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More than just wonen's issues

Vasant hi Ramachandr an

THE | ast few days | have been in the mdst of so many controversi al
debates on the setting up of the Wonen's Affairs Mnistry that | have
real i sed somet hi ng about ny fell ow Mal aysi ans.

There are two types of Ml aysians - the ones who actually do sonething
and those who do nothing but enjoy criticising the governnent. | feel
sorry for the second group because manki nd has never erected a statue or a
monunent in honour of a critic. Besides, it is better to be constructive
doers than destructive critics.

But what surprised ne was that the ridicule came not only from nmen but
fromwonmen as well. The general argument was this: "There is equality in
wages, wonen have equal access to education, have voting rights and are
reasonably represented in the higher |evel professionals. Wat nore do
t hey want ?"

What chills nme is that wonen have internalised their marginal roles and
are unawar e of being discrimnated agai nst or exploited by the system

Tradition, culture and societal expectations, too, have reinforced sone
of these rol es and wonen have accepted their secondary rol e without
question. Any privileges are seen as a boon.

First and forenost, | must enphasise that this is not a "wonen's |ib"
thing. There is nothing radical or femi nist about having a Wonen's Affairs
M nistry. Winen's problens are al so problens involving children, famly
and the nation. Men should not be | ooking at them as wonen's issues but as
the issues of their daughters, nothers, w ves, sisters or friends -
per haps, then they woul d be nore sensitive.

The position of wonmen in any given society is a mark of the progress or
humani sation within that society. | feel that if women are treated well in
a society, it speaks volunes about the dignity of such a society.

Hence as a nation, we thank our Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad for putting us on the nap as a progressive society by setting up a
separate Mnistry for wonen. Certainly he has shown us that his Governnent
cares for wonmen's probl ens

Al t hough we may have come a |l ong way in wonen's rights, in changing and
enforcing laws, and in protecting wonen, there are still shortcom ngs and
i ssues that are denoralising and degrading to wonen's self esteem and
dignity. What we need is a wide-angled lens to focus beyond what is
soci ally accepted as the status of womnen.

Let us begin with a good | ook around us. Do we have | egislature that is
really fair to us and that actually protects wonen who are single,

di vorced, separated or those who becone second, third or fourth w ves?

Does the law actually dignify wonen with their rights especially
concerning marriage and divorce |l aws in sone quarters?

Let us not conpromise our lives. Let us live with dignity and not as
second- or third-class citizens in our own fam lies. But first we much
recogni se we have problens i nstead of sweeping i ssues under the carpet and
suffering in silence.

Wirren have to believe that no one has any right to abuse themnentally,
physically or enotionally. Wnen al so have to start believing that there
is nothing wong in wanting to be treated right by society.

Worren who have been battered have been accepting their fate while they
are hardly protected under the provisions of the Donestic Violence Act.

| have been counselling battered wonen and | cannot begin to list the



type of abuse sone of them have been subject to but yet that kind of abuse
is not even listed in the Act. Besides sone of this abuse is NOT SEVERE
enough according to the stipulations in the Act.

| stress that abused wonmen shoul d not be seen as an activist's or an
NGO s probl ens. Abused women's issues should be directly under the
governnent. Hopefully fromnow on, there will be a specific departnent for
these wonen to report their cases. And their reports would be treated with
nmore respect as opposed to the past humliation they have suffered. The
M ni stry shoul d consider transition houses, safe honmes and counselling
programmes for victinms of relationship and sexual violence.

Laws, proper |egal procedures and support systemfor underaged and or
mental |y or physically-di sabl ed wonren who have been sexual | y abused are
terribly I acking under our rape |laws. Rape anobng such victins is the nost
under-reported crinme in this country. Not only is there discrepancy in the
| aws governing rape, it is also inpossible to obtain a conviction. the
victimsuffers while being stignmatised by society.

In the enpl oynent area, what about the glass ceiling which effectively
but unofficially bars wonen from pronotions, higher salaries while
provi di ng i nadequate maternity benefits to wonmen who have to juggle
fam lies and careers? Once again is famly only a woman's responsibility?

| must say that conpared to other devel opi ng countries Ml aysi an wonen
have fared well in the enploynment sector. However, our unskilled and semi -
skill ed sisters have not been so fortunate. They have been subjected to
heal t h hazards, unfair dism ssals, odd working hours and poor schenes.
What about wonen's role in financial nmanagenent and busi ness ventures or
in science, technology and trade programmes - are they well represented?

VWhat about the rural women who are undernourished and | ack nutritiona
programres, imunisation, health checks or ante and post natal care?

What about these wonen who have not been educated on family planning and
ot her health care? Wiat about safe health care services for well being of
rural wonen?

I can go on and on about wonen's problens. But the inmportant thing is we
have to work together in addressing these issues. Wnen fromall sectors
have to work hand wi th Datuk Shahrizat Abdul Jalil to ensure that these
probl ens are addressed soon

Shahrizat should start with conpiling or updating base |ine data on the
status of wonen in terns of education, health, enploynent, marital status
and so on. It will be pointless to rely on outdated statistics and figures
and try to innovate progranmmes with that.

She is already on the right track of wanting to work with NGOs invol ved
with wonmen's issues. However her Mnistry has to also work in partnership
with all government mnistries, corporations and agencies, as well as the
private sector. Her Mnistry should be able provide other mnistries with
policy advice and gender analysis service to address system c barriers.
She can co-ordi nate and noni tor various sectoral programes in self-
devel oprent, nutrition, health education, literacy, recreation and skil
formation.

But nost inportant of all Shahrizat should rai se consci ousness anong
both men, wonen and children on the inportance of treating wonen with
respect and acknow edgi ng wonen's contributions to the nation. There is a
need to change attitudes and behavi ours through public education, schoo
curriculunms and through nmass nedi a.

Par adi gns for social devel opnent have been swiftly changing with greater
attention given to wonen's issues at the global level. Al over the world,
countries are continuously forrmulating strategies and initiating processes
to bring wonen into the rmai nstream Do we want to be | eft behind?
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