26/ 07/ 2001

Equal rights for wonen

ITis true that men and wonen are regarded as equals in Ml aysia, but it
is equally true that in many fields of endeavour nen are nore than equal
This discrimnation, whether explicit or inplicit, is a universal norm
But for the well-being of our wonmen fol k who conprise our nothers, w ves
and sisters, it is timely that a determned effort is now being nade to
elimnate this prejudice and unfair practice.

To begin with, the Constitution, drafted at a tinme when wonen comonly
took a back seat in national affairs, will see certain changes to renove
any vestiges of gender discrimnation. The nove to enshrine the equal
rights of wonen in the country is being initiated by Prinme Mnister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who has made no bones about his distaste for
di scrimnation agai nst wonen and has promoted the cause to uplift their
st at us.

The Cabi net has al ready approved the anendnment to Article 8(2) of the
Federal Constitution to bar discrimination based on sex which will be
tabl ed during the current session of Parlianment. Making the |egislative
revisions is essential to allow wonen to enjoy the sane rights as nmen in
every aspect of human activities. Wnen have contri buted as nuch as nen to
the progress of the nation and there is absolutely no reason why they
shoul d still be subject to discrimnatory practices.

However, while the amendnent is welconed, it can be considered only the
first step although a very significant one. To give real meani ng and
strength to the amendnment, efforts nust be made to bring other rel evant
|l aws and practices in line with this constitutional change for gender
equality. Wiat is an even nore challenging task is to change the
entrenched prejudi ces agai nst wonmen whi ch, despite the | egislative
changes, could still persist and discrininate agai nst wonen at hone and
restrict the advancenent of women in the work place.

Mal e chauvini sts, cultural traditionalists and religious bigots have
nurtured the historical msconception that nmen are superior to wonen for
so many generations that many wonen thensel ves nmeekly submit to their
inferior status until their emancipation in recent years. However,
cultural norms and attitudes towards wonen are difficult to change, and
certainly cannot be transfornmed overnight. These still exert a pervasive
and lingering influence on society despite the political will to renove
the nore obvious discrimnation agai nst wonmen. Even with the renoval of
discrimnatory |laws and practices agai nst wonmen, the fight is not over.

The wonen t hensel ves and enli ghtened men who sincerely believe in
worren's rights nust continue to keep their eyes and ears open to ensure
that there is strict enforcenment of |aws that give equal rights to wonen.
It would be unfortunate if stacks of |egislation, rules and regul ations
are passed to give wonen their equal rights but these rights are not
translated into practice because of weak enforcenent or nmisinterpretation

To see to it that wonen are treated equally and fairly, there nust be
close nonitoring of the inplenentation of the laws. If it is found that
certain laws and procedures are still unsatisfactory and need to be
further revised and fine-tuned to uplift wonen's rights, then the
necessary changes shoul d be made pronptly. Wat nust not be allowed to
happen is that after the initial burst of enthusiasmand publicity,
conpl acency gradually sets in and gender discrimnation continues as it
did before but in nmore subtle forns.
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