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Malaysia, 2014. What does it 
look like for women? Our country’s 
pioneers, activists, leaders and future 
leaders offer a view from the inside. 
These are the issues that affect us 

all, and this is how we must face the 
future. Photography by Kim Mun. 

Styling by Andrea Wong

STATE OF THE 
(female) 
nation For a working mother, the 

actual work is often the 
easiest part of life. What’s 
difficult is dealing with 
outdated employment 
policies, the burdens of 

domestic life and childcare that’s often 
expensive and unstructured. 

But the problems facing Malaysian 
working mothers are not caused by evil 
corporations. And addressing them doesn’t 
start with flexi-time, smashing glass 
ceilings, or spending thousands on ads 
telling mothers how much we want them 
back at work. It starts with education. 

Let’s take gender out of the equation 
for a moment and imagine that we had 
elements of the French education system 
here: government-funded and -run 
establishments that begin at crèche level, 
with fully qualified carers to feed, protect 
and nurture your child from as young 
as three months old. Responsible adults 
who take your child on excursions to the 
park or museum, and teach them how 
to socialise. Imagine a place with highly 
regulated protocols that put the child first 
and respect the parents’ need, or right, to 
work. A clean, decent place you can trust 
your child will be happy in; a safe place 
for your child that was free.

France places a significant portion 
of taxpayers’ money right back in their 
own future’s hands by offering educative 
childcare that not only empowers women 
(in particular) to keep living their lives, 
but instills in the younger generation the 
importance of manners, self-esteem and 
being an active part of the collective.

It must be recognised that when 
women become mothers, society expects 
us to parent largely alone, on top of 
working and maintaining the household. 
That is a huge task for 
one person, and is to the 
detriment of the woman. 
Always. If a woman is 
valued as an individual, 
in a society that 
supports her, she would 
immediately put herself 
first, knowing that this is 
what is best for her child 
and for herself. 

From the activism I see online and all 
around me, I know everyday Malaysians 

are way ahead of the establishment. It’s 
time for our leaders to catch up. Women 
are not creatures afflicted, blighted or in 
need of charity. We are not mere breeding 

machines, resigned 
to the employment 
scrapheap if we dare 
have a child. We are not 
a group that must be 
integrated at great cost, 
and merely tolerated 
politically. We can, we 
must, spearhead the 
creation of a fantastic, 

progressive education system that will 
improve the lives of our children as much 
as it does our own. 

ASHA GILL 
ON WORKING MOTHERS

Asha is a television presenter, producer and 
mother to a six-year-old son. 

Women are not 
mere breeding 

machines, resigned 
to the employment 

scrapheap if we dare 
have a child.
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four times. I’m blessed, because I have a 
husband who supports me, but it’s not the 
same for every woman.

In my coalition, people are used to 
seeing women leaders. When I became the 
Speaker, the former Speaker and my party’s 
Secretary General both issued statements 
saying I was chosen for my merits, not my 
gender. That speaks more than someone 
saying, “I’ve allocated this just for women.” 

The Selangor state government is very 
good in supporting welfare for women. We 
have implemented policies such as 90-days 
maternity leave, more welfare programmes 
for single mothers, welfare for families 
earning below RM1,500, childcare support 
and mammogram checks. A lot of things are 
being done for women, simply because four 
women Excos are in there. 

Once, a 12-year-old girl asked for 
my autograph. Before she left, she said, 
“Hannah Yeoh, I love you.” I think that 
conversation could only happen because 
I'm a young woman. That experience made 
me realise that for a lot of young girls, you 
can still have your dream fulfilled here.  

When I told my 
mother I was 
getting married 
this year she said, 
“Baguslah, umur 
pun dah lanjut.” 

(That’s good, you’re already getting on in 
years.) This wasn’t exactly what I wanted 
to hear, but I understood where she was 
coming from. 

My mother was raised to believe that 
marriage is the natural destination for every 
human being, and women in particular 
should get to it as soon as possible. Many 
older women have told me I need to start 
producing babies while still young. An 
older relative of my fiancé’s said I should 
turn myself into a baby-making factory 
within the next five years.  

It often seems that society views the 
health of our ovaries as the key factor in 
deciding whether we’re ready for children 
or not. The state of our relationship and our 
suitability for motherhood are secondary.  

In Malaysian schools we are taught the 
science of sex, but there is no chapter on its 
emotional quandaries. The clear message 

is to stay away from sex before marriage 
– don’t look at it, don’t talk about it – yet 
one day we will be expected to not just talk 
about it but do it on a regular basis! So why 
is there so little education on what it takes 
to make marriage and parenthood work? 

Many young people grow up believing 
everything will fall into place once they 
are married. Under family pressure, they 
rush into commitments they’re not ready 
for. In my work, I am confronted daily by 
the problems among our youth, and at the 
root of most is an unstable family structure. 
Nine times out of 10 this comes about 
because a young man and woman without 
the mental preparedness or financial ability 
to build a family decide to do it anyway. 

We need to change the message we’re 
giving young women. We need to stop 
blindly encouraging them to get married 
before educating them more widely on sex, 
relationships and parenting. Perhaps then, 
instead of being congratulated for getting 
married according to a timeline determined 
by our ovaries, we will be commended for 
preparing ourselves adequately to bring 
another generation into the world. 

Let me be frank. I spend a 
lot of time on social media. 
Its main attraction for 
me is that it’s interactive. 
Whatever you post will 
attract comments from 

others, mostly strangers. 
I don’t want to boast but with about 

30,000 followers across Facebook and 
Twitter, I get a lot of comments. Most are 
polite and thoughtful, but every once in 
a while I get what are known as ‘trolls’, 
or people who spend all their time saying 
nasty things to others. And guess what? 
Most of them are men.

There are no scientific studies of 
gender-based online harassment of women 
in Malaysia, but in the US and UK the 

numbers and type of cases are alarming. 
According to American journalist Amanda 
Hess, writing on the Pacific Standard 
website, women are being increasingly 
harassed and threatened online, including 
threats to rape and kill. The internet 
provides a cover of anonymity for the 
worst harassers. What’s almost as bad 
is that when women complain to police 
or the social media provider, their 
complaint is often dismissed as trivial. The 
assumption is that threats in the virtual 
world remain in the virtual world, but this 
is not always true. 

A few years ago, a Facebook group 
decided to hurl a derogatory religious 
accusation at a woman, which led 
to further insults from anonymous 

commenters. When she complained to 
Malaysia’s Multimedia Commission, the 
Commission made the group apologise. 
But by then it was too late. Not only 
was the woman’s name and photograph 
published online but also her address. 
If something happened to her in the real 
world, who would take responsibility?

While I can’t say I've suffered the 
same sort of nastiness, it’s clear to me 
that when I do suffer trolls, the type of 
harassment is gendered. It gets worse 
when I talk about religion, or rather 
the human application of religion. The 
trolls have a tendency to not only refuse 
to address the issue but attack my own 
religious credentials. I have no credibility 
apparently because I don’t cover my 
head. If I use an Arabic word, I am jeered 
at for even knowing it. Trolls often tag 

many people when they talk about me 
(including myself so I will see it).

Online harassment is a mirror of 
real-world attitudes towards women. We 
are only supposed to talk about fashion, 
children and food. We apparently have no 
business talking about how our country is 
run, and even less about religion. Women 
who toe the line are applauded, those 
who don’t are derided.

Women are less willing to participate 
in discussions online if they feel they 
are vulnerable to harassment. If they 
withdraw, then the virtual world, like the 
real world, loses the female perspective. 

Yet women can gain so much from 
the internet. It provides opportunities 
for education, networking, or simply 
connection with a world larger than one’s 
own. But the problem of gender-based 
harassment online may temper those 
opportunities, just as violence against 
women in their daily lives does. It’s an 
age-old problem transposed onto a 21st-
century platform. 

I became Malaysia’s first woman 
Speaker in June last year. Of the 
56 seats in the Selangor State 
Assembly, 14 are held by women; 
that’s 25 per cent. The aim in a lot 
of Commonwealth countries is to 

achieve 30 per cent female representation, 
but even 20 per cent is tough. You can set 
a quota, but women may not step forward. 

At the federal level, it’s quite shocking. 
When Datuk Seri Shahrizat Abdul Jalil 
resigned as Minister for Women's Affairs in 
2012, Datuk Seri Najib Razak assumed the 
role. Our prime minister assumed the role 
when there was a deputy woman minister! 
Why didn’t he just promote her? That says 
a lot about recognition of female leadership 
by the government.

It’s a big challenge for women to 
enter politics, and there are even more 

considerations if you’re married. Is your 
spouse supportive? Is childcare reliable and 
safe? These are actually questions for any 
working woman. It’s expected that men will 
be away from home, but not so for women. 
Can your husband take eating out all the 
time? In the last five years, I’ve cooked 

ZARA KAHAN 
ON SEX AND MARRIAGE

Zara Kahan, 31, is a special policy officer to 
the Minister for the Ministry of Youth and 

Sports, and previously appeared on PopDigital. 

MARINA MAHATHIR 
ON ONLINE HARASSMENT 

Marina Mahathir is a feminist writer 
and general nuisance. She is married to a 

liberated man and has three children.

HANNAH YEOH 
ON WOMEN IN POLITICS

Hannah Yeoh, 35, Speaker for the Selangor 
State Assembly, is Malaysia’s first female 

Speaker. She is married, with two daughters. 

   Women who toe the line 
are applauded, those who 

don’t are derided.
“

”

216_221_PEOPLE Feat Nation Ellemar14ET.indd   218-219 2/11/14   2:32 PM



220 221

PEOPLE FEATURE

From what I can see, the ratio of women to men 
at my university is about 7:3. In my own faculty 
there are clearly more women than men, but I also 
see from the new intakes, across almost all the 
faculties, that there are always more women. 

It’s true there are still more men in subjects 
traditionally considered ‘male’, such as engineering. On the 
other hand, there are also many men studying fashion, arts or 
design, which are traditionally considered ‘female’ vocations. 

It’s more about our skills and talents than what gender we 
are – you get on the dean’s list because of your grade point 
average. In my faculty, there are more female lecturers than 
men; many have PhDs or masters degrees. 

The university gives opportunities to women to be the 
leaders of any club or society. It’s not like it was before when it 
was the norm for men to automatically lead. 

In fact, I think men will have to work very hard to beat us 
now! Laziness and boys are like best friends – you see it from 
high school. Most of my male friends say the same thing: “I’m 
too lazy to do this.” They are intelligent and can learn quickly, 
but they’re controlled by their laziness. Maybe they’re still 
holding onto a stereotype where they think that even without 
studying, they can do better than women. This is wrong. 
Women are working hard and can achieve whatever they want. 

There are women ministers. There are teachers, lecturers 
and people holding higher management roles who are women. 
It’s not the ’70s or ’80s anymore; we’re going into 2020 soon and 
no matter what gender we are, we should be competitive. 

Last year, through my work as a journalist, I met 
some pole-dancing and pot-smoking hijabis. The 
latter offered me some, and the former asked me 
to join them in a class, both of which I politely 
declined. I was not interested in hurting my back 
or becoming a pot-head in my 40s! However, 

meeting these young women, who were creating their own 
boundaries beneath society’s harsh gaze, inspired me to look at 
my country, my faith and my traditions with fresh eyes. 

Islam in Malaysia can be schizophrenic. On one hand, I see 
a rise of a conservatism that is harsh and cruel. On the other, 
I see many devout young Muslims who approach Islam on 
their own terms. I’m a huge admirer of Crescent Collective, 
for instance, a non-profit organisation run by hipster Muslims 
who organise music and arts events. And it’s not just Muslim-
Malays who are challenging the status quo. Many young 
women – Indian, Chinese, Orang Asal – are reclaiming their 
heritage through theatre, writing, fashion or other avenues. 

But before we try to change our traditions, we need to 
understand them, good and bad. It is not just about reading 
books – we also need to talk to the Malaysian women who have 
lived through these traditions, seemingly without complaint. 
How did our grandmothers truly feel about not being able to 
initiate divorce, for instance? Did they just accept it as their lot, 
or did they privately simmer with frustration? In the past, if 
we quibbled about certain practices it was only discussed, if at 
all, among friends; never in the public sphere. We performed 
our duties because we had to. Contestations of tradition were 
largely relegated to academic journals and isolated activists. 

Today the internet and universities have started changing 
that. Information is easily accessible. There’s more discussion, 
and safe places in which to do it. These spaces are needed 

because when a 
woman comes 
from a conservative 
background and is 
‘out there’, she will 
be attacked. Even by 
other women. We need 
the conversation, but 
we also need support. 
I am excited when I see 
young people with the 
talent and opportunities 
to change things, 
because in my day we 
had so few avenues for 
it. Now is the time for 
young women to create 
their own new rituals 
and customs. 

NASYA NAJIHA NAZARI 
ON EDUCATION

Nasya, 21, is studying Public Relations at Universiti Teknologi 
Mara. She is a member of the Institute of Public Relations 

Malaysia Student Association and is on the dean’s list. 

Late in 2012, during a talk 
I gave at a conference 
organised by the UN 
Development Programme, 
I asked how many women 
in the audience had 

encountered sexual harassment. Two 
hands went up. When I asked how many 
had experienced lewd gestures, unwanted 
touching, uncomfortable sexual remarks, 
having their cleavage stared at, or sexual 
e-mails, 70 per cent put their hands up. 

I was no different. As a young lawyer, 
male colleagues would tell me that wearing 
short skirts would help me win cases. 
Even though it made me uncomfortable 
I stayed silent. A senior lawyer once 
touched my thighs at a function and I did 
nothing. Other women I knew suffered 
similar harassment and brushed it off. 

Through my work with Surya Women 
I’ve found that it’s not unusual for any 
woman to experience sexual harassment 
at work. We hate it, but we largely suffer 
in silence. At first I thought this was 
a Malaysian cultural thing, but a 2013 
Huffington Post poll reported that 32 per 

I once met a woman who started 
tearing up when I asked how often 
she ate meat. It was a standard 
question from a research survey 
I was doing. She said her family 
struggled to even provide rice for 

her three children, and meat was a luxury. 
Her household income was RM450 per 
month. In 2012, the poverty line income 
for Peninsular Malaysia was RM750. Those 
earning below RM440 are considered to 
be in hardcore poverty. According to the 
Prime Minister’s blog, the number of these 
households fell by 99.8 per cent in 2012. 

Poor women suffer doubly, as their 
already vulnerable position is exploited 
for profit by industry. Women are usually 
the last to be hired, especially as unskilled 
labour, where they are competing with 
men and migrants. In the plantation sector, 
harvesting is highly valued work that 

guarantees permanent employment with 
benefits, but those jobs are offered to men. 
Women workers are expected to carry out 
taxing menial jobs, such as fertilising. I 
have met 65-year-old women whose job 
involves carrying 25kg bags of fertiliser 
across five-hectare plantations. Women are 
often hired without any official contractual 

ANIMAH KOSAI 
ON SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

Animah, 46, is a lawyer in the oil and gas 
industry. In 2013 she co-founded Surya 

Women, a network to support and empower 
working women, especially those dealing with 
harassment. To contact the organisation, visit 

suryawomen.wordpress.com

JANARTHANI ARUMUGAM 
ON WOMEN AND POVERTY

Janarthani is a community organiser who 
specialises in working rural communities, and  
is researching women on oil palm plantations.

DINA ZAMAN 
ON CHANGING TRADITIONS

Dina Zaman, 45, has been writing for 20 years for Malaysian 
media and is a columnist for the Malay Mail Online.

employment, benefits or social protection. 
They are invisible. Some politicians I have 
met did not even know that there were 
still women in the plantations. There is no 
way for women workers to negotiate for 
better working conditions, fair wages or 
protection. By law, the minimum wage for 
labourers is RM900 a month, however all 
the women I met through my work in rural 
communities earned less than this. 

Poor women are also more affected 
by domestic violence, with protection not 
always readily offered. I once assisted a 
survivor who was berated by the doctor in 
a One Stop Crisis Centre and told it was her 
fault her husband beat her. An educated 
man of a higher social status was able to 
impose his bias because of his privilege. 

The state has a legal obligation to 
ensure all women can access services and 
programmes that protect them. Despite the 
challenges facing working-class women, it 
is vital to remember their ability to survive 
a harsh capitalist system. There is much to 
be done to empower them to claim their 
rights. As the adage goes, we are only as 
strong as our weakest link. 

cent of US women are sexually harassed 
at work, and 70 per cent don’t report it. 
Many women say they don’t speak up for 
fear of retaliation, because they think it’s 
their fault, or because they believe it’s the 
company culture. They often find it easier 
to just leave the company. This is precisely 
why we need clear policies, laws and 
enforcement to provide safe, empowered 
spaces, and backing for women who’ve 
been harassed. When a company sets clear 
boundaries, men are more likely to tow 
the line. I found that sometimes, men did 
not understand that their actions were 
inappropriate; as long as a woman did not 
object outright, they felt it was okay. 

Larger Malaysian companies generally 
have sexual harassment policies; those that 
don’t need to create them. However, this is 
not enough. The management must enforce 
the policies at all levels, even against the 
CEO. Failure to investigate complaints of 
sexual harassment is an offence.

Some people say I'm too idealistic, but 
to me this is about protecting dignity in the 
workplace and ensuring women, like men, 
can work without fear or anxiety.  
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