. In August 2021, the programme brought together 222 youth delegates aged between 

15 and 30 to discuss women's issues, gender equality, social issues and other relevant fields.  

1.4. Despite progress, Malaysian women remain largely excluded from the political 

system 

Barriers preventing women from effectively representing themselves in Malaysia include 

their extremely low candidacy rate, electoral vote trading among coalition party members, sexism, 

and campaigning methods that marginalise gender.12 The low percentage of women in politics that 

results is due to a lack of female candidates who are deemed worthy contenders. There simply are 

not enough women nominated to run in elections, despite findings that female candidates indeed 

have an equal chance of winning in mixed gender contests13.  

Coalition politics are also a hurdle, especially in political parties founded mostly on the 

basis of ethnic identity. With UMNO, PAS, Bersatu, MCA and MIC representing their respective 

ethnic groups, rather than concentrating on gender equality, political interests are primarily ethnic 

or religious in nature. The road for women of all ethnicities to attain prominent positions within 

 
9 Tayeb, A., & L. Sathasivam. 2020. “Intersectionality and Indian Women’s Political Participation in Malaysia.” In A 

Kaleidoscope of Malaysian Indian Women’s Lived Experiences - Gender‐ethnic Intersectionality and Cultural Socialisation, pp. 7–8. 
10 All local data is obtained from the DOSM. 
11 Daily Express. 2020, October 18. “What we need are more youths and women in politics.” 

https://www.dailyexpress.com.my/read/3950/what-we-need-are-more-youths-and-women-in-politics/  
12 Mohamad, op. cit. 
13 Yeong, op. cit., p. 15. 

https://www.dailyexpress.com.my/read/3950/what-we-need-are-more-youths-and-women-in-politics/
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their parties is equally challenging.14 They are less likely to be selected as frontbenchers compared 

to more gender-balanced parties – it is noted that women's representation is low and unequal 

across coalition members. 

The patterns of women’s electoral behaviour are currently influenced by the ethnicity or 

religion of candidates.15 In the 2004 general election, research showed that all Malays surveyed 

preferred having a Muslim as the country's leader.16 However, the same survey found that women 

voters were less supportive of the notion of an Islamic State than males, owing to the fact that 

women were viewed as subservient in Islamic political contexts.17 While the majority of female 

voters agreed on the need for more female nominations, Malay female voters were the most likely 

to oppose such nominations.18 This was possibly due to their interpretations of Islam with regard to 

women's participation in politics, or their adherence to cultural expectations of fulfilling their 

duties as excellent mothers and spouses – thus, politics were not seen as suitable for women. 

Regardless, the 2018 general election (henceforth, GE14) showcased an improved inclination for 

female candidates and winners compared to the 2013 general election, as we will show in Section 

2. The vote for women follows ethnic lines, the same pattern as male candidates. Our own 

preliminary statistical analysis highlights the fact that ethnicity, more than gender, guides electoral 

patterns. Building on previous findings and our own research, it appears that women candidates 

would benefit greatly from solid political training to gain confidence and skills to compete against 

their male counterparts. 

In recent years, improvements in Malaysian women’s social standing have become 

apparent, allowing them greater access to educational and economic opportunities. Their literacy 

rate has increased exponentially over the last decade, with the most recent data indicating that 

almost 95% of Malaysian women are literate.19 Their labour force participation rate has also 

increased from 25% at the time of independence in 1957 to 55.6% in 2019, thus accounting for 

half the labour force. Consistent with the Department Of Statistic Malaysia (DOSM), the Malaysia 

Gender Gap Index (MGGI) was at its highest in 2019 (71.1%), thus improving Malaysia’s ranking 

to 63rd worldwide. With women gaining more independence in socioeconomic roles over time, 

such independence encourages women to participate and achieve greater representation in the 

political sphere.  

 
14 Mahfudzah binti Mustafa. 1999. “Women's Political Participation in Malaysia: The Non-Bumiputra's 

Perspective.” Asian Journal of Women's Studies, 5(2), pp. 9-46. doi: 10.1080/12259276.1999.11665847. 
15 Zakuan, U.A.A., M.A.M. Sani, N. Abdullah, & Z. Azmi. 2018. “‘How did we Choose?’: Understanding the Northern 

Female Voting Behaviour in Malaysia in the 14th General Election.” Intellectual Discourse, 26(2), pp. 859–882. 
16 Md Khalid, Khadijah & Awang Halimah. 2009. “Voting Patterns: Evidence from the 2004 Malaysian General 

Elections.” Journal of Politics and Law. doi: 1. 10.5539/jpl.v1n4p33. 
17 Ibid., p. 36. 
18 Zakuan et al., op. cit., p. 874. 
19 World Bank. n.d. “Literacy rate, adult total (% of people ages 15 and above) – Malaysia.” 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=MY.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/12259276.1999.11665847
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=MY
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However, as explained, Malaysia still failed to meet the target. According to the IPU’s 

report cited earlier, Malaysia ranked 140th out of 193 countries in 2019. Statistics on women’s 

empowerment in selected domains showed that the representation of women in Parliament in 

2020 was approximately 14.9%, with only 33 out of 222 representatives in the legislative chamber 

being women: the lowest in ASEAN. In comparison, women made up 28% of Parliamentarians 

in the Philippines and 26.7% in Vietnam.20 After GE15th, in November 2022, the number is lower 

with only 30 females out of 222 representatives. Malaysia is falling behind in the region, and the 

world. 

1.5. Women Up Report 2022: A first step towards change 

The Women Up! Report 2022 is based on rigorous research conducted late 2021 and early 

2022 using mixed methodologies, aiming to identify the underlying gender structures, and norms 

that hinder women’s political representation, participation and election to decision-making 

positions. This study forms the foundation for the formulation of new concepts, the creation of 

new strategies and the design of sociological tools by which we can bring about structural changes 

in perceptions and practices. Our ambition is to produce evidence-based research which can be 

translated into effective policy, communication, and education strategies in order to reach our 

target of increasing women's political participation.  

Section 2 presents the evolution of women’s representation since independence, from the 

pioneering women who first jumped into the political arena, to the slow progress of women’s 

representation since independence. 

Section 3 dives into the realities of women candidates. Rather than looking at the success 

stories, our study focuses particularly on the narratives of women who have not successfully 

contested party, state or Parliamentary elections to highlight the impediments which these women 

have faced, thus hinting at the cultural resistance which women need to break in order to succeed.  

Section 4 offers a comparative legal perspective of Tunisia, Rwanda and Uruguay. Tunisia 

is regarded as the pioneer of women’s rights in the Muslim World, while Rwanda and Uruguay are 

formidable examples of rapid development and implementation of the women’s agenda in post-

conflict societies. Those examples show how a combination of educational and legal instruments 

can set countries on the right path towards gender equality. However, these examples also show 

the limitations of certain measures and how they may be counterproductive if not implemented in 

the right way.  

Finally, the Conclusion highlights key recommendations and ideas for Malaysia to move 

forward in the direction of a more equitable society for women and girls; and how such equity 

starts with equal political representation. 

 
20 IPU, op. cit. 
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Section 2: The Evolution of Women’s Political Participation  

In Malaysia, women’s participation has been slow to pick up, but has certainly grown since 

the federation gained independence in 1957. Several obstacles have hindered the increase of 

women in political leadership positions, although Malaysian women have been present in the 

political sphere since the pre-independence period. In this section, we compile historical and 

electoral data to offer a perspective of the evolution of women’s participation since 1969. Data is 

not easy to come by. It was not possible to access data from the National Archives for this research, 

and in general, public and gendered data are lacking. We observe that a complex combination of 

factors has contributed to some progress, but the average numbers of female State 

Assemblypersons (Ahli Dewan Undangan Negeri, or ADUN) and members of Parliament remain 

far below CEDAW’s minimum recommendations (30%). Some states, like Terengganu, have never 

seen a woman ADUN. While GE14 saw a rise in the number of female candidates (although many 

did not win), many of these women were token representatives of political parties, who were 

fielded in the most challenging constituencies – ones which their parties saw as secondary. Our 

preliminary statistical studies reveal some interesting trends that can serve as a base by which we 

develop new campaign strategies, however, the representation of women in Malaysia remains far 

from ideal 

2.1. A short history of women’s political participation  

a. Pioneers of the struggle 

In 1969, Tan Sri Fatimah Hashim became Malaysia's first appointed female minister. A 

prominent figure in Malaysian women's leadership, she headed UMNO’s women’s wing, 

Pergerakan Wanita UMNO (henceforth Wanita UMNO), for 16 years and was the president of 

the National Council of Women's Organizations (NCWO) for 24 years. In the 1950s and 1960s, 

the roles and status of women improved, with many more women actively getting involved in 

politics as well as holding political positions21. 

A number of local organisations were established to empower women’s political 

participation during Malaysia’s progress for independence. Kaum Ibu UMNO (the precursor to 

Wanita UMNO) was founded in 1949 to help Malay women dominate women’s political 

participation after Malaya gained her independence. Other parties, notably Parti Islam Se-Malaysia 

(PAS) for example, also followed suit with Dewan Muslimat (Women’s Assembly) in 1953. By 

1983, women made up 54% of UMNO’s total membership. The MCA also established its own 

women’s wing, Wanita MCA, in 1975, followed by the MIC, which established the first National 

Women’s Council for Indian women.  

 
21 For example, Khadijah Sidek and Aishah Haji Abdul Ghani, both of whom were prominent 
leaders of Wanita UMNO. 
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Meanwhile in Sarawak, women had demonstrated political awareness prior to 

independence, participating in what was known as the Anti-Penyerahan Movement of 1946.22 Lily 

Eberwein, Ajibah Abol and Hafsah Harun were some of the more prominent female political 

leaders in Sarawak. Kaum Ibu also played a significant role during this movement, boasting 

approximately 1,000 female members in its Sibu and Kuching branches.23 Post-independence, 

Pergerakan Wanita Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PWPPBB) was established in 1974 following 

the development of Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB) in 1973.24  

The political landscape in Sabah, in contrast with its neighbour, saw limited women’s 

participation and representation in the local political scene. The first general election held directly 

in Sabah in 1967 did not see any women being fielded by local political parties, and it was not until 

nine years later that this happened in 1976.25 Toh Puan Rahimah Stephens became the first woman 

to be elected to Sabah’s State Cabinet.26 Until today, women continue to be heavily 

underrepresented in Sabah's political sphere.   

b. A two-phased progress yet insufficient 

Tun Abdul Razak’s Cabinet in 1969 was the first to include a woman minister, Fatimah 

Hashim, of the Ministry of Social Welfare. We observe that until 1987, this number remained 

stagnant (Cf Historical progress of WoPP from 1969 to 2021), when under Mahathir Mohamad, Napsiah 

Omar took charge of the Ministry of Works while Rafidah Aziz was appointed to the Ministry of 

International Trade and Industry – a post which she occupied until 2008.  

In 1989, the first National Policy on the role and needs of women was drafted, with one 

of its primary goals being eliminating gender discrimination and promoting women's 

empowerment in all areas. Malaysia signed and ratified CEDAW in 1995, thus demonstrating its 

commitment to the espoused goals. The 1999 general election saw the emergence of a new political 

trend, whereby women candidates won seats.27 In 2001, the Ministry of Women, Family and 

Community Development (MWFCD) was established to focus on women's development and 

issues. In 2004, the Malaysian government implemented a policy vis-à-vis MWFCD to ensure at 

least 30% female participation in the public sector. However, between 1987 and 2017, the number 

of female ministers oscillated only between two and four. These were primarily the Ministries of 

Women and Communities/Social Developments, Tourism, and Youth and Sports. Women were 

 
22 Isnin, N. 2013. “Sepanjang Jalan Kenangan: Partisipasi Politik Wanita Pra dan Pasca Kemerdekaan, Sarawak.” 

Seminar Budaya Melayu Sarawak ke-6, Kuching, Sarawak. 
23 Ibid., p. 16. 
24 Archie, N. 2000. “Wanita dan Politik Kepartian di Sarawak, Tahun 1959-1996.” Persatuan Sejarah Malaysia, p. 126. 
25 Sabah Women Action Resource Group (SAWO). 1992. Women in Sabah. 

http://www.sawo.org.my/uploads/4/6/8/6/46861803/women_in_sabah__15mb_.pdf, p. 47. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Abdullah, M.C. 2004. “Expanding democracy, enlarging women’s spaces: A report on Malaysia”. In B. Martin, A. 

Cerdena, J. Barriga, S. Franz, & A. Kohler (Eds.), Gaining ground? Southeast Asian women in politics and decision-making, 10 
years after Beijing (pp. 83–140). 

http://www.sawo.org.my/uploads/4/6/8/6/46861803/women_in_sabah__15mb_.pdf
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never given more influential portfolios; the Ministries of Home Affairs, Defence and Finance have 

been exclusively led by men.  

In 2018, Wan Azizah Ismail was appointed Malaysia’s first woman deputy prime minister 

after GE14 and simultaneously held the Women Affairs portfolio. But in Parliament, the House 

never saw more than 32 women out of the 222 representatives voted into office that year. At the 

state level, on average, the number of women in Executive Councils (EXCO) since 1986 is 4.5 (see 

Table 6). Selangor remains the state with the highest number of women EXCO members.  

While many initiatives have been launched to increase women's political participation, 

these efforts are still insufficient given that women's progress remains slow. In 2020, Penang voted 

a bill to implement the 30% minimum quota for state EXCO members, including a mechanism to 

allow direct nominations to balance out the number of elected representatives, thus ensuring a 

minimum level of female representation. The bill could serve as reference for the entire country, 

at both state and federal levels.28  However, in 2021 only one woman was elected to the Penang 

committee despite the implementation of the 30% quota.29. 

c. Legal limitations to women participation 

Laws reflect a society’s culture, and vice versa. Academic studies of the relationship 

between law and society began in the 1960s. The law is by nature political, and although laws are 

historical and social constructions, they do reflect on and impact culture, and may at times 

reinforce social inequalities through differential access to legal procedures and institutions.30 The 

legal system can lead to “negation, marginalization, subordination or coordination” in relation to 

existing cultural norms.31 These often result in discrepancies between cultural development and 

the evolution of social norms; between perspectives and the law. History has shown that the law 

can be one of the factors which change social structures, and at the same time, the deconstruction 

of cultural norms and social architecture may bring about legal changes. In Malaysia, the Federal 

Constitution includes provisions meant to prevent discrimination: Article 8(1) guarantees equality 

before the law and equal protection of the law, while Article 8(2) prohibits discrimination against 

 
28 Dermawan, Audrey. 2020, December 10. “Penang a step closer to achieving 30 per cent women representation in 

state assembly.” New Straits Times. https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/12/648407/penang-step-closer-
achieving-30-cent-women-representation-state-assembly  
29 Yeoh, Rachel. 2021, March 24. “DAP’s gender equality credentials questioned, after just 1 woman elected to 

Penang committee”, The Vibes. 
https://www.thevibes.com/articles/news/21564/daps-gender-equality-credentials-questioned-after-just-1-woman-
elected-to-penang-committee 
30 Mather, Lynn. 2011. “Law and Society”. In Robert E. Goodin, The Oxford Handbook of Political Science. 

https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199604456.001.0001/oxfordhb-

9780199604456-e-015  
31 Burelli, Thomas and Régis Lafargue, “The Unexpected Effects of the Recognition of Indigenous Rights in New 

Caledonia.” In Robert E. Goodin, op. cit., p. 191. 

https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/12/648407/penang-step-closer-achieving-30-cent-women-representation-state-assembly
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/12/648407/penang-step-closer-achieving-30-cent-women-representation-state-assembly
https://www.thevibes.com/articles/news/21564/daps-gender-equality-credentials-questioned-after-just-1-woman-elected-to-penang-committee
https://www.thevibes.com/articles/news/21564/daps-gender-equality-credentials-questioned-after-just-1-woman-elected-to-penang-committee
https://www.thevibes.com/articles/news/21564/daps-gender-equality-credentials-questioned-after-just-1-woman-elected-to-penang-committee
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199604456.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199604456-e-015
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199604456.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199604456-e-015
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citizens on the grounds of their religion, race, descent, place of birth or gender.32 However, as 

explained in Section 4, provisions are not sufficient to ensure gender equality and equal 

representation without the implementation of other policies (e.g. the 30% minimum quotas) and 

strict compliance mechanisms. 

Also, the Constitution introduces and, in practice, legitimises racial discrimination by 

offering special protection to Malay and indigenous communities, who are legally considered the 

primary inhabitants of the land (Bumiputera). The pernicious effect of such institutionalisation and 

the abuse of the preference system have created feelings of unfairness among non-Bumiputera, 

but also among Bumiputera who have not benefited from the policy. The policies implemented in 

1971, in the aftermath of the 1969 race riots, engendered a reverse discrimination. This means that 

instead of promoting equality, equal access to resources and anti-discrimination, it has led to 

discrimination against individuals and groups from other ethnic backgrounds, resentment by non-

Bumiputera against Bumiputera and vice versa. However, the policies are often legitimised by 

contested historical perspectives – according to which the Malays would be the original inhabitants 

of the land – and all attempts at reform have failed due to the resistance of the Malay majority and 

their fear of losing out to other ethnic groups. The rhetoric of ethnicity and privilege is one of the 

founding pillars of the polarised political rhetoric of the entire political scene (which parties either 

promote or denounce). For many, the status quo is preferable so that they can maintain their power 

base.  

In this context, the acceptance of a pervasive and pernicious system of preferences has 

somehow led to greater tolerance for discrimination against individuals based on other categories, 

particularly women and minorities. The controversies over Malay quotas, and the reverse 

discrimination against non-Bumiputera and low-income households demonstrate the risk of 

counterproductive effects resulting from quotas. Like in the case of the Malay and Bumiputera 

policies, and for future consideration when implementing the 30% quota for women, the only way 

to prevent any abuse of quota system is through the creation of strict mechanisms of compliance. 

Our research shows that, far from supporting equal participation in politics, laws and 

policies at the levels of political parties, state and federal governments are sources of unequivocal 

discrimination. They reinforce the patriarchal system, and vice versa. 

d. Structure and constitution of political parties 

Generally, we have observed a lack of transparency from political parties, in that they fail 

to systematically publish their annual reports, constitutions or gendered data pertaining to their 

membership. In fact, no laws require that party membership figures be disclosed, hence internal 

gender ratios or party rules are unknown. While it is often difficult to access party constitutions, a 

 
32 Discrimination occurs when a person is unable to enjoy his or her human rights or other legal rights on an equal 

basis with others because of unjustified distinctions in policy, law or treatment. See Amnesty International’s entry on 

the subject at https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/discrimination/.  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/discrimination/
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few parties lack this document. At the time of writing this report, the newly formed Pejuang and 

the Malaysian United Democratic Alliance (MUDA), for example, have yet to finalise their 

constitutions. During the interviews which we conducted with women candidates, most showed 

discomfort when asked to provide such information, and declined or deferred our question. It 

seems that while on one hand, many political parties do promote some opportunities for women, 

on the other, such gender equality remains mostly rhetorical.  

Based on the data gathered from political party constitutions, state policy legislation, 

national and state women’s policies and the Federal Constitution itself, we observe a tendency 

where stakeholders focus heavily on the external layers of binding documents and policies, without 

any mechanisms for compliance or implementation. In this context, such measures remain highly 

superficial and discriminative cultures and practices remain entrenched. 

e. State policies 

State legislation pertaining to women’s political participation is also lacking, if not totally 

absent. Where it does exist, it directly discriminates against women. Most state EXCO websites do 

not provide or lack information. Available information is often fragmented, with some parts 

delivered in English and others in Malay. In general, the legislation pertaining to elections is not 

made accessible to the public. Our findings show that some policies are worth noting due to their 

particularly discriminatory (e.g. Johor imposes forms of women’s attire) or progressive aspects (e.g. 

in Terengganu, a unique state law provides for exceptional measures in case of the absence of 

women representatives).  

In Johor, the Standing Orders of the Legislative Assembly specify, in Clause 125, a dress 

code which prevents women from wearing trousers. To quote it directly:  

States women must wear either the national dress, sarongs, and long-sleeved blouses, or skirts 

at least knee-length and long-sleeved blouses, and male members must wear national 

dress or lounge suite; and all members may wear istiadat attire33 or such other 

attire as the Speaker permits. (emphasis ours) 

Terengganu is Malaysia's only state with a special clause in its state constitution that allows 

for the appointment of women and non-Muslim ADUNs without holding elections. Clause 27 of the 

Terengganu State Government Personal Law, the State Legislative Assembly division, states: 

(2) If at any time, no non-Muslim or woman is elected to the State Legislative 

Assembly, subject to the following provisions, the State Legislative Assembly 

may on a motion seconded by not less than seven Members of the State 

Legislative Assembly and approved by a simple majority, appoint non-Muslims 

 
33 Formal ceremonial costume to be worn when attending official state events. 
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and/or women to represent non-Muslims and/or women provided that the 

members appointed shall not exceed four (4) persons. 

This means that if no women and/or non-Muslim ADUNs are elected among the 32 State 

Assemblymen through elections, one individual will be appointed on this special basis. Ironically, 

Terengganu is the only state in which no female or non-Muslim ADUN has served since 1974. 

For decades, all Terengganu ADUN have been consistently male and Muslim, despite having a 

female population of approximately 48.7%34 – where the majority of registered voters who are also 

women. The relatively low proportion of women candidates in its State Assembly and 

Parliamentary elections directly contribute to this lack of female representation in the ADUN. 

Also, it should be noted that non-Muslim candidates have never been fielded as candidates in the 

Terengganu elections. Though, it is not surprising given as non-Muslims constitute only about 

2.8% of the population.35  

The Terengganu case is the best example of how the law can uphold democratic values 

and fulfil its primary purpose, which is to protect and ensure that minority voices can be heard 

and that their needs are taken into account in state policy. Although the Terengganu state 

government can appoint advisors on women's and non-Muslim issues as per its Constitution, 

appointing an ADUN is more significant, formal, and straightforward because the State Assembly 

is the main forum for discussing state issues and finalising policies. 

As a result of the lack of consistency in state policy, the MWFCD lacks indicators by which 

it can monitor the state’s action plan. For instance, there is no data on women's policies in some 

states. Terengganu and Sarawak, for example, have been putting off finalising their women’s 

policies (Dasar Wanita) for years, while other states have yet to establish or have only recently 

begun the process of establishing theirs. Local representatives often promise that if they remain in 

power, they will create special policies for women – yet such promises have to materialise.36 

f. National policies and compliance with international treaties 

Malaysia served on the United Nations Human Rights Council from 2006 to 2009 and 

again from 2010 to 2013, and have been appointed for the 2021 to 2024 term.37 At the regional 

level, Malaysia is represented in two ASEAN human rights mechanisms: the ASEAN Commission 

on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children (ACWC) and the ASEAN 

Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR). Domestically, the government 

 
34 Unit Perancang Ekonomi Negeri Terengganu. n.d. “19-70810_Isi Data Asas Adjust.pdf.” 

http://upen.terengganu.gov.my/index.php/2018 
35 Ibid. 
36 Nur Hazirah Shukur. 2020, March 9. “Dasar khas untuk wanita Sarawak.” Suara Sarawak. 

https://suarasarawak.my/2020/03/dasar-khas-untuk-wanita-sarawak/ 
37 Ibid. 
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launched a national human rights action plan in March 2018, which included 294 action plans 

across 83 priority areas, structured into five pillars.38 

There are nine core international human rights treaties, of which Malaysia is party to three 

and is in the consultation stage of the other six.39 The six remaining treaties include provisions that 

directly impact gender equality as well as women and minority representation.  

The Women’s Aid Organization (WAO) revealed in its 2019 report that Malaysia has failed 

to comply with its obligation to report on its progress to the CEDAW. To fill this vacuum, a 

coalition of NGOs coordinated by WAO and the Joint Action Group for Gender Equality (JAG) 

have published “shadow reports” regarding discrimination in general and gender equality in 

particular. The lack of commitment by successive governments shows their inability to report 

progress or define coherent and continuous actions. 

Women's policy plans and schemes at the national level exist,40 although implementation 

is ineffective, thus revealing a lack of political will. Malaysia became infamous in the mid-2020 

when MWFCD released a series of advertisements on social media that inadvertently demeaned 

women. Not only women, but also many men, expressed dissatisfaction until the posters were 

withdrawn.41 MWFCD has a broad mandate, but rather than challenging the culture and legal 

norms hindering gender equality and women’s representation, its (in)actions have effectively 

contributed to upholding patriarchal norms.  

2.2. When women face elections 

When it comes to electoral politics, women's participation has always been limited to 

backing male politicians, even while their  involvement in general elections have steadily increased 

over the past 60 years.42 However, in 1999's general election, a shift emerged, where women were 

courted as both voters and candidates: this was the year the Women's Agenda for Change (WAC) 

 
38 Legal Affairs Division (BHEUU); Prime Minister’s Department 
39 WAO and JAG. 2019. The Status of Women’s Human Rights: 24 Years of CEDAW in Malaysia. https://wao.org.my/wp-

content/uploads/2019/01/The-Status-of-Womens-Human-Rights-24-Years-of-CEDAW-in-Malaysia.pdf. Note that 
the three treaties are CEDAW, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The remaining ones are CAT (Convention against Torture and Other Cruel 
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment); ICCPR (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights); 
CED (Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance); ICERD (International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination); ICESCR (International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights); and CMW (International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families). 
40 Department of Women’s Development. n.d. “Dasar Wanita.” 

https://www.jpw.gov.my/en/component/tags/tag/dasar-wanita 
41 Farah Solhi. 2020, March 31. “Women Ministry apologises for 'sexist' MCO advice.” New Straits Times. 

https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/580074/women-ministry-apologises-sexist-mco-advice-
%E2%80%93-not-doraemons-voice  
42 Fatimi, H. 2017. “Penglibatan wanita Melayu dalam pilihan raya di Malaysia, 1999-2008.” Ph.D. thesis, University 

of Malaya; Saidon, N. R., S. Daud, & M. Samsudin, op. cit. 

https://wao.org.my/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/The-Status-of-Womens-Human-Rights-24-Years-of-CEDAW-in-Malaysia.pdf
https://wao.org.my/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/The-Status-of-Womens-Human-Rights-24-Years-of-CEDAW-in-Malaysia.pdf
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/580074/women-ministry-apologises-sexist-mco-advice-%E2%80%93-not-doraemons-voice
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/580074/women-ministry-apologises-sexist-mco-advice-%E2%80%93-not-doraemons-voice
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/580074/women-ministry-apologises-sexist-mco-advice-%E2%80%93-not-doraemons-voice
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was released.43 More than 10% of the elected members of Parliament were women in that year, 

making it a first in the country’s history.  

As reflected in our tables and graphs below, between 1986 and 2013 (albeit with minimal 

differences), political representation has indeed improved.44 Women were elected to Parliament at 

a rate ranging from 1.9% in 1955 to 5.2% in 1982. 222 parliamentary seats and 405 state seats were 

contested in 2008, featuring 120 women candidates, only 48 (40%) of whom were victorious.45 In 

the 2013 election, there were 168 female candidates, of whom 80 candidates (47.6%) were elected 

to either the Parliament or the state level.46 A 4% rise in female candidates between these elections 

was detected. 

But growth was slow in GE14, where only 14.4% of newly elected members of Parliament 

were women. While this has led to the highest number of female representatives in the country's 

history so far, women's representation at both legislative and executive levels continues to  fall 

short of the 30% goal.47 Malaysia still ranks among the lowest in ASEAN when it comes to  female 

participation in Parliament.48  

During GE14, approximately 50% of registered voters for the election were women.49 

Following the findings of a previous study on electoral behaviour, there has been an improvement 

since the 2004 general election, which shows that women's political culture is participative.50 

However, the tendencies towards prejudice against females in voting gained pace in all areas of 

electoral struggle.51 Despite a large turnout of female voters in GE14, the number of female 

members in government, whether elected or appointed, continues to be lower than the allocated 

30%. Even though female registered voters have outnumbered male voters from 1959 to 2013, 

the number of women Parliamentarians pales in comparison to men, thus demonstrating that 

women are collectively seen as unfavourable and unsuitable as leaders.52   

 
43 Abdullah, op. cit.; Lai S.Y. 2003. “The Women’s Movement in Peninsular Malaysia, 1900–99: A Historical Analysis.” 

In Meredith Weiss and Saliha Hassan (Ed.), Social Movements in Malaysia: From Moral Communities to NGOs (pp. 45–74), 
London: Routledge; Martinez, Patricia. 2003. “Complex Configurations: The Women’s Agenda for Change and the 
Women’s Candidacy Initiative.” In Weiss and Saliha, op.  cit. 
44 Mohamad, op. cit. 
45 Koh, Jun Lin. 2013, April 24. “Only one in 10 GE 13 candidates is a woman.” 

Malaysiakini. http://www.malaysiakini.com/news/227814. 
46 Lim, Lynda. 2013. Gender Think Peace: Malaysian Women’s Entry into Politics. Centre for Public Policy Studies.  
47 Yeong, op. cit.; Mohamad, op. cit.; Izharuddin, A. 2019. “The 30% Hope: Securing the Electoral Success of Women 

in Malaysia Bahru.” New Mandala Policy Paper. Canberra: Australian National University. 
48 IPU, op. cit. 
49 Zakuan et al., op. cit., p. 186. 
50 Moten, A. R. 2011. “Changing Political Culture and Electoral Behavior in Malaysia.” Asian Affairs, 38(1), 39–56. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23526579 
51 Lim, op. cit. 
52 Khalid, K.A.T. (2014). “Women and Politics: Social Construction and a Policy of Deconstruction.” Journal of Social 

Sciences, 10(3), 104. 

http://www.malaysiakini.com/news/227814
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2.3. Historical progress of Women Political Participation from 1969 to 2021 

a. Historical progression of the numbers of women ministers 

Figure 1 Turnover and number of women ministers from 1969 to 2021, part 1. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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Figure 2 Turnover and number of women ministers from 1969 to 2021, part 2. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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Table 1 List of women holding ministerial portfolios from 1969 to 2021.  

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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b. Women Political Participation in Parliament and on state EXCOs 

 

Table 2 Total number of seats in Parliament and State Assemblies. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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Table 3 Progression of the number of women members of Parliament from 2003 to 2018. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 

 

Table 4 Women members of Parliament from 2003 to 2018. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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Table 5 Total number of male and female EXCO members for each state. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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Map 1 Number of women EXCO members from 1986 to 2021, mapped by state.  

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 
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Table 6 Progression of the number of women State EXCO from 1961 to 2021. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 

Table 7 Names and positions of women EXCO members from 1986 to 2021. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 

 



Women Up!  
Increasing Women’s Political Participation in Malaysia - Report 2022 

 

 

30 

 

 



Women Up!  
Increasing Women’s Political Participation in Malaysia - Report 2022 

 

 

31 

 

 

 



Women Up!  
Increasing Women’s Political Participation in Malaysia - Report 2022 

 

 

32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Women Up!  
Increasing Women’s Political Participation in Malaysia - Report 2022 

 

 

33 

 

Section 3: Field Research. Women Voices & the Narratives of Failures  

The interviews that we conducted with respondents aimed to provide insights into the 

challenges and issues personally faced by women in the local political arena. Data were extracted 

from a series of 60–90-minute in-depth interviews, where we asked respondents about their 

political roles, reasons for joining politics, their subsequent transitions and experiences, challenges 

faced and support systems within their parties as well as among friends and family members. We 

also asked about female representation in Malaysian politics, the 30% quota for women in decision-

making positions (including the Cabinet, Parliament etc.) and the roles that men play. Interviews 

were conducted with 17 respondents throughout September 2021 via teleconferencing platforms 

(i.e. Zoom and Google Meets), and were recorded for safekeeping.  

Respondents were chosen from among women who were active in politics through their 

respective party machinery; who have previously contested internal party elections and served as 

party candidates for State Assembly and/or Parliamentary seats; and who intend to contest internal 

party elections and serve as party candidates for State Assembly and/or Parliamentary seats in the 

future. It was important to include respondents from different socioeconomic, geographical, 

cultural and political backgrounds to ensure that diverse voices and perspectives are represented 

below. While time and funding constraints did not allow us to expand further, we acknowledge 

the need for further research to include the perspectives of women who are not interested in 

getting involved politically. Conversations with these women would inform our research on the 

reasons whether and why women are generally less interested in political engagement and what 

does this say about the culture and political consciousness of women in Malaysia. We strongly 

believe that there exists a deeper empowerment suppressing women's interest in participation in 

the first place. 

The respondents were either affiliated with various parties from East and West Malaysia – 

such as MUDA, the Democratic Action Party (DAP), PEJUANG, AMANAH, Malaysian Chinese 

Association (MCA), Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR), PAS, Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM), WARISAN, 

Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP), Parti Bumi Kenyalang, Parti Cinta Sabah (PCS) and Parti Sarawak 

Bersatu – or served as independent candidates. Their ages ranged from between 25 and 70; some 

were newcomers with less than three years of political experience whereas others were veterans 

with decades of involvement. The women came from different educational backgrounds – from 

the Malaysian Certificate of Education (SPM) to Master’s levels – and studied in varying fields – 

such as law, engineering, economics, communications, international relations, animation and 

digital effects as well as design. Please refer to Table 7 for a simplified list of respondents and their 

personal and political backgrounds. 
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The research was analysed using Grounded Theory, where the data were coded according 

to themes which were relevant to the main topic. A few ethical considerations included the 

sensitivity of the topic and the time that respondents took to provide personal data. In our search 

for respondents, many had concerns about speaking on the gendered conditions of the Malaysian 

political climate, and as such their privacy was kept strictly confidential and the transcripts were 

kept anonymous, without key personal identifiers. Coding the data required translating and 

transcribing each interview, followed by a close reading analysis. Six main themes were identified: 

gender narratives, the prevailing political culture, personal reflections and ideals, socioeconomic 

constraints, unclear positions within politics as well as race and religion. These themes led to a 

greater appreciation of the challenges and struggles which women in politics face in leadership 

positions. 

 

 

Table 8 List of respondents interviewed. 

Source: SoCo and Wow. 2021. 

 

 

Respo
ndent 

Political 
Affiliation 

Age Highest Level of Education Marital 
Status 

Years in 
Politics  

R1 PSM 50+ Bachelor’s in Arts and Literature Married More than 20 

R2 DAP 25+ Bachelor of Law Single Less than 5 

R3 MUDA 30+ Degree in Urban Planning Married Less than 3 

R4 DAP 30+ Bachelor of Law Married Less than 15 

R5 PEJUANG 30+ Diploma in Civil Engineering Married Less than 3  

R6 AMANAH 25+ Bachelor’s in Economics and Finance Married Less than 5 
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R7 MCA 30+ Bachelor of Law; 

Masters Summer Programme  

Married Less than 3 

R8 PKR 25+ Bachelor of Law and Shariah; 

Master’s of Science in International 
Relations 

Married Less than 5 

R9 PAS 45+ Bachelor of Law Married Less than 10 

R10 Independent 50+ Bachelor of Communications Married Less than 3 

R11 WARISAN 20+ Bachelor’s in Economics; Master’s in 
Human Resources 

Single  Less than 3 

R12 SAPP 30+ Bachelor’s in Clothing Design Technology Married Less than 5 

R13 Parti Bumi 
Kenyalang 

50+ Bachelor of Law Married Less than 10 

R14 Independent 40+ Master’s in Animation and Digital Effects Single  More than 10 

R15 Parti Sarawak 
Bersatu 

60+ Bachelor’s and Master’s in Economics Married More than 40 
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R16 PCS 30+ Malaysian Higher School Certificate53 (pre-
university); Currently pursuing an MBA 

Single Less than 3  

R17 DAP 40+ SPM54 Married Less than 10 

 

3.1. Gender narratives: Women’s battles against stereotypes 

Gender narratives are specific to women, partly due to their sex but also the roles 

prescribed by society. Respondents shared their experiences with widely ingrained gender biases 

in the local political scene and how they navigated around these biases. This was the most 

extensively discussed theme by respondents, who experienced overlapping gendered experiences 

in the local political scene.  

 

Stereotype 1: The fragility and weakness argument 

Generally, gender stereotypes affect how women are perceived and treated in Malaysian 

politics. R6, a 20+ senior EXCO member in AMANAH’s women’s youth wing, observed that 

women, especially younger ones, tend to be treated as delicate or fragile individuals. This 

perception is juxtaposed against that of men, who are seen as strong protectors, further solidifying 

expectations that women are not just “[something] to be protected and taken care of” but also more fragile 

in the context of the harsh political climate. 

R12, a 30+ member of SAPP, finds it unfortunate that society regards women as weak and 

that they do not dare voice their criticisms or thoughts. She has also been repeatedly told that 

women “are very emotional ... you know, sikit-sikit menangis (prone to crying at the drop of a hat)”. The way 

in which they are perceived, i.e., as being weaker than men, also affects how women are seen in 

professional settings. The respondents reported that they were usually not taken seriously, with 

their capabilities coming under greater scrutiny, and having to work harder to prove their 

competence compared to their male peers. 

R3, a relative newcomer to politics and a member of MUDA, shared that a recent shift 

means that women have been able to become political secretaries – previously, there was a 

 
53 The Malaysian Higher School Certificate, commonly known as STPM, is an internationally recognised pre-university 

system for admission to Malaysian public universities; it is equivalent to the GCE Advanced Level. 
54 The SPM national examination is taken by fifth-form secondary students; it is equivalent to the GCSE. 
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prevailing view that they were unable to secure tenders. She notes that it is an unwritten rule that 

the ability to secure tenders means that a politician is great and born to be a true leader. 

Unsurprisingly, this is an area in which men are seen as being very adept at navigating. R3 also 

mentioned that she has, on several occasions, been deceived by contractors during the tendering 

process. 

During an election for the position of branch leader, R15 nominated a candidate but was 

met with comments criticising the candidate’s young age and her lack of general experience. For 

the 60+ Parti Sarawak Bersatu member, this was a ridiculous notion because there was a lack of 

young people in politics, and she believed that the youth should be given the opportunity to lead. 

As such, women rely on their educational backgrounds and training to prove their 

competence. R11, 28+, a member of Warisan who serves as both the head of Wirawati55 and as 

one of its EXCO members, found that her Bachelor’s in Economics and Master’s in Human 

Resources served as a shield against those who questioned her appointment. In her experience, 

R8, 20+, who holds a Bachelor’s in Law and Syariah, has noticed that women’s qualifications come 

under greater scrutiny compared to their male peers because only “certain education backgrounds” are 

viewed in high regard. She has been in politics for less than five years and is also a single mother. 

R2 concurs, finding that her background in law played a role in increasing confidence of others in 

her abilities, especially in “[dealings] with the bureaucrats and also the government servants and even the voters”. 

R7, a married 30+ MCA member who also holds a Bachelor’s in Law and has participated in a 

Master’s summer programme, has the notion that “being professionally trained, equates (to a) capacity to 

serve, capacity to deliver”. However, R11 found that even with her experience as a Wirawati EXCO 

member, “there is a lack of trust, or lack of belief in [her] abilities”, since she is seen as a woman first and 

a seasoned politician second. 

Stereotype 2: The biological and patriarchal argument 

Although there have been changes to remedy the unequal distribution of labour, women 

are still largely expected to perform the domestic duties of housekeeping and child-rearing. On 

biological grounds, women are inundated with expectations of marrying, bearing children and 

taking care of their families – these views are still prevalent in Malaysia, especially within 

conservative circles. 

R3, as a married woman, was told to “go back and take care of [her husband] ... that [she] had 

forgotten (was) at home.” She was also inappropriately asked by party members when she expected to 

get pregnant. Even without societal expectations, respondents remained concerned about the 

wellbeing of their families, especially their children, but were pressured to ignore this concern in 

politics. R12, a mother herself, acknowledged that women who joined a male-dominated arena 

 

55 Wirawati is the women’s youth wing of WARISAN. Not much information was provided apart from this fact.  
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such as politics would end up sacrificing much more than their male counterparts, and ultimately, 

their children would be affected if both parents were working. 

With these societal expectations in place, women may be met with pushback or hostility 

when they pursue their ambitions, such as furthering their studies or working. Furthermore, within 

conservative Malay-Muslim circles, there is still a prevalent belief that married women are 

subservient to their husbands. When R8 sought to pursue her professional goals, she was heavily 

discouraged by her family: 

I should have not received certain things because then I wouldn't fit in. And 

also, my own family said that I should prioritise [my husband’s] career and his 

ambition. They'd rather have a man who does that although he didn't have it – 

he was not offered the same opportunity as I was offered. And I asked my mom, 

“why would you support him more than you support me? Your own child.” 

Then she said, “because he's a guy and you are a woman.” 

Despite being presented with better opportunities, R8 was still expected to defer to her 

husband. Internal misogyny is seen here to be another barrier that stands in the way of female 

representation, since even women themselves discourage other women from joining politics. 

In addition, making a decision to have children means that biological considerations could 

play a role in impeding women’s involvement – pregnancy, labour and (if they opt for it) 

confinement56 – these can cost them up to a year of their political careers. Although women can 

still work during this time, their level of engagement would be far lower compared to their baseline. 

It is worth noting that current social practices within political spaces negatively impact 

both men and women. For R9, a married 40+ member of Dewan Muslimat PAS,57 the practice of 

holding meetings that last into the early hours of the morning is a problem. She notes that for 

women, such work conditions may be inappropriate and would also cut into the time spent with 

their families. Echoing this sentiment, R3 notes that even her “male staff need to go back early because 

if not [one’s] wife will get angry”.  

Women are expected to juggle their political careers alongside their roles as wives and 

mothers. In order for this balance to happen, women require support systems in their professional 

and personal lives. Several respondents stressed the importance of having a supportive spouse who 

understood and encouraged them to pursue their goals. Now 40+, R17 married young and did not 

have the opportunity to pursue her studies beyond the fifth form,58 but she managed to rise within 

 
56 Confinement is a traditional postnatal practice common in Malaysia, intended to help mothers recuperate from 

labour. Although the practice varies depending on one’s culture, the confinement period typically lasts between 30 to 
45 days, involves eating specific foods whilst avoiding “taboo” ones and receiving special massages to help with 
physical recuperation. 
57 The female wing of PAS. 
58 Students generally take the SPM exam at the age of 17. 
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the ranks of the DAP. Throughout this journey, her husband stood by her side and was eager to 

learn about her work. He often accompanied her and served as both her driver and bodyguard.  

As such, it is important to note that men have a crucial role to play in nurturing an 

environment where female representation in politics and decision-making can thrive. The 

respondents also noted that embracing women’s presence in politics could improve patriarchal 

practices for both men and women. 

As a Malay-Muslim, R3 acknowledges that there is a difference between being single and 

married, with the latter status involving a few restrictions. However, having a spouse who 

understood her work and drive made the situation easier, since she did not need to justify her 

decisions. For R7, her main pillars of support were her parents, particularly her father, whom she 

regarded as her mentor in both life and politics. He was the spark that inspired her and who 

continued to support her political career by participating in post-mortem discussions and strategy 

sessions. 

Stereotype 3:  Women are best in an administrative rather than a leadership role  

The respondents would like to be viewed as equals and not inferiors by their peers and the 

general political machinery. They see themselves playing a complementary role to men, believe 

that their male counterparts should reciprocate and would like to be given the opportunity to 

demonstrate their roles. Within the scope of policy making, women can provide a much-needed 

female perspective to ensure the creation of a balanced policy beneficial to all segments of society. 

However, this goal cannot be accomplished without the space or the opportunity to do so. As R8 

says: 

Men in politics, you have to support the voice(s) of women when we talk about 

things. (Create a) support system, especially [for] newcomers. Give them 

chances and opportunities to learn and to do meaningful work … not just 

secretarial work … and invest in their talent and start listening to their opinions. 

As mentioned previously, women in political parties are often relegated to secretarial or 

administrative duties, thus depriving them of the opportunity to become active players in politics. 

R6 adds that in political parties:  

[M]aybe they will give space for one or two women for each state … [it] is not 

easy for them to give [posts] to you – even though they like you. Even there 

(are) some men when we ask for help they will overshadow everything until we 

don’t have a voice. 

She further elaborates that women are rarely given seats since political parties tend to field 

the same candidate in several seats. This practice, combined with the 30% quota (which is often 

treated as the ceiling rather than the starting point), severely limits their opportunities. 
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For R10, an independent candidate with less than three years of political experience, the 

quota remains a good starting point; however, she suggests that in contrast, there are no restrictions 

and plenty of support/resources for men to enter the political arena – and that it should be made 

that way for women as well. To R9, women have proven they can “work anywhere, they will have a 

good work performance”, but realising their potential requires political will. 

3.2.  Women stagnation: Resistance to a discriminative political culture 

Our respondents shared their experiences navigating Malaysia’s political landscape. 

Although there have been progressive changes, politics remains an unfriendly environment for 

women, being a male-dominated space where men are still reluctant to welcome them, especially 

when it comes to leadership roles. As such, women find it challenging to find a way into politics. 

According to R3, this situation is compounded in rural areas, where most leadership positions are 

filled by men: “Not only MPs [members of Parliament], even for a woman to be on the Mosque committee, 

JKKK59 is very difficult (about admitting women)”. In a similar vein, R9 sees pushback against female 

candidates within the community, where: 

... the people themselves cannot accept women as their representatives. I myself 

was in the meeting. I was the only Muslim woman in the meeting. Perhaps the 

lower-level (officials) such as Penghulu disagreed to have a woman. 

Consequently, social conventions have developed around male behaviour. According to 

R5, who is an EXCO member of Pejuanita, the women’s division of PEJUANG, one such practice 

is holding gatherings at mamak stalls and coffee shops:  

Usually, if it is a man – the head of a department in the government, or if he is 

a businessman, if someone wants to bribe (him for) anything, they can ask to 

go out for a drink. But if the woman is in the position, it makes it hard to ask 

her to have a drink … because of the constraints.  

She sees this as a disadvantage because society discourages women (especially Malay-

Muslims) from fraternising with men. Aside from work meetings, women may also be left out of 

informal discussions, which are equally important as formal meetings. Non-attendance could mean 

missing out on information, strategy sessions or simply opportunities to interact with peers and 

members of their constituency. 

Generally, the political arena is an unsafe space and a toxic environment for women. The 

respondents reported facing misogyny and sexism in various forms, both from within and without 

 
59 Jawatankuasa Kemajuan dan Keselamatan Kampung (JKKK, or the Village Development and Security Committee) 

administers villages, with the Penghulu (headman or village chief) reporting problems/complaints to the district 
officer. The JKKK is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Rural Development. 
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their parties. Most personal attacks target their moral character, appearance, and public persona. 

Notably, men rarely experience such attacks, thus denoting a double standard.  

R13 and R13b,60 both of whom contested the recent Sarawak state election under Parti 

Bumi Kenyalang, have spent almost ten years in politics, facing numerous threats including 

violence and slander. Although both are married, rumours circulated on social media claiming that 

“[they] are single ladies, [who are chasing] after people’s husbands and [committed] adultery and saying that [they] 

were divorced so many times”. In terms of personal relationships, women are held to a higher standard, 

i.e., being expected to be chaste and innocent, whereas male promiscuity would not raise any red 

flags. 

R4, 30+, who worked with DAP, experienced smear campaigns where “bikini photos and 

then a picture of [her] holding a dog when [she] was actually holding a cat [were] sent to the Malay villages and 

mosques” – the latter spaces were selected by the architects of the campaign due to their conservative 

natures, and such attacks would have severely damaged her reputation by placing her moral 

character into question. Malay-Muslim candidates would generally face greater backlash within 

their communities in such attacks, compared to candidates of other races. 

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and TikTok have become 

crucial communication tools, by which politicians disseminate their agendas and interact with 

potential voters. However, the anonymity enabled by social media has also contributed to the toxic 

political environment by providing more avenues for misogyny and sexism. Common problems 

reported by respondents are hurtful, abusive, and vulgar remarks about their appearances. 

Women face such attacks because they are perceived as easier targets. R13 highlights the 

fact that their male peers would not face these problems, “even if they outrightly do [the action they are 

accused of], nobody will ever say that”. These acts of intimidation serve to discredit respondents and 

divert attention away from what they have to say.  

The prevailing hostile political culture presents additional barriers to their entry into 

politics. R2 finds that the problem goes beyond just representation and thus the solution 

necessitates more than a quota, suggesting that “it is (a problem in) our society, our culture, how we view 

females and the gender role stereotypes…. Before we talk about equality, we need to recognize that our society hates 

women”.  

These matters need to be addressed in order to bring more women into politics. The 

respondents have, on their own initiative, begun carving out spaces for women. For R15, 

representation is important because it shows how an “ordinary, poor, Iban ethnic woman from the jungle, 

can go beyond the longhouse to study in Canada, to work in the corporate world, against men, against other races 

and can enter politics”. Her story serves to encourage other women to pursue their own ambitions. 

 
60 R13 was accompanied by her friend/translator (designated as R13b) and was more comfortable speaking her native 

language.  
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3.3.  Women’s personal reflections and ideals 

This section focuses on the internal motivations and thoughts of respondents, which serve 

as major motivators to not just entering but also to continuing work in politics. Respondents 

shared their reasons for joining politics, their perspectives on its purpose and how their experiences 

have affected them and their ideals.  

Generally, most respondents joined politics due to their desire to make a difference in 

society, and they saw political participation, whether as part of the party machinery or serving as 

candidates, as a vehicle by which they could bring about change. R7 began her journey as a student 

activist, believing that the situation in Malaysia could be improved if the government itself could 

be changed. She was no longer content with “sitting there and whining about what doesn’t work” and 

instead joined the MCA to “be part of the process, learn ropes from within… and [e]ffect change” in any way 

that she could. After less than three years in politics, she was fielded as a candidate in GE14. 

Similarly, R4 saw membership in a political party as a way to “join the struggle … (to) make a difference”. 

Five years after joining her party, she was offered the opportunity to stand as a candidate in GE14. 

In contrast, R10 chose to take the road less travelled, and become an independent 

candidate in a by-election. She was prompted by the inaction displayed by “council members in [her] 

area” when it came to infrastructure, in particular their inability to “install lights in the roadway and 

repair the road with potholes”. She does not consider politics a career option or a particular area of 

interest; rather, it is simply a means of achieving an end, and this is an important ideal that she 

wants to pass down to her children.  

R5, a 30+ relative newcomer, sees politics as a way to help people, and found it a rewarding 

experience:  

When there are sick people – we go to see them. So, from there we saw the 

hardship of the people in the grassroot(s), from there (,) there is an awareness 

to help people. When we help that person, there is a value … (this is) the 

satisfaction we get. 

Although she considers such visits to be small acts, she still sees them as ways of 

contributing to the nation. 

Although women comprise approximately half the population, there is clearly a lack of 

female representation in Malaysian politics and decision-making positions, thus raising concerns 

that women’s voices and interests are going unheard. For R17, a Women DAP Leader, the lack of 

female representation means that their issues and concerns are going unheard. “[W]hen there are so 

few or even none, there is no voice to represent women … you think all men will talk about women’s issues? No, 

that is why we need to (do the talking).” R9, meanwhile, finds that a female perspective is needed in 

policymaking, especially where women’s wellbeing is affected. She cites the “amendment to the Islamic 
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Family Enactment, in which there is a divorce, alimony clause” as an example of a situation where a female 

perspective is crucial.  

Furthermore, the respondents also acknowledged that their identities as women were 

important in creating spaces and opportunities for women to be heard. R13 finds that women are 

“more receptive to [other] wom[e]n talking to them”, attributing this sentiment to a shared sense of 

solidarity. It is also worth noting that women may also be hesitant about approaching or speaking 

to men due to discomfort or a lack of trust. During one of her visits, R11 encountered an old lady 

who said that “‘if our representative was a man, we wouldn’t be able to hug him the way we can hug her’, while 

holding [her] hand”, this was a powerful and intimate gesture in building human connections in the 

political space. Also, some issues are better understood by women, especially those of a sensitive 

nature.  

Aside from that, women have historically lacked spaces to speak their minds. R17, as 

mentioned above, began conducting programmes which allowed women in the audience to speak 

whilst she listened. She found that women were often unheard because “they didn’t have the chance to 

speak … and have never been asked directly about what exactly … they stand for, what they believe in. No one 

asked them before, and they didn’t have the chance to say it”. As a result, women have to create their own 

spaces, an act which would be difficult without representation, thus highlighting a 

problem/feedback loop.  

While more women may want to bring about change, they may be reluctant to join politics 

due to the need to “play” political games. The political process and its complexities may in 

themselves be barriers to women’s participation. As R3 observes: 

... a lot of women are interested in becoming a policy maker. 90% – the 

challenge of building a party, managing people, managing perceptions, had 

made people [unwilling] to get involved in the party – because along the way 

you had been dragging [i.e., procrastinating or getting distracted] and being 

focusing the energy in other places apart from the policy. 

The desire to avoid playing politics could also lead women to seek alternative avenues for 

change. R14, 40+, notes that Sabahan women are largely absent from politics, yet many serve as 

chairpersons of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). For her, this trend is a shame because 

women “need to recognize the importance of politics ... instead of working outside government influence ... because 

they only recognize the importance of NGOs, but NGOs are only necessary when the government is not working”. 

To remedy this situation, R14 contested as an independent candidate in the 2020 Sabah state 

election.  

Being in politics can also often lead to conflicting emotions, since the landscape is often 

believed to be crippled by unscrupulous practices. The respondents expressed facing internal 

conflicts with their ideals and questioned their decisions to enter politics. Most said that while they 

joined politics to bring about positive changes for society, there are concerns that they might or 
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have already been side-tracked into playing dirty politics, thus losing sight of their initial intentions. 

As R2 said: 

The adjustment (into politics) is hard in my personal point of view, because you 

will question yourself constantly, like, why do you need to do this? Is it worth 

it in my career? (Are you really) helping in developing a democratic society? Is 

it (actually) helpful for our country? So, you have these kinds of questions 

everyday … That's the hardest part. 

Similarly, R9 also expressed her ability to prioritise political values over political 

personalities.  She is often reminded to stay true to her personal principles. “I don't want to be obsessed 

(ta'asub) – I think obsession is a disease. I support the party and the party’s stance – but I am not obsessed with 

certain figures ... in the party. At work, I think they know who I am – but only when they ask for my opinion”. 

3.4. Another barrier to Women’s Political Participation: Socioeconomic constraints 

Socioeconomic constraints pose another barrier to Malaysian women’s entry and 

participation in politics. Political involvement, whether as part of the party machinery or serving 

as candidates (whether internal elections or State and/or Parliamentary seats) is costly. For some 

respondents, their involvement comes at a high cost with low compensation and heavy 

commitment in terms of time and effort.  

Due to limited budgets, employment by political parties is a low paying affair, or it may 

not even pay at all. As a law graduate, R2 sacrificed a job with a firm in the city where she earned 

a higher salary and faced the challenge of adapting to a new environment when she relocated to 

Kampar, Perak. As part of the party’s campaign team, she was provided with a small salary 

(RM2,500) which provided for her daily needs – however, it was hardly enough to support any 

dependents and did not include standard employee benefits.61 

Individuals working on a voluntary basis do not earn salaries, thus necessitating a second 

job to secure their livelihoods. Juggling two jobs requires a lot of time and effort, and financial 

concerns can impact one’s political involvement if it is deprioritised, especially when they have 

dependents. For R8, a 20+ single mother, she “has to prioritise making money and then caring for [her] 

daughter and politics became number three, four or five” in her list of personal priorities. With her limited 

time, the Srikandi62 leader has to be selective in her political engagements, which she acknowledges 

 
61 The main benefits available are as follows. The Social Security Organisation (SOCSO) provides social security 

protection for employees in the private sector, covering workplace injuries, emergencies, occupational sickness and 
death. The Employees Provident Fund (EPF) is a mandatory retirement saving scheme comprising employee and 
employer contributions as well as yearly dividends. This pension fund is only made fully available to account holders 
at the age of 55. 
62 Srikandi Keadilan is the women’s youth division of PKR. 
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affects how she is perceived – Malaysian voters tend to conflate one’s public visibility with active 

work, as we shall see below. 

Money is a huge consideration in politics. Electoral campaigns require a lot of expenditure, 

which is true for both party and independent candidates. Party candidates may be at a slight 

advantage here because they may receive financial support from their respective parties, although 

the amount varies. R11’s electoral campaign was fully funded, a fact which the head of Wirawati 

was grateful for. In contrast, R15 only received a basic stipend when she contested in both a 2016 

by-election and GE14, and she needed to use her own resources to fund all her costs. 

Independent candidates, however, are fully self-funded. R10 was forced to withdraw 

money from her EPF account to finance her campaign, despite her low probability of success. “I 

already know I will not win. For the next PRU (Pilihan Raya Umum, or general election), I don't want to contest 

because I have already spent a lot of my money, [from] my own pocket – close to RM20k”. Given the nature of 

Malaysian politics, being an independent candidate incurs a huge risk because political parties tend 

to dominate the arena. For R1, 50+, a married PSM member, it is “‘heart burdening’ when you spend a 

lot of money, spending on the paper and plastics that will be burnt”. A veteran in the political scene with 

more than 20 years of experience under her belt, she is cognisant of how major political parties 

dominate the landscape, and minor parties such as hers usually do not stand a chance.  

To a large extent, political success is dependent on direct funding and various outlets of 

financial support. R14 acknowledged that she could not play the game well due to her financial 

situation, compared to other candidates with party backing, and was promptly told that “if you don’t 

have money, … you really shouldn’t join”. Furthermore, R11 found that Malaysian politics functions like 

a business, where every action comes with the expectation of receiving money in return: 

Everything that you want to do, they will ask, “Give me the money?” If you 

want to know something – “give me the money?” If you want to know where 

– “give me the money?” Everything is money, you know? It was like, even for 

the simplest things where I didn’t even ask them to do anything, I just wanted 

to ask about something. They will still ask for money. 

Within some circles, such as R11’s, politics has become an unabashedly transactional 

process. Due to the pervasiveness of such practices, R3 notes that some voters have come to 

expect political candidates and parties to fix all their problems and provide more than just political 

representation, otherwise “they [are seen] as useless”. She explained that voters don’t care about a 

candidate’s personal constraints, which becomes a hindrance because candidates like her “cannot 

help everyone”. 

Vote-buying is another prevalent problem which exists in various forms. In constituencies 

where padi is economically important, farmers are given rice in return for voting a certain way. In 

Sabah, R17 explains that “kerudut” – the practice of discreetly and swiftly handing over scrunched-

up money during handshakes between candidates and voters – has become the norm. When R16 
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became a candidate for PCS, she was approached by people “[offering her] a list with 1,000 or 2,000 

voters who will support her” – as long as there was kerudut involved. However, she does not intend to 

engage in what she sees as “a bad culture”. 

Women may be less likely to partake in corruption due to personal risk aversion – 

institutional safeguards aside, given that women tend to be held to a higher standard than men, 

they would be punished more severely if found guilty.63 Furthermore, they are perceived as 

“outsiders” by both the general public and in the political scene, and are thus excluded from male-

dominated collusive networks. Such exclusion deprives them of access to benefits and hinders 

their progress, which in turn provides an incentive to dismantle the status quo.64 Generally, it has 

been seen that female representation is correlated with an increased perception of government 

transparency.65 

3.5. Navigating the party hierarchy and patriarchal systems: Women’s positions remain 

unclear  

From their responses, it is apparent that many respondents struggle with the lack of a clear 

position in politics, despite sharing plenty about their role and responsibilities with us. When asked, 

they express that they do not have a designated role within the political ecology and are often 

confined to administrative and secretarial duties because they are perceived to be excellent 

multitaskers. According to R5, “[men are usually] happy if there is a woman because she can work as (a) 

secretary, do the paperwork, do things that are matriculated, this is all women's work. So women are important to 

them. That is our real strength”.  

As such, women are often found performing tasks at lower levels, but which are necessary 

for the party’s day-to-day operations, such as grassroots outreach and recruitment. As R17 

explains, while women comprise most of the workforce during campaigns (as seen in the cases of 

DAP and UMNO), they are largely absent from higher levels and female candidates are harder to 

find. It can be surmised that a formal mechanism/structure for the training/development of 

women in leadership roles is lacking. Opportunities to rise in the ranks seem few and far between.  

In some circumstances, women have elected to take up any job within their parties so as 

to remain in politics, which was the case for R2 and R16. R2 accepted an offer to become a political 

secretary, where she interacted with voters by answering their questions, listened to complaints 

about local infrastructure as well as managed the party’s social media accounts. By doing so, she 

could continue to pursue her studies and develop her political career at the same time; however, 

this could be very tiring. Although she was personally interested in getting actively involved in 

politics, R16 was relegated to serving as a “PA [personal assistant] to help organize [a male superior’s] 

 
63 Esarey and Chirillo, “‘Fairer sex’ or purity myth?” Corruption, gender, and institutional context, pp. 361–389. 
64 Bauhr, Charron and Wängerud, “Exclusion or interests? Why females in elected office reduce petty and grand 

corruption”, pp. 1043–1065. 
65 Watson and Moreland, Perceptions of Corruption and the Dynamics of Women’s Representation, pp. 392–412. 
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schedule, help out with his campaign ... I helped to do easy things like taking pictures.66 I just do what I was told 

to do. Just followed instructions”.  

In Malaysia, most political parties have a separate women’s wing to which women are often 

relegated, and we have seen some examples above. Such wings were established to help bring 

women into the traditionally male-dominated arena, by carving a space for them and integrating 

them into political party structures.67 Although common in other parts of the world, their actual 

effectiveness at furthering the female representation agenda varies.68 In this case, most respondents 

expressed deep dissatisfaction with this arrangement. R2 sees the women’s wing, especially at the 

district level, as merely “decoration for the party”, lacking any proper direction for political growth. 

Likewise, R8 sees this structure as “limiting [women] into a (part of the) spectrum”, where they only 

discuss women’s issues rather than how general issues affect women. Within the Malaysian context, 

women’s wings are largely symbolic and have siloed women instead. R8 finds that she has to self-

censor while within this circle, because the women’s wing often follows the party line and cannot 

collectively carve out its own important narratives. Similarly, R17 disagrees with “[being] asked to go 

to the female wing, close the door and then arrange for female related events to outreach programmes”. However, 

she notes that times are definitely changing, since there are more women contesting seats in the 

DAP’s Central Committee, compared to previous years. 

Related to this are respondents’ concerns about token representation (i.e. simply fulfilling 

the 30% quota so that parties could appear to be progressive). While the implementation of a quota 

is a necessary first step, the concern is that it is also seen as a limit to women’s participation. R7, 

who served as an MCA candidate in GE14, attributes the unpopularity of her party to its failure 

to adapt to the current needs of Malaysian women. She worries that the narrow focus on fulfilling 

this quota could see parties compromising on the quality of their candidates, and thus choose 

female leaders who “are not concerned [with] building a society that is conducive for females to excel”. Doing 

so would not address, let alone resolve systemic challenges to women’s participation. 

Furthermore, quotas bring a female candidate’s appointment and leadership abilities into 

question. Although R1 was told that she could “go for elections ... you are doing very good work, continue 

what you are doing”, she was uncertain about whether the praise was due to her abilities or her simply 

being a woman. Similarly, R12 was concerned that people were under the impression that her 

success was gender-related “and not because she's capable”. 

In addition, there are concerns that the treatment of the quota as a ceiling means that only 

a limited number of seats are “open” to women. There will then be fierce competition among the 

women and factors such as funding, connections and status can play a role in determining the 

 
66 As mentioned earlier, visibility denotes productivity. Thus, politicians have very active social media accounts (usually 

Facebook) which document their activities at the grassroots level. 
67 UNDP and NDI, Empowering Women for Stronger Political Ties: A Guidebook to Promote Women's Political Participation, pp. 

19–20. 
68 Di Meco, “Women’s Political Networks: Defining Leadership, Breaking Barriers and Fostering Change”. 
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victor. Thus, the introduction of this superficial solution could potentially cause even more 

problems. 

3.6. Race and religion: A recurrent factor hindering democratic inclusion  

Race and religion are highly entrenched in Malaysian politics. Within the context of this 

study, it was found that both factors defined the roles of, and expectations placed on women as 

well as the way women perceived their own identities. Although this final theme is not as 

prominent as the others unpacked above, respondents have informed us about the complexity of 

the intersectionality at play.  

R13 observed that in both Malay-Muslim and Chinese cultures, women have been told to 

stay at home and perform their perceived duties. She also notes that Malay-Muslim culture has led 

to “women [being seen] in our society as second class” or being subservient to men. This pervasive mindset 

contributes to how women are seen as well as how they view themselves. R8 concurs, feeling that 

in some settings, she has to “shrink [herself] to fit the conservative expectations of a Muslim Malay woman”. 

In recent years, the Islamic faith has been increasingly weaponised in politics to appeal to 

the significant Malay-Muslim population. An example of this is the wearing of the hijab, a religious 

veil worn by Muslim women, which R5 started donning after joining politics. It has proven 

beneficial in helping her to connect with people and expand her network. It is worth noting that 

Malay-Muslim women who choose not to wear the hijab may face backlash, usually in the form of 

being bombarded with comments condemning them on social media. Thus, women in politics 

may be pressured into those “conservative expectations”, as R8 explained above.  

With regard to religion, Christianity plays a huge role as social currency in the East 

Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak, with the latter having the larger population of Christians. 

As an active member of her church, R16 has expressed feeling guilty about her involvement in 

politics, questioning whether or not such work is appropriate or even allowed for a Christian 

woman. She sought out the local bishop for his opinion and was told that "[t]his [career] is what we 

want. It's good. This is part of [the church's] slogan”. Within the Christian faith, political involvement is 

seen as a form of exercising social responsibility, but the bishop cautioned her to make time for 

her family and the church, because a career in politics is seen as hectic and can be overly 

demanding. 

Generally, politics is largely viewed along racial lines, and this has influenced how the 

respondents view their identity. R10, who is of Tamil descent, faced anger from some other Tamils 

in her constituency. She was told that they would not vote for her and demanded to know why 

she was only contesting now, when contributions to the community were needed much earlier. 

“Where have you been all these years?” they bombarded R10, who had recently returned to Malaysia 

after living abroad – a sign of privilege that many Malaysian Indians lack. 
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Political parties generally maximise their chances of success by either fielding a candidate 

with mass appeal (who transcends racial lines) or who hails from the constituency’s majority racial 

demographic. This is an expected strategic practice in Malaysian politics. Following her defeat, R15 

consoled herself with the thought that although “[she had] lost so much ... received so few votes” it was 

because she competed in “a Chinese zone”. In a similar vein, R4, who campaigned for a DAP leader, 

noted that “[a]fter the election, we managed to get higher Malay votes. At the time I was in charge of Malay areas. 

So we got higher Malay votes at the time”. 

3.7. Conclusion 

During our field research interviews, several key issues were identified by the respondents. 

The challenges that lie in the way of a 30% quota in decision-making positions are aplenty. To 

begin with, the respondents greatly commented on the issue of gender stereotyping in the local 

political scene. Women candidates are generally seen as being less aggressive or weaker, compared 

to their male counterparts. They have also been accused of being overly emotional and sometimes 

sensitive. The only way for them to be seen as equals of men in the local political scene is by 

boasting a strong educational background, particularly in legal studies. 

There are concerns over respondents’ familial ties, because married respondents are 

expected to divide their attention between home and work. There are also instances where 

respondents have been reminded by family members that their career choices are not appropriate 

for married women. The respondents have expressed a desire for gender equality in the local 

political climate, because they feel that a lot of these stereotypes can be dealt with accordingly and, 

in the long run, equality will result in better policy making for all. 

Following this is the prevailing political culture, which is seen as being not just male-centric 

but also incredibly patriarchal, and there continues to be a preference for male leadership and 

electoral candidates within party machinery. Another common belief shared by all party members 

is that such male-centric practices have generally created a very toxic climate for women. Leading 

up to elections, women are also deeply affected by sexist and chauvinistic environments that they 

have to endure while campaigning and engaging in self-promotion. They are often scrutinised 

through a sexist lens by voters, in both traditional and new media discourse. 

Upon reflection, all respondents have admitted struggling to remain centred and focused. 

They articulated that their main reason for joining politics was to make Malaysia more democratic 

and progressive, but they were hampered by unclear and unjust demands placed on women 

politicians. For those in political parties, respondents see the machinery as being powerful and 

capable of helping them to achieve their ideals. However, independent candidates believe that 

political parties are ultimately corrupt, and choose to fight for similar ideals outside of the 

machinery. Nevertheless, all respondents are concerned that women’s needs and their voices are 

not constructively heard – listening to them will help increase women’s participation in governance 

and leadership. 
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Socioeconomic constraints are a major issue in the development of women’s political 

careers, especially for many newcomers. Women candidates are generally not seen as lucrative or 

good investments. The salaries received from political parties are considered very meagre, non-

negotiable and cannot provide for young families. This situation has resulted in some female party 

members having to take on a second job. 

Adding to their burdens is the pressure to undertake voluntary work on the ground to 

build visibility and gain recognition from voters. But this work is often strenuous and unpaid, 

adding to their financial strain. Later, after years of paying their dues, a select few women may be 

lucky enough to be fielded as electoral candidates by established parties, and only then will they be 

rewarded through their party’s payment of campaign costs and candidacy fees. However, 

independent candidates clearly do not have this option or privilege, and campaigning costs affect 

their personal finances severely. Once elected, women, like men, are thrust into the less-than-legal 

aspects of political wheeling and dealing. This climate is said to be the reason why male candidates 

are preferred, because men are believed to be more capable of handling such transactions with 

more finesse and authority, while it is feared that women politicians will kill off any patronage 

systems.  

Further problems arise when women are misled about their career trajectories. Many 

respondents confided that they were initially confined to administrative and secretarial duties, for 

which they told were forms of “training”. As they progressed, it fell to the discretion of party 

leaders to push them beyond administrative duties. Often, they were told that their training was 

important for grassroots activities (to help boost party popularity) but they were not trained for 

further duties. This manipulation is often not addressed because of the power dynamics at play. 

Women’s wings of political parties are also criticised for being relegated to outreach 

projects alone. This leads to women party leaders not being taken seriously by voters or the party 

machinery. As such, respondents doubt that women’s wings are able to assist in pushing for the 

30% quota, which some further criticise for leading parties to field unqualified women in elections 

just to fulfil the quota, instead of selecting more polished and capable women. Ironically, this is a 

similar argument to that expressed by men, who instead argue that such quotas will only place 

unqualified women in decision-making positions at the expense of more qualified men. 

Lastly, women’s political identities are greatly impacted by race and religion. Conservative 

ideals have been suggested as a primary reason why female candidates are not allowed to be too 

vocal, robust and progressive. In other cases, women candidates were seen asking for permission 

and blessings from their respective religious institutions, whose representatives reminded them to 

play a more subservient role in local politics – an especially prominent phenomenon among 

candidates from Sabah and Sarawak. Ethnic minorities are also said to be more demanding of 

candidates hailing from the same background, expecting them to be able to vocalise and share their 

frustrations about systemic biases. 
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Section 4: Women’s Participation in Politics – Comparative Cases  

4.1. Introduction 

Women’s political participation is a global challenge. Despite the efforts aimed at the 

promotion of gender equality and women’s leadership, the evolution of women’s participation in 

politics, decision-making, community leadership or in the corporate world remains subjected to 

cultural resistance and the lack of political will to effect change. Some countries have successfully 

implemented ambitious and drastic legal measures to promote the women agenda. As a result, the 

political landscape in these countries has been (re-)shaped, although despite some major success, 

some of the factors which have restrained women’s participation in public life remain. This section 

offers an overview of legal measures promoting gender equality in three different contexts: Tunisia, 

Rwanda and Uruguay. It focuses particularly on Tunisia, as the country which pioneered women’s 

rights in the Muslim World. Rwanda and Uruguay, on the other hand, offer an interesting 

perspective of the rapidity of progress towards gender equality in post-conflict, dynamic and 

reformative contexts, led by a strong political will to (re-)build sustainable political systems and 

equal societies. 

4.2. Tunisia: A young democracy with a long history of women’s empowerment  

The case of Tunisia is particularly interesting. Often described as a pioneer of gender 

equality in the Muslim world, the Tunisian experience is a great demonstration of what can be 

achieved when legislation creates the conditions for real women’s participation.  

Table 9 General population indicators, Tunisia, 2021. 

Source: World Economic Forum. 2021. Global Gender Gap Report. 
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Map 2 Administrative map of Tunisia 

 

 

Tunisia has six regions divided into 24 governorates, in turn divided into 264 districts, 

further subdivided into municipalities and sectors. The capital, Tunis, is situated in the north of 

the country. 

a. A historical pioneer of women’s rights in the Muslim World  

Tunisian women have historically enjoyed more rights than women in other parts of the 

MENA region. Following national independence in 1954, President Habib Bourguiba was 

committed to women’s emancipation, declaring that true modernisation could not be achieved 

without including women as integral members of society. This idea culminated in the adoption of 

the Personal Status Code in 1956, which gave Tunisian women full and equal legal rights. One of 

the few Muslim countries to introduce gender parity69 into its Constitution, the 1959 Tunisian 

 

69 Parity in this context means that each gender is represented equally. It is an instrument in the service of equality, 

which consists in ensuring the access of women and men to the same opportunities, rights, opportunities to choose 
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Constitution states that “women are full citizens with complete legal equality and civic duties, all women over 

the age of twenty have the right to vote and women can stand for all public offices open to men”. 

Table 10 Gender Gap Index, Tunisia 2021. 

Source: World Economic Forum. 2021. Global Gender Gap Report. 

 

Additionally, in 1979 Tunisia ratified CEDAW, which is considered one of the most 

important pieces of international legislation related to women’s rights. Despite this, there were 

reservations with regards to Articles 9, 15, 16 and 29 – those relating to property rights, men’s and 

women’s rights within the family and nationality. While still a secular country, legislation regarding 

succession rights and family organisation is still heavily influenced by Islamic law. Nevertheless, 

the mere act of ratifying CEDAW was a milestone for Tunisian women in their journey towards 

gender equality.  

Today, women constitute 28% of the workforce, compared to only 5.5% in 1966. Tunisian 

women are allowed to join the military, civil aviation service as well as the police. They represent 

approximately 27% of judges, 31% of lawyers, more than 40% of university instructors and are 

also very present in the medical field, where they constitute 42% of doctors and 72% 

of pharmacists. In addition, between 10,000 and 15,000 women are entrepreneurs.  

But these modern achievements would have been impossible if this Maliki70country didn’t 

already have a strong tradition of accommodating women's rights in accordance with Islamic 

 
and material conditions while respecting specificities. The notion of parity constitutes the foundation of policies to 
combat the disparities between women and men. 

70 There are four Madhab, or schools of jurisprudence, in Sunni Islamic Law: Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i and Hanbali. 

North Africa’s countries are traditionally adherents of the Maliki school.  
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principles. Islamic scholars at Zeitouna University, founded in 13th-century in Tunis and once the 

main centre for Islamic learning in the Muslim world, have encouraged a pragmatic understanding 

of Islamic dogma with regard to women’s rights. Hence, the “Kairouan Marital Status” emerged 

during the Second Caliphate, which stipulated that wives can be granted immediate divorce if their 

husbands engage in polygamy. Polygamy was subsequently formally prohibited by the Code of 

Personal Status, a series of progressive Tunisian laws promulgated in 1956 by President Bourguiba 

aiming to institute equality between women and men in a number of areas.  

This heritage of compromise between Islam and women’s rights is described by Rached 

Ghannouchi, the Ennahdha71 political leader, in The Woman Between Quraan and the Muslim's Reality, 

where he argues that political participation is a fundamental right for Muslim women, and presents 

various examples inspired by the Sunnah72 to prove that such participation is not contrary to 

Islamic teachings.  

It is not a surprise, then, that the otherwise conservative Muslim party has the greater 

percentage of women among its members compared to other parties. Incidentally, during the 2011 

election, Ennahdha nominated 49 women for office, 42 of whom were successfully elected to the 

new National Constituent Assembly (NCA), thus making it the only party to respect the rules set 

for electoral lists.  

b. Women’s political participation after the Revolution: The impact of electoral reforms  

After the 2011 Revolution that ended decades of dictatorship and human rights violations, 

Tunisia held its first independent and transparent elections to form the NCA, which in turn was 

responsible for the promulgation of one of the most liberal constitutions in the Muslim world. 73  

 

 
71 For details on the party, see their website at http://www.ennahdha.tn/.  
72 Sunnah are the traditions and practices of the Prophet Muhammad that constitute a model for Muslims. 
73 The NCA took charge of devising a new Constitution for the post-President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali period. After 

the election on 23 October, 217 lawmakers represented Tunisians living at home and abroad. 

http://www.ennahdha.tn/
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Table 11 Gender representation in political institutions in Tunisia, 2021. 

Source: World Economic Forum. 2021. Global Gender Gap Report. 

 

These elections saw 5,502 women out of 10,000 candidates running for the NCA election. 

Still, their participation was lower than expected. Only 128 out of 1,218 lists were headed by 

women (85 headed the party lists and 43 were independent candidates). Besides, there was not a 

single list headed by women in the districts of Kebili, Kairouan Jendouba and more notably the 

city of Sidi Bouzid, birthplace of the Revolution, which is one of the most disadvantaged regions 

of Tunisia.  

After three years in the making, the Tunisian Constitution consecrated women’s political 

rights, with several key measures to guarantee equal representation. These are: 

● Article 34, which mandates equal representation of women in elected assemblies;  

● Article 46, which further stipulates the equality of access of men and women to all 

levels of responsibility and in all fields;  

● Organic Law74 #2017-07, passed on 14 February 2017, which strengthens the 

representation of women; and  

● Article 49, which ensures vertical and horizontal parity at the level of heads of 

candidate lists (see below). 

 

74 An organic law is a law, or system of laws, that form the foundation of a government.  
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Failure to comply with all these measures would result in legal sanctions.  

Table 12 Legal provisions regarding gender equality in Tunisian Parliamentary elections. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 

 

The same year, the new government affirmed its commitment to promoting women’s 

rights by lifting all restrictions on CEDAW, thus becoming the first MENA country to fully ratify 

this fundamental international legislation.  

2018 saw a significant rise in female political participation. The same year, Parliament 

approved an amendment ensuring that women had greater representation in local politics. This 

amendment, which applied to both municipal and regional elections, included a proposal for 
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“horizontal and vertical” gender parity in Article 49 (see above). Horizontal parity requires that 

municipal election lists have equal numbers of both men and women, while vertical parity 

requires that men and women alternate within each list. Both forms of parity were adopted by 

Parliament on 15 June 2016. Out of 134 representatives, 127 agreed to the new measure.  

Table 13 Legal provisions regarding gender equality in local and regional elections in Tunisia. 

Source: SoCo and WoW. 2021. 

 

As a direct consequence, nearly 27,000 women ran in the 2018 municipal election, and 

30% of the lists were women-led. But since women composed only 23% of party membership in 

Tunisia, many of these women candidates actually ran as independents.  
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These elections were a major turning point for women’s political representation; for the 

first time more than 47% of the winners were female. Tunisia’s new system resulted in some of 

the highest representations of women in the legislature compared to any other MENA state.  

However, few female leaders made it to Parliament and, with a few exceptions, women 

have largely not been able to secure prominent leadership roles in their political parties. Moreover, 

without the support of a party, many of the newly elected independent female councillors struggled 

to gain access to resources to realise their full potential and achieve tangible outcomes while in 

office.  

c. The main obstacles to women’s participation 

Various major obstacles to effective women’s political participation have been identified, 

among them a lack of political experience, negative perception of politics, hostile political culture, 

strict gender division of responsibilities, infrastructure and regional inequality, tokenism and 

ineffective awareness efforts. We will also explore the political participation of minorities such as 

the Black and Jewish Tunisian communities. 

i. Political inexperience: A hurdle to accessing leadership  

Tunisian democracy is still a work in progress. More than ten years after the Revolution, 

there are still not enough women who receive support to engage in political careers and are unable 

to acquire the experience necessary for the highest offices.  

It is observed that to this day, Tunisian women candidates have less political practice than 

their male counterparts. Only a small minority had political leadership experience or were 

previously elected to positions with high administrative capacities.  

The experience gap is one of the major barriers to securing leadership positions within 

both political parties and elected bodies. Today, despite all the legally binding parity measures, 

Tunisian women only represent 29% of municipal council heads and 16% of governors.  

For the most part, the quotas have succeeded in getting more female officials elected, but 

more needs to be done to empower potential women leaders. While youth representation is 

optimistic (the average age of female candidates is 36, compared to 45 for men), it also means that 

only a small minority of candidates actually had previous political experience before they were 

elected. This new generation, which is overall younger, is thus at a clear disadvantage in terms of 

leverage compared to their male counterparts. 

ii. Negative perception of the electoral processes  

Even after the fall of the former regime, politics continues to be seen in a negative light by 

citizens, who formed a solid resentment of the political elite after decades of authoritarianism. 
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Moreover, the 2014 elections have seen the comeback of some former Ben Ali regime 

figures, which has further impaired trust in the democratic process. Indeed, several undemocratic 

incidents were reported at polling stations, such as illegal campaigning and voter bullying. 

Although such actions impact both men and women, Tunisian women's distrust of the 

democratic process is more significant than that of men. This reality was reflected by the 

International Republican Institute’s (IRI) January-February 2019 poll, which showed that 24% of 

women, compared to 33% of men, were satisfied with the way democracy was developing in 

Tunisia. Also, only 33% of women believed that election results reflected the real will of the people, 

compared to 40% of men.  

This contrast might be explained by the fact that women are more targeted than men by 

actions such as political bullying and harassment, thus fuelling the growing distrust of women in 

political life. 

iii. Politics: A hostile environment for women’s participation  

Although Tunisia is often portrayed as a progressive state, politics is still seen as the domain 

of men. Political participation, especially in electoral campaigns, requires that women exist in the 

public arena and occupy spaces that were until recently exclusively dominated by men. In political 

parties, women work in overwhelmingly male environments, and it is particularly challenging for 

women to attend political meetings and other events that take place in the evening. Few efforts to 

address this situation have been made within political parties.  

This traditional view of gender roles is common, and especially pronounced in rural areas. 

Long-established and prohibitive gender norms made women reluctant to engage with the public 

sphere. Weak support from their communities discourages them when it doesn’t simply forbid 

them from participating altogether. As a matter of fact, the irreparable prejudice that can be done 

to women’s reputations when they are perceived as being too ambitious or outspoken can restrain 

many women from even envisaging a political career.  

When women do join a party, they are confronted with male chauvinism, which is 

sometimes sufficient to deter any ambitions of leadership. The aggressive behaviours and fighting 

displayed by male party members are often enough to dissuade women from pursuing higher 

positions within the political landscape. In this regard, the abovementioned IRI poll in Tunisia 

found that 74% of female respondents cite violence as the main reason why they do not engage 

more in politics. 

iv. Domestic responsibilities: Home as the “natural environment” of women  

In spite of Tunisia’s commitment to gender equality, the reality is that the division of 

responsibilities still follows strict traditional conceptions, such as the belief that home is the 

women's “natural environment” – and as such, participation in public life is still persistently seen as a 
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threat to the wellbeing of families. For Tunisian women, reconciling their family obligations with 

civic duties is a real challenge.  

This contrast is most visible during election days. Observers have noted that while men go 

to the polls during the day, women show up to vote only in the evening, after first finishing their 

home duties.  

Besides, media portrayal of women in public life is often negative. While their male 

counterparts are only questioned about their actions as political leaders, women are scrutinised in 

all aspects of their public and private lives. They are frequently questioned about how they 

reconcile their domestic duties with their political agendas, thus implying that a woman who spends 

“too much time outside” is necessarily neglecting her family.  

This mere suspicion is enough to discourage women from engaging in public life, because 

the idea of being perceived as “bad” or “absent” mothers and wives could be too damaging to their 

social capital.  

v. Infrastructure and regional inequality reinforce the gender gap 

A lack of access to affordable and safe transportation is often cited as another barrier. Not 

surprisingly, in order for women to be politically present in the public sphere, they should first 

have the financial and infrastructural means of doing so.  

In this regard, regional and class differences have a great impact on participation, especially 

in rural areas. In regions where public transportation is almost absent, women have to rely on the 

active support of male members in their communities when it comes to simply driving them to 

political meetings. This also means that women should obtain prior approval from male family 

members to approve of their physical participation in such political activities.  

On another note, regional economic disparities reinforce the gap between rural and urban 

areas. In rural areas, where women traditionally work long hours in the fields to sustain their 

families in dire economic straits, they simply do not have enough space for durable political 

engagement.  

vi. Tokenism And Decorative Representation  

In Tunisia, men generally view women as naïve and easily manipulated, particularly in terms 

of voting. In Jendouba, a city in the inner region of Tunisia, it was reported that men would take 

the identity cards of women and force them to vote a certain way. Even though men would not 

be physically inside the voting booths themselves, they would still be present nearby. In this 

environment, women feel that they cannot form personal opinions or exercise their civic duties as 

individuals, but rather, have to acquiesce with their community’s political orientation.  
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On another note, women often feel that political parties include them only to comply with 

the abovementioned legal obligations. Used as “token representatives”, their participation does 

not actually include them in positions with decision-making capacity. Women are nominated for 

positions without real power, thus being used to “feminise” electoral lists which are otherwise 

exclusively led by men, and pose for pictures in meetings they do not actually have a voice in.  

vii. Ineffective Awareness Campaigns by Public Institutions  

Since the beginning of the 2011 democratic transition, several efforts have been devoted 

to awareness campaigns which focused on the needs of women. In 2019, the Independent High 

Authority for Elections (ISIE)75 organised a massive successful campaign to register female voters: 

78.5% of eligible women have since been registered, a 20% jump compared to 2014. However, 

their participation during the latest polling day was lower compared to the last elections. Data show 

that women, although registered, still vote far less frequently than men, especially in the inner 

regions.76 Here, where greater involvement in public institutions is essential, few initiatives have 

been launched to target populations that have been traditionally overlooked by the central 

authorities.77  

While the legislative push for gender parity was a great achievement in and of itself, it was 

not sufficient to secure genuine women’s participation. In this regard, closer collaborations with 

CSOs to shape and disseminate efficient awareness campaigns are necessary – especially 

considering that CSOs have a better reach within communities and benefit by being more trusted 

by women, who otherwise have a pervasive wariness of the authorities.  

d. What about other minorities?: Ethnic and religious political representation  

If women are directly mentioned in the Tunisian Constitution, other minorities do not 

enjoy the same privilege. Article 39 of the 2014 Tunisian Constitution describes the country’s 

identity as “Arab-Muslim”, with the official census suggesting that between 98 and 99% of 

Tunisians are Sunni Muslim. The indigenous Berber community, Jewish and Black minorities were 

not afforded official recognition in the 2014 Constitution.  

However, the legal silence around minorities' rights to equal representation has been 

challenged by civil society, thus bringing attention to Tunisia’s ethnic and religious diversity.  

Tunisia has historically had a well-established Jewish community. There were 

approximately 20,000 Jews at the end of the 19th century, stretching back to the Roman era. But 

today, there are only 1,500 to 2,000 Jews remaining in Tunisia. According to Article 74 of the 

 
75 ISIE is the government agency in charge of organising and supervising elections and referendums. 
76 Carter Center. 2020. “Explorer la participation des femmes à la vie politique en Tunisie”.  
77 Directinfo. 2014, August 14. “Tunisie – La Manouba : Campagne de sensibilisation pour les femmes rurales.”; La 

Presse de Tunisie. 2019. “Infractions et crimes électoraux liés à la violence faite aux femmes candidates.” 
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Constitution: “Every male and female voter who holds Tunisian nationality since birth, whose religion is Islam 

shall have the right to stand for election to the position of President of the Republic.” The legal wording excludes 

de facto Tunisian Jews, as well as other non-Muslim citizens, from this highest office.  

At the time of the new Constitution’s drafting, none of the members of the Constitutional 

Assembly involved in this process were Jewish. In May 2018, however, a Jewish candidate ran with 

Ennahdha in the municipal elections in Monastir. In November 2018, Prime Minister Youssef 

Chahad appointed Jewish businessman Rene Trabelsi as minister of tourism, making him the 

second Jewish Tunisian nominated as a member of government since independence.78 

There are no official statistics on the number of black Tunisians in the country. But 

according to the Association for Equality and Development (ADAM),79 the black community 

represents between 10–15% of the total population. Many of them being the descendants of 

former slaves (Tunisia abolished the slave trade in 1841, and slavery itself in 1846: the first Arab 

country to do so).  

While racism is still pervasive, Tunisia has been relatively progressive in addressing anti-

Black racial discrimination in comparison with other MENA countries. Indeed, Tunisian 

democracy has allowed CSOs to operate relatively freely, enabling real mobilisation against anti-

Black racism and the creation of organisations such as Mnemty,80 which played a key role in the 

adoption of a 2018 law designed to eliminate all forms of racial discrimination (Law 2018-50), thus 

making Tunisia the first Arab country to create such legislation.  

However, it is noted that Black Tunisians are still underrepresented in all areas of political 

life. To this day, there is only one Black member of Parliament: Jamila Ksiksi, a female 

representative and member of Ennahdha. Not a single Black mayor has been elected, nor has a 

Black governor been appointed by the central authorities.  

4.3. Rwanda: A success story of women’s inclusivity with a nuanced reality  

Often cited as a role model of gender inclusivity, Rwanda is a unique success story of 

female empowerment in public life. 

Their unique position can be attributed to the key role that women played in the 

reconstruction following the 1994 genocide, and the decision of President Paul Kagame to rely 

heavily on women in policymaking, declaring in several interviews that women often exceeded 

their male counterparts in terms of their responsibility and diligence. In 2003, the new Constitution 

 
78 Ghanmi, Lamine. 2018. “Jewish minister sees appointment as confirmation of ‘Tunisian exception’”. The Arab 

Weekly.  
79 RFI. 2013." Maha Abdelahmid sur RFI: ‘Le racisme contre les Noirs en Tunisie a toujours existé’".  
80 See Mnemty’s page on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/Mnemty.  

https://www.facebook.com/Mnemty
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decreed, in Articles 9 and 76, that 30% of Parliamentary seats shall be reserved for women, while 

making proportional representation a constitutional principle.  

Rwanda uses a mixed electoral system, as well as Constitutional and legislated temporary 

special measures (TSMs) at national and local levels.  

Temporary Special Measures (TSMs) 

These are policies adopted and implemented to increase women’s access to 

political participation and decision-making in order to overcome structural 

barriers in male-dominated electoral politics.  

CEDAW’s general recommendation No. 25 (2004) reads: “State parties are obliged 

to adopt and implement TSM […] if such measures can be shown to be necessary and 

appropriate in order to accelerate the achievement of […] equality.”  

The main Rwandan political parties, the Patriotic Front-Inkotanyi and the Centrist 

Democratic Party, both have voluntary quotas to reserve 30% of decision-making positions within 

their parties for women.  

Those proactive policies have led Rwanda to become the leading country in terms of 

gender equality in public life in less than two decades, with 54.8% of women in ministerial positions 

and 61.3% in the Upper and Lower Houses81 combined. Part of this success can be attributed to 

Rwanda’s cross-party women’s caucus, the Rwanda Women Parliamentary Forum.  

  

 

81 In Rwanda the legislature is bicameral. Parliament consists of two chambers, the Senate (Upper House) and the 

Chamber of Deputies (Lower House). 
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Women’s Caucuses  

Women’s Parliamentary caucuses traditionally gather women members of Parliament from 

different parties with the purpose of providing peer support to foster gender equality in the 

legislation.  

Women caucuses are instrumental in the adoption of major social reforms regarding women 

rights, where the mobilisation of female Parliamentarians from across the political spectrum 

is necessary to overcome resistance to change.  

This caucus developed a formidably effective strategy to expand the number of seats 

occupied by women beyond the legal threshold. Veteran lawmakers with high chances of winning 

would run for open seats in competition with men, leaving reserved seats for newcomers. This 

way, women lawmakers expanded their influence within Parliament beyond what the Constitution 

originally envisioned for them.  

Gender equality is a complex combination of factors that cannot be reduced to quota 

policies; however, the presence of women in Parliament did encourage voting for progressive 

reforms which would otherwise have taken years to see the light of day.  

Indeed, subsequent to the massive influx of women into the policy arena, Rwanda has 

successfully passed gender reforms such as requiring married couples to jointly register their 

property and enabled access to land ownership in spite of strong demographic pressures. 

Parliament also approved a gender-based violence law mandating strict punishments for all sexual 

violence, including domestic abuse. 

A Ministry of the Promotion of Gender and the Family was created to foster equality 

between genders and ensure the protection of children. Besides that, this key ministry aims to 

guarantee a secure environment for all family members, create programmes to empower girls and 

women, promote equality between genders and eradicate gender-based violence. It is supported 

by the Gender Monitoring Office, which oversees the implementation of ministerial programmes, 

thus ensuring better efficiency and reach. There is also a dedicated hotline for victims of gender-

based violence to get psychological assistance from specialised counsellors.  

The Rwandan Defense Force and the National Rwandan Police have developed policies 

to encourage the recruitment of women into the armed and police forces. To this day, Rwandan 

female soldiers play a key role both in engaging in dialogue with civilians and maintaining peace in 

a region affected by deadly conflicts.  
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However, despite being ranked first in terms of women's political representation, Rwanda 

only ranks 158th on the UN's Gender Inequality Index. This index takes into consideration more 

comprehensive factors, such as inequalities in terms of reproductive health, empowerment and the 

labour market. This gap is illustrated in the National Gender Statistics Report of 2019, which reveals 

that in 2018, female representation in decision-making institutions were much lower at local and 

community levels than at the national level. Only 26.7% of district mayors in the on-going term 

(2016–2021) are female, while male mayors stood at 73.3%. The data also show that women only 

constituted 17% of sector executive secretaries;82 33.5% of chief executives, senior officers and 

legislators; and 37% of Supreme Court judges. These numbers bring into focus the disparities 

between representation in Parliament and other decision-making positions, thus implying that 

Parliament is one of the few institutions which actually reached the 30% quota.83 

Rwanda's exceptional score in gender equality reforms should not overshadow the fact 

women are still unable to access opportunities when mandatory quotas are non-existent. It should 

also be noted that in view of the regime shift towards authoritarianism, President Kagame might 

be using his legacy as a champion of women to cover up his attempts to undermine Rwanda’s 

fragile democracy. For instance, in 2017 Kagame’s was elected to a third seven-year term with 99% 

of the vote,84 an election where the authorities barred three candidates from running. Victoire 

Ingabire, the women leader of the FDU-Inkingi party, served 6 years of a 15-year prison term on 

charges of “conspiring to form an armed group to undermine the government”, before being 

released in 201885 

Rwanda still has a long way to go in promoting the tangible empowerment of women 

beyond mandatory quotas – in other words, there is a need to disseminate their recent 

achievements to all areas of society that Rwandan women are invested in.  

4.4. Uruguay: Bridging the gender gap in Latin America’s number one democracy 

Uruguay has a historically strong democratic governance structure and a positive record of 

upholding political rights and civil liberties, while also working toward social inclusion. 

Frequently topping Governance and Democracy indexes worldwide, Uruguay is praised 

for its transparent election process and political pluralism. Although it was the first country in 

Latin America to establish political citizenship for women (by giving them the right to vote in 

1932), Uruguay still faces disparities in the treatment and political representation of women. Ten 

years after reforms, the 2019 election elected only 24% of women to Parliament, down 15% from 

 
82 National Institute of Statistics (Rwanda). 2019. National gender statistics report 2019.  
83 Ibid. 
84 US Department of State. 2021, March 30. 2020 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Rwanda.  
85 Reuters. 2020, January 24. “Rwanda jails opposition figures for 7-12 years for ‘conspiracy’”.  



Women Up!  
Increasing Women’s Political Participation in Malaysia - Report 2022 

 

 

66 

 

the incumbent government. This is comparatively low in Latin America, which is traditionally 

dynamic in terms of female representation.86 

Women’s Participation in Latin America 

In 2019, the IPU registered the fact that 28.9% of all congressional seats in Latin 
America were occupied by women, an increase of 3.7% since January 2014, and 5.1% 
above today’s global average.87 

Five of the top ten countries in terms of women’s legislative representation are from 
Latin America: Cuba (53%), Bolivia (53%), Nicaragua (44%), Costa Rica (45%), and 
Mexico (48%).88 

Six female presidents have been elected since 1990, and three served two terms in 
office. Women’s presence in political party executive committees averaged 23%, 
based on a 2009 survey of parties with representatives in national office.89 

Several legal reforms were enacted to address the situation, such as legislated quotas for 

the bicameral Parliament. For instance, Article 2 of the 2009 Law on Elected Bodies stipulated 

that candidates of both sexes must be represented in every three places on electoral lists, either 

throughout the entire list or in just the first 15 places. The same provisions exist for regional and 

local elections.  

Traditionally, gender parity measures require that political parties alternate between men 

and women candidates in elections lists, as we have also seen above. By legislating a minimum of 

one female candidate only once every three places, Uruguayan legislation gives women fewer 

chances than ever to be elected. Given the challenges to reaching a decent percentage of women 

in power, Uruguay's electoral parity system might seem too timid at bridging the gender gap.  

In the framework of the National Dialogue launched in 2016, the Ministry of Social 

Development and the National Council of Gender conducted a broad consultation, resulting in 

the adoption of the National Strategy for Gender-Equality 2030.90 This Strategy was promulgated 

by presidential decree in December 2018, therefore granting legal status to the recommendations 

suggested.  For example, one of the recommendations was to promote gender-sensitive budgets 

and consolidate the promotion of gender plans and programmes throughout all areas of public 

 
86 Schwindt-Bayer, Leslie A. and Kaitlin Senk. 2020. The Challenges of Gender Representation in Latin America.  
87 IPU. “Women in National Parliaments, Situation as of 1st February 2019.”  
88 Ibid.  
89 Inter-American Development Bank. 2008, December. “GEPPAL: Base de datos de Género y Partidos Políticos en 

América Latina.” 
90 Ministerio de Desarrollo Social. n.d. “Estrategia Nacional para la Igualdad de Género al 2030.”  
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intervention, among them the educational system.91 At the national level, initiatives such as the 

Uruguay 2050 Prospective Study, carried out by the Planning and Budget Office, included gender 

equality among its priority axes of analysis.92 

However, aspirations for gender equality will not be realised if alliances with social 

movements, especially the women's and feminist groups, are not strengthened. In the same way, 

the National Strategy identified the territoriality of actions at the local level, where grassroots 

women’s mobilisation is formed, as a top priority. 

Ultimately, Uruguay benefits from an exceptional situation: its strong democratic 

institutions and transparent electoral system are precious tools with which to ensure a better 

participation of women in decision-making. Once again, one way of achieving this goal is to 

promulgate more aggressive gender parity measures, in order to ensure a real chance for women 

to access public office through elections and governmental nominations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
91 The recommendations can be found in an explanatory video developed by the Ministry of Social Development. See 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1b88rfhsoU. 
92 Dirección de Planificación Oficina de Planeamiento y Presupuesto. 2019.“Sistemas de género, igualdad y su impacto 

en el desarrollo de Uruguay Escenarios prospectivo.”  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1b88rfhsoU
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Section 5: Conclusion and Recommendations for Malaysia 

5.1. A multilevel challenge 

Women face political, social and cultural obstacles which prevent them from accessing 

positions of political leadership. As such, decision-making in Malaysia is an almost exclusively male 

affair. In 2022, the PH-BN led government counted only 5 women Ministers out of over 27 

Ministers positions and only 8 women Deputy Ministers, that is a total of only 13 women in a 54 

Ministers and Deputy Ministers Cabinet. In 2021, there were only eight women ministers and 

deputy ministers, out of over 60 Cabinet positions in the Perikatan Nasional (PN) government, 

thus demonstrating the leadership’s apathy towards improving the women’s agenda. From May 

2018 to January 2020, the 22 months under Pakatan Harapan (PH) leadership did not allow for 

fundamental change, but some valuable initiatives were taken to increase women’s participation 

and improve access to key leadership positions. However, several controversies, notably the ban 

on child marriage, were also faced by the same PH government. The hesitation of the Ministry of 

Women and Family Affairs to take a clear position indicates the resistance of the existing political 

culture – i.e., one that diminishes women’s positions in society. Such patterns of masculine 

domination are entrenched in the culture and socialisation of both men and women. Without 

proper awareness and genuine political will, those patterns – as perpetuated by both sexes – will 

continue to be perpetuated as gender norms.  

Some measures, both short- and long-term in nature, must be taken to bridge the gap in 

political representation between women and men, and to break this pernicious system of gender 

discrimination. We believe in operationalising a non-antagonistic, bottom-up approach to 

circumvent the main obstacles to women’s political participation, one which focuses on education 

and policy. The creation of new legal and political tools is both necessary and urgent to engineer 

more robust education systems, policy development and, ultimately, social change. We recommend 

the: (1) implementation of short-term quotas; (2) regulation of party financing (to alleviate the 

financial burdens on women candidates); (3) immediate institution of compliance mechanisms for 

all political institutions, which both respect current legal provisions and prevent gender 

discrimination; and, finally (4) the creation of women’s caucuses in Parliament and individual State 

Assemblies – these are the best mechanisms for promoting the women’s agenda in a collaborative 

manner, which will transcend party lines. 

 

 

Recommendations 

• Introducing short-term quotas; 

• Regulating party financing;  

• Instituting compliance mechanisms; and 

• Creating women’s caucuses 
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In the short term, and with immediate effect, we recommend the development of civic 

education programmes for women and girls to empower them to break through cultural stigmas 

against women’s leadership. Their understanding of laws and rights can translate into 

transformative action; vice versa, a lack of knowledge may lead to the perpetuation of 

discriminatory practices or the internalisation of discrimination as gender norms. Besides that, the 

training of female candidates and elected representatives would also contribute towards 

strengthening their confidence and self-image, which would thus give them an edge over their male 

counterparts. Both steps are essential and relatively easy to implement as civil society initiatives – 

with the possible partnership of political actors such as state institutions and/or political parties. 

Finally, the training of women electoral observers and their presence at polling stations would 

encourage women voters to exercise their rights and allow for not just greater control over the 

voting process, but also improved access to voting for women and minorities.  

 

5.2. Laws for social engineering 

The efforts by successive Malaysian governments have been slow at bridging the gap 

between men and women in terms of political representation, scoring below the world average of 

24.9% women’s participation.93 Looking at case studies globally allows us to evaluate which tools 

may be best suited for the Malaysian context. The countries explored in Section 4 are very different 

in terms of their demographics, cultures and histories. While few elements unite Tunisia, Uruguay 

and Rwanda at first sight, some similarities can be drawn from these different national experiences. 

Among them, we identified several key elements that could serve as relevant frameworks. 

a. Quotas: The mechanism of choice 

Quotas are designed to echo demographic realities in terms of institutional representation. 

It is only fair that every group in society is involved in representative institutions such as 

Parliaments or local councils. To increase the presence of women in public institutions, 

quotas are the mechanism of choice, thus overcoming individual political parties' resistance by 

dictating a rule to be applied equally to everyone. 

 
93 See Section 1. 

Recommendations 

• Education on civic and women’s rights; 

• Training of female candidates and elected 
representatives; and 

• Training of female political observers. 
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Quotas become even more effective when they are legally binding and sanctioned, by 

which the law rejects electoral lists that do not respect rules such as gender alternation or 

minimum percentages, like those employed in Tunisia and Rwanda.  

However, quotas can undermine women's representation if they are too low. Not only do 

low quotas fail to reflect actual demographics (in most countries, women represent little over half 

the population), but they also distort reality. In this context, quotas draw a mental limit, one which 

is detrimental to women's capacity for participation. Even when a gender “balance” is ostensibly 

met, it can give the false impression of gender equality while discouraging women. For example, 

Uruguay has seen a stagnating average percentage of women in Parliament: around 13% from 1997 

to 2020.94 This deficiency is mainly attributed to ineffective gender parity electoral legislation.  

Therefore, if quotas are a necessary first step towards achieving numerical equality, they 

can in fact produce the opposite effect by propping up a status quo which is unfavourable to 

women’s participation. For that reason, Malaysia must impose a minimum 30% quota, as 

recommended by CEDAW, in all decision-making entities and mechanisms of compliance.  

b. Caucuses: Highly effective at fostering women’s agendas  

Historically, social advantages are rarely gained without organised social mobilisation. In 

this regard, Rwanda offers a striking example of what can be achieved when women overcome 

political divergences to promote collective advancement. We reviewed how the women’s caucus 

in Rwanda broke the glass ceiling imposed upon them by restrictive quotas, thus leading to Rwanda 

having the highest proportion of women in politics worldwide. 

Where such caucuses are put into place, key social reforms are passed. In the US, the 

caucus established in 1977 is responsible for the ratification of all major social advancements for 

women. These include the Pregnancy Discrimination Act (1978), the Women’s Business 

Ownership Act (1988) and the Violence Against Women Act (1994), to name a few. Despite 

women constituting only 24% of members in Congress, their caucus gives them an influence that 

goes beyond actual numerical representation.95 

Undeniably, one key element of caucuses’ long-lasting success is multi-partisanship. By 

gathering Parliamentarians from across the whole political landscape, caucuses share a goal of 

pushing the women’s agenda within their individual parties. Without winning their male 

counterparts’ support, women cannot pass major social and legal reforms. 

Moreover, to further consolidate their influence, women’s caucuses should create 

alliances with stakeholders within the government and administrative bodies. They should also 

collaborate with civil society and the media to initiate public debate on the issues at stake. Thus, 

 
94 World Bank. 2020. “The World Bank Data Gender Parity Index, Uruguay.” 
95 Women’s congressional policy institute. n.d. “Caucus History & Accomplishments.” https://www.wcpinst.org/. 

https://www.wcpinst.org/
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women’s issues are discussed more broadly, beyond being solely partisan matters, thus making 

them matters of general public interest.  

 

5.3. Women Political Awareness: Breaking through cultural obstacles  

During our research, and in every survey that we reviewed, women cited culture – with its 

deeply hostile aspects such as toxic masculinity and traditional gender roles – as the main obstacle 

towards their involvement in public life. If the law cannot change the way society views women 

over the course of a few years, it can surely draw limits to dehumanising behaviours. Serious 

engagement by the authorities is necessary to tackle gender-based violence and patriarchal 

traditions which limit women’s autonomy – especially in rural and disadvantaged areas, where these 

inhibitions are even more pervasive. 

Women’s political awareness, or knowledge of their rights and democratic ideals, is a 

necessary condition to enable progress towards creating sustainable and equal societies. Awareness 

enables critical consciousness and imagining alternatives; alternatives to the constraints of 

conservative societies, inequalities, imbalanced power dynamics, violence and silence. In contexts 

where they are subjugated to antiquated legal, social or political systems, women are deprived of 

aspirations. Raising political awareness is like planting the seeds for change. As Simms writes: “If 

you want change to happen, you have to change deeply embedded cultural narratives.”96 Women 

need ideals, which then translate into practice, thus allowing them to think without fear and to 

move their communities forward.  

Women’s equality is deeply impacted by cultural and historical contexts. We explored the 

many obstacles which women faced in getting more involved in politics – indeed, most of them 

cannot be overcome by legal reforms alone but require a broader paradigm shift. In Rwanda, the 

genocide led to an overturning of social norms, thus enabling women to enter politics. In Tunisia, 

 
96 Simms, Andrew. 2017, November 1. “We need new fairy stories and folk tales to guide us out of today’s dark 

woods.” The Guardian. 

Recommendations 

• Creation of caucuses at federal and state levels to push for 
reforms on party financing, quotas and compliance mechanisms; 

• Implementation of short-term, minimum 30% quotas; 

• Promote the implementation of voluntary quotas for political 
parties; and 

• Promote parity between men and women in electoral mandates 
and elective functions. 
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the 2011 Revolution helped women to reclaim their voices and play a bigger role in shaping the 

new democracy. 

Creating the conditions for genuine participation begins with education: knowing their 

rights and the mechanisms of the broader system are the best catalysts by which women and girls 

halt political inhibitory factors, enable greater political participation and, if they wish, facilitate their 

ascension to political leadership. In absence of genuine initiatives by the government, we believe 

that civil society should lead initiatives to develop interactive and digital tools for the 

empowerment of women and girls; and also for elected women.  

Additionally, to develop greater awareness of political empowerment and increase the 

visibility of role models, media programmes such as podcasts or short videos for social media 

should be developed, to be targeted at women and girls. Such programmes would feature short 

interviews with women (e.g., politicians, athletes, business women, activists) and discuss their paths 

towards success.  

Finally, the organisation of specific training for the democratic inclusion of women 

political observers, who will be posted inside and outside polling centres, could counter deterring 

factors – such as bullying, intimidation and long waiting times with children, to name a few – which 

women face when going to the polls. 

 

 

As long as Malaysia does not realise gender parity, it will stagnate in the purgatory of 

political transition. Democratic transitions are conditioned not just by the implementation of 

existing policies and laws, but also the development of new legal, social and political approaches 

to democratic institutions. Including women in the decision-making process and allowing equal 

access to governance will prove to be an undeniable asset. Social development and women’s 

participation are deeply interconnected. Governance without the optimal involvement of women 

runs the risk of missing its objectives; a society that ignores half of the population cannot flourish.

Recommendations 

• Developing interactive tools for empowerment: 

• Developing digital and interactive applications for the 
civic education; 

• Developing online training modules for women 
candidates and community leaders; 

• Developing handbooks for elected women; 

Developing podcasts on women in leadership roles; and 

Providing training for female electoral observers. 
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