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Knowi ng our wants

Zaki ah Koya

"ITis time for wonen to stop whispering and tiptoeing. It is tine wonen
i ssues are politicised and are heard. No nore tiptoeing. Ballerinas

ti ptoe, not wonen who want to make a change."”

And wi th that, ex-parlianmentarian Kanwaljit Soin from Si ngapore nanaged
to nore or |ess sunmed up the overall sentinment of wonen who attended the
"What wonen want” forum jointly organised by Marie O aire and Body Shop
This was despite the opening statenment by International Trade and

I ndustries Mnister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz that wonmen i ssues not be
politicised.

Nevert hel ess, Rafidah also called on worren to stop wallowing in self

pity.

"We should not just talk and not follow up with actions," she said.

Rafi dah asked that the resolutions of the forumbe sent to her |ater as
she could not stay for the rest of it.

The public forum which was participated by about 200 wonen and nen,

dwelt on five main topics - political representation, health, financia

i ndependence, syariah |laws and wonen's rights in general.

Si ngapor ean parlianmentarian C aire Chiang nanaged to convi nce the

audi ence that we need not win big to win the battle.

"Small wins can nmake a difference," said Chiang, who focused on the

rol es wonen can play to influence society and nmake changes to the
normative culture, which is normally patriarchal

Taki ng Si ngapore as an exanpl e where wonen have cone far in both
education and breaking into the nal e bastions, Chiang tal ked of how wonen
activists have nanaged to gender-sensitise the police force by tal king and
wor ki ng with them

"W first started by hol ding weekly nmeetings with the police force.

"The police thought that it would be no harmlistening to us. So we
brought in wonen fromvarious fields to talk to them Slowy, their

m ndsets changed over tine.

"I't has been four years now. We could nore or | ess be assured that when
they deal with rape cases and donestic viol ence, the police would be nore
gender-sensitised," said Chi ang.

Closer to honme, Sisters in |Islamexecutive director Zai nah Anwar

captured the audience's attention by focusing mainly on one issue that
still needed to be resolved using the existing | ans.

Zainah said that the Quran explicitly spells out |aws concerning

pol ygany.

"Why is it that only half the verse is taken into account while the rest
of the verse is left out?" she said, referring to the Quranic verse that
states, "Marry wonen of your choice, two, three or four; but if you fear
that you shall not be able to deal justly (with then), then only one or
that your right hand possesses. That will be nore suitable, to prevent you
fromdoi ng injustice".

Zai nah al so urged the | aws be anended to avoid Muslimnen fromgetting
away with nere fines for marrying nore than one without a valid reason.
"They cite the exanpl e of Prophet Muhammad, but even the Prophet was
monoganous for 15 years with his first wife, Khadija, and after her death
- except for Aishah - the other wives were either wi dows or divorcees. He
also married to unite the tribes. There were reasons." At one tine, the
prophet even forbade his son-in-law fromtaking nore than one wife.



Syariah |l aws should al so be inplenented justly so that wonmen are not

vi ctim sed.

"SIS reads the Quran as it is and interpret it with wonen in mind. CGod
is never unjust and the nore we go back to the true teachings of Islam we
are nore convinced that Islamis just," says Zai nah

In response to Zai nah's comment on phil anderi ng husbands who get away

wi th not payi ng mai ntenance, DRB-H com seni or group director of corporate
finance and advi sory Datuk Maznah Abdul Jalil gave sound advi ce on how not
to end up penniless when you are divorced. The advice al so goes for
singl es and w dows.

"Manage your finances when you are still single. List down everything
that you own and save for the rainy day," says Maznah.

"When you are facing divorce, nmake sure you get the best |egal advice
Li st down what you both own and update all joint accounts.

"When you are wi dowed, the best thing you can do is to do nothing for at
| east a year." She said it was pertinent to put one's enotions in order
after the death of a | oved one.

"But save the nmoney in a fixed account and enrol in a finance managenent
course or attend an investnent seninar," said Maznah

Maznah was very practical when she warned di vorcees and wi dows to be
"very, very careful" of unsolicited advice from"good-hearted advi sors"
"These peopl e can even be close relatives. But you m ght end up | osing
everything," says Maznah.

Bei ng abl e to nanage finances, however, does not nmean that a woman will
be able to live well in the later years of her life.

It was here that Kanwal jit and Marina Mahathir of the Ml aysian Al DS
Council told those present that although wonen |ive |onger than nen, it
need not necessarily mean they live better.

"W |live longer but we do not have good healthcare that caters to wonen.
Thus in the last years of our lives, we suffer,” said Kanwaljit, an

ort hopaedi ¢ surgeon.

"If there were better healthcare for wonen, then we should be able to
outlive the nen 20 to 30 years,"” says Kanwal jit, putting across the glum
statistics.

Marina said that even with H V-positive couples, it is the woman who
woul d forgo her medication for the sake of her husband.

"Even in the cases of pregnant H V postive wonen, the AZT dose that
stops the foetus frombeing infected with the virus is only adm ni stered
up to the time of birth.

"After birth, what about the nother who is still infected? She woul d
suffer and later die. The child woul d then be orphaned,” she said.

Kanwal jit said that given the fact that wonmen hold top nedical positions
only recently, clinical studies on wonen have either been mniml or not
given any attention at all

Kanwal jit cited the view of a 19th century physician that stated "a
worman is a pair of ovaries attached to a human being; a man is a hunan
bei ng furnished with testes".

"Health is a human right and wonen shoul d demand for it," says

Kanwal jit.

Her vi ew was supported by Moni que Wdyono of Equality Now, an NGO based
i n New YorKk.

"Equal ity Now works as a chain that |inks wonmen support worl dwi de to
pressure governnents to protect wonen from dangers |ike genital

mutil ation," says W dyono.

"Wnen adnit to holding up half the sky but in actual fact, they hold up
nmore than half," said Kanwaljit, trying to understand t he woman nature of
suffering in silence.



Kanwal jit ended with a very interesting story, "Before | cane to the
forum | asked a m ddl e-aged wonan what she wanted. Her answer was, |
fantasi se wanting two nen at the sanme tine.' | asked her "Wiy?". The reply
was, " One to do the cooking and the other, to do the washing.'"

( END)
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