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Wonen taking their rightful place

Rose | smi |
WOMEN, keep your fingers crossed.

Al political parties with the exception of Pas are talking about
i ncreasi ng the nunber of wonen candi dates to be fielded in this general
el ection.

And rightly so.

For political parties toremain relevant in the com ng decades, new
faces and i deas woul d be needed.

One obvi ous way to achieve this would be to | ook at the grow ng nunber
of qualified wormen who have worked al ongsi de their nmal e counterparts and
have acqui red consi der abl e manageri al experience in the course of their
political work.

Many are pragmatic, hard-working and smart. They have hel ped to deliver
the votes, they have worked tirel essly as foot soldiers and, despite the
"ceilings" they come up agai nst, they have remai ned, by and | arge, | oyal
to their respective parties.

Yet, nost of themare bypassed agai n and agai n because, as astute as
they may be, the political gane is dom nated by nen. Another reason nay be
that they are confortabl e as "backroomboys" in their parties.

That their efforts are not openly acknow edged is reflected in the
nunber of wonmen who are nmade m ni sters and deputy mini sters.

In 1990 there were only two full wonen nministers and three deputy
m ni sters. Altogether there were 10 wonen MPs and i n t he case of Umo,
only three of themmade it to the suprenme council.

In 1995, there were two full wonen ninisters, three deputy mnisters and
one parlianentary secretary. Thirteen were made MPs and, again, in the
case of Umo, only four nade it to the suprene council.

But this time, many wonen politicians are hoping that the nunbers will
increase in their favour.

It is believed that Wanita Umo is trying to get an extra two seats in
each state.

As for Wanita MCA, they will be fielding six women candi dates - four for
parlianentary and two at state |l evel, says it's deputy secretary-general,
Rita Sim

Wanita M Cis hoping for two wonen to be fielded this time. Before 1990,
there were no wonmen candi dat es.

Qutside of the BNit is unclear how nmany wormen are bei ng nom nat ed. Thus
far, newspaper reports indicate at | east four candi dates are wonmen from
the various parties.

Al'l these are indications that things are changing. As the voters becone
nore mat ure, nore exacting, and denmandi ng, the candi dates have to respond
I'i kew se.

And because of their nental make-up and cul tural conditioning, wonen
politicians tend to be nore receptive to these changi ng demands.

Wonen today represent 54 per cent of all registered voters.

And, as Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir hinsel f pointed out two
days ago, 59 per cent of the 9.7 m|Ilion Mal aysians eligible to vote are
wonen.

He, for one, recognises the power of wonen, calling themgreat assets to
t he nation.

It can be assuned, that the wonen who can vote have had sonme educati on
and woul d know what they want for thenselves, their fanmlies and



communi ties.

Political parties must recognise this. One way to do this would be to
i ncrease the nunmber of wonen at decision-making levels in their
or gani sati ons.

More so than nmen, wonen politicians would al so be abl e to address or
resol ve i ssues affecting wonen nore satisfactorily.

They woul d at | east be nore supportive of the Wnen's Agenda For Change
whi ch recei ved tepi d response frommany parties.

Yet anot her reason why women shoul d becone nore visible in politicsis
because Pas is trying to silence the woman's voice in this crucial arena.

Al t hough the Kel antan State Governnent clains that it is protecting
worren and putting themon a pedestal, the decisions to prevent wonen from
running in the general el ection smacks of patroni sing m sogyny.

"We don't allowthemto be exploited. The contest is very rough. It's
dangerous to wonen, " said Kel antan's Mentri Besar Dat uk Ni k Abdul Aziz Nik
Mat .

H s policy not to hire attractive wonen for governnment jobs, saying they
are nore likely to land rich husbands, is al so anot her insidi ous attenpt
to put wormen down.

Wonen shoul d fight against this. Malaysiais, after all, a noderate and
progressive country. If we allowthe curbing of wonen's space and rights,
we may regress and becone |i ke nmany M ddl e- Eastern countri es where wonen
cannot drive, go out to work, and travel on their own, |et al one vote.

Here in Malaysia, it is not that wonen have not been recogni sed for
their contributions to nation-building. But specific acknow edgenents
shoul d be nore visible.

Wth this general election, wonen may finally be able to claimtheir
rightful place in Ml aysian politics.
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