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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 
 

This study  analyses the descriptive and substantive representation of women in the 

Malaysian parliament. However its focus is on the substantive representation of 

women in the 10
th
 and 11

th
 Dewan Rakyat, the lower house of the Malaysian 

Parliament. It aims, in particular,  to see whether or not the women MPs act for 

women by proposing women related issues in the Dewan Rakyat. What issues they 

proposed and who among them are at the forefront in representing the women? These 

women MPs are called the critical actors. Content analysis of the parliamentary 

debates was conducted to identify what women issues the women MPs had proposed 

and to identify who among them were at the forefront of doing it. Series of face to 

face interviews were conducted with critical actors to examine what made them the 

critical actors. Factors contributing them to represent the women and the problems 

they faced were examined. All of these are important insights to explore and 

understand the substantive representation of women in the Malaysian parliament. The 

study found that the women MPs represented the women in the 10
th
 and 11

th
 Dewan 

Rakyat and proposed various issues relating to education, children, health and welfare 

and the feminist concerns. These issues directly impacted the women. The study also 

found that not all the women MPs were critical in representing the women. Thirteen 

out of twenty-nine women MPs were found to represent women but seven were more 

active in doing so. Experience, gender awareness and roles as a woman were factors 

that contributed to their representing women in the parliament. Information and 

networking appeared to be crucial in facilitating them to represent the women.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN THE PARLIAMENT 
 

 

1.0. INTRODUCTION 

“Women in parliament” has received increased international attention in the 1990s.
1
  

It was one of the twelve priority issues for the 1995 Beijing “Platform for Action” 

which was adopted by 189 countries at the 4th United Nations World Conference on 

Women.
2
 Although women make up at least half of the electorate in almost all 

countries and have attained the right to vote and hold office in almost all  Members  of 

the United Nations, women continue to be seriously under-represented as candidates 

for public office.  There are only 8,928 women MPs as compared to 36,803 male MPs 

in both houses in the parliament worldwide.
3
 Malaysia is ranked 102nd in the world in 

terms of the composition of women in the parliament.
4
  

                                                
1 Marian Sawer, Manon Tremblay and Linda Trimble, “Introduction. Patterns and practice in 

parliamentary representation of women”,  in Representing Women in Parliament. A Comparative Study, 

edited by Marian Sawer, Manon Tremblay and Linda Trimble (London: Routledge, 2006), 1. 
2  The Critical Areas of Concern that have been identified are: i) the persistent and increasing burden of 

poverty on women, ii) inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal access to education and training, 

iii) inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal access to health care and related services, iv) violence 

against women, v) the effects of armed or other kinds of conflict on women, including those living 

under foreign occupation, vi) inequality in economic structures and policies, in all forms of productive 

activities and in access to resources, vii) inequality between men and women in sharing of power and 

decision-making at all levels, viii) insufficient mechanisms at all levels to promote the advancement of 
women, 9) lack of respect for and inadequate promotion and protection of human rights of women, 10) 

stereotyping of women and inequality in women’s access to and participation in all communication 

systems, especially in the media, 11) gender inequalities in the management of natural resources and in 

the safeguarding of the environment 12) persistent discrimination against and violation of the rights of 

the girl-child. See UN Women. “The United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing 

Declaration and the Platform for Action),” 

<www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/decision.htm >  (accessed 26 March, 2012). 
3  The Inter-Parliamentary Union, “Women in National Parliament: Situation as of 31st  December  

2011,” <http://www.ipu.org> (accessed  26 March, 2012). 
4 Utusan Malaysia, “Ruangan Sekilas,” 6 April, 2011,2 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/decision.htm
http://www.ipu.org/
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Hence, the “Platform for Action” called for women's equal participation in decision-

making because it is a requirement for simple justice or democracy but also as a 

necessary condition for women's interests to be taken into account.  Without the active 

participation of women and the incorporation of women's perspective at all levels of 

decision-making, the goals of equality, development and peace cannot be achieved. 

Women representatives are expected to “stand for” or “act for” women. 

Available studies show that women legislators are more responsive to women’s 

interest than male legislators; develop their own distinctive set of concerns and 

priorities; and take leading parts in formulating policies with women’s perspective in 

mind.
1
  There are also studies that show women representatives are less willing to be 

associated with women’s issues or interest and that the primary impact of women is 

symbolic. It is argued that difficulties such as male dominated environment and strong 

party discipline had limited them to “stand for” or “act for” women.
2
  

Most studies relating to women representation are concerned with the impacts 

the women legislators made in the legislatures but they concentrated on the Western 

countries, and very few in non-western countries such as in Taiwan and India. Thus, 

this study examines both the descriptive and the substantive representation of  women 

in the Malaysian lower house, the Dewan Rakyat.  

                                                
1 Leslie A Schwindt-Bayer, “Legislative Representation in Latin America: A Comparative Study of 

Descriptive, Substantive, and Symbolic Representation of Women,” (Ph.D dissertation, The University 
ofArizona, 2003); Wan-Ying Yang, “Politics of gender difference in Taiwan’s legislative Yuan: 

Descriptive, symbolic or substantive representation,” (Ph.D dissertation, Michigan State University, 

1999);  Manon Tremblay, “Do Female MPs Substantively Represent Women? A Study of Legislative 

Behaviour in Canada’s 35th Parliament,” Canadian Journal of Political Science, vol. 31, no.3 (1998): 

435-465; Linda Trimble and Jane Arscott, Still Counting: Women in Politics Across Canada (Ontario: 

Broadview Press Ltd, 2003), 139;  Michelle A. Saint-Germain, “Does Their Difference Make a 

Difference? The Impact of Women on Public Policy in the Arizona Legislature,” Social Science 

Quarterly, vol. 70, no.4 (1989): 956-968. 
2Trimble and Arscott, 131. 
2Tremblay, 436. 
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1.1. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

It has been argued by several scholars that, women, by virtue of their representation in 

the parliament, have brought different and wider issues into legislatures and 

influenced the policy output to be much more women-friendly, changed the 

atmosphere in the parliament and encouraged other women to be actively involved in 

or at least interested in politics.
3

  It is argued that women’s representation in 

legislation is very important because the gender of the legislator does matter. This is 

due to fact that women and men have different life experiences, roles and socialization 

that shaped their interest, preferences or perceptions. Because of this, women need 

separate representation to cater to their needs and concerns.
4
  

In particular, this study attempts to answer the following questions: 

1. What is the nature of the representation of women in parliament in 

Malaysia? 

2. What women related issues were proposed by the women MPs in the 

Dewan Rakyat and with what consequences? 

                                                
3 On issues see Birgit Meyer, “Much Ado About Nothing? Political Representation Policies and the 
Influence of Women Politicians in Germany”, Review of Policy Research, vol.20, no.3 (2003): 401-

422; Joni Lovenduski and Pippa Norris, “Westminster Women: the Politics of Presence,” Political 

Studies,,  vol. 51 (2003):84-102;  Sarah Childs and Julie Withey, “Women Representative Acting for 

Women: Sex and the Signing of Early Day Motions in the 1997 British Parliament”, Political  Studies, 

vol.52, no.3 (2004): 552-564; 

On policy outputs see Marion Sawer, “When women support women…EMILY’s List and the 

substantive representation of women in Australia,” in Representing Women in Parliament. A 

Comparative Study, edited by Marian Sawer, Manon Tremblay and Linda Trimble (London: Routledge, 

2006), 111-113 ; Linda Trimble, “When do women count? Substantive representation of women in 

Canadian Legislatures”, in Representing Women in Parliament. A Comparative Study, edited by Marian 

Sawer, Manon Tremblay and Linda Trimble (London: Routledge, 2006), 124; 

On role model see Stephanie Anne-Marie Mullen, “The Substantive Representational Effects of 
Women Legislators in Presence, Legislative Outputs & Extra-Parliamentary Activity: A Qualitative 

Analysis of the Canadian Senate,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Carleton University, Ottawa,  2006), 16 ;  

Christina Wolbrecht and David E.Campbell, “Leading by Example: Female Members of Parliament as 

Political Role Model”, American Journal Political Science, vol.51, no.4 (2007): 931-952: Childs 

&Withey, 87. 
4
 See Zaireeni Azmi. (2001, July). Ekspektasi Masyarakat Melayu Mengenai Peranan Gender dan 

Hubunganya dengan Politik: Satu Perbandingan antara UMNO dan PAS. Paper presented at Simposium 

Kebangsaan Masyarakat Malaysia: Isu dan Cabaran Abad ke-21 organized by Fakulti Sastera dan Sains 

Social, Universiti Malaya, Kuala Lumpur. Also see Anne Philips, The Politics of Presence (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press Scholarship Online, 1998), 45. http://www.oxfordscholarship.com     

http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/
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3. Did women MPs in the Dewan Rakyat represent the women?.  

4. Who were in the forefront in representing the women in the Dewan 

Rakyat, what  motivated them to do so, and what challenges they faced?  

 

 

1.2.  JUSTIFICATION OF THE STUDY 

 

It has been confirmed in many studies that women legislators continue to be 

significantly concerned with representing women. Women representation in the 

parliament will ensure women’s interest to be presented and subsequently turn into 

women-friendly policies which otherwise would be less likely in existence. It is in the 

parliament that interest are discovered through debates.
5
 It is in the parliament, the 

agenda is set. Agenda setting is a crucial point in any policy making endeavor and it 

can affect policy preferences and outcomes by redefining set of alternatives.
6
 Hence, it 

is important to have women representation in the parliament or legislatures as to 

ensure women related concerns or interests becoming an agenda in the parliament.  

Most importantly, no study has yet been conducted to explore the substantive 

representation of women in the Malaysian parliament or in the lower house, the 

Dewan Rakyat. There are some studies dealing with women in politics in general. 

There are also some reports in the newspapers, referring to political leaders, lamenting 

the marginalized role of women in politics. They do hint at the institutional 

constraints, party discipline and overall male dominated environment as limiting the 

role of women in politics.
7
 Yet, no empirical study has been conducted analyzing the 

role women play in the parliament. This study hopes to fill in the gap in the literature. 

                                                
5
 Pitkin, 187.  

6 Peter Bachrach and Morton S.  Baratz, “Decisions and Nondecisions: An Analytical Framework”, 

American Political Science Review, vol.57, no.3 (1963): 632-642. 
7  Vasanthi Ramachandran, “Women have the numbers but not the Power,” New Straits Times, 14 

November, 2007,  23;  New Straits Times, 17 May, 2007,4. 
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It is equally crucial to examine the descriptive and the substantive representation of 

women representatives in the Dewan Rakyat basing on the expectation on them to act 

for women.  

 

1.3. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Even though this study confines to the 10
th
 and 11

th
 Dewan Rakyat, from 1999-2007, 

it is expected to contribute to the understanding of women in politics, in particular, in 

the area of women political representation in the Malaysian parliament. It provides a 

closer investigation about women representatives in relation to their roles in 

representing the women in the parliament. Among inputs that could be gathered are 

their demographic background and factors that induce them to represent the women. 

At the same time, problems that hindered them to represent the women more 

effectively in the parliament are also discussed. The results of this investigation led to 

policy proposals which would help improve the position of women in the Dewan 

Rakyat. These findings would contribute not only to improve the situation and 

position of women in the Malaysian politics, but to produce more women who are 

critical in representing the women in Malaysian politics. Lastly, the study will benefit 

the population as a whole and women in particular, in giving awareness about the 

roles and the importance of MPs particularly the women MPs in the parliament. 

 

1.4. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Representation of women in the legislature and the impact they make therein have 

been studied extensively by scholars. There have also been studies conducted on the 

political behaviour of women in Malaysia. These studies have been reviewed under 

two headings: Women representation in general and Women in politics in Malaysia 
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1.4.1. Women representation in general 

 

Women’s representation by elected women is a major research arena for scholars of 

women and politics.
8
 Political representation of women consists of descriptive and 

substantive representation. While the former refers to “who” as well as the “numbers” 

of the representatives as to reflect the composition of female population in a country, 

the latter is concerned with the impacts the representatives have made in the 

parliaments or legislatures or to put simply, “do they act for women?” 
9
 

Empirical studies focusing on descriptive representation discuss the numerical 

representation of women in the parliaments or legislatures. Scholars like Drude 

Dahlerup, Elizabeth Powley, and Elisa Maia Carrio emphasized quota  as the most 

efficient measure to increase the numerical representation of women in parliaments. 

Studies on the Rwandan lower house, Argentina’s legislature and Bundestag in 

Germany, have shown that quotas greatly contributed to the increased number of 

women representation in the respective houses.
10

 Manon Tremblay and others looked 

at such factors as constitutional guarantee, electoral system and public opinion as 

enhancing the number of women in the parliaments.
11

 Women activism and movement 

also constitute as the possible explanation of increased representation of women. 

Women activism addressed the existing barriers to women in politics and it was 

                                                
8  Special Issues on Critical Perspectives on Gender and Politics. “Do Women Represent Women: 

Rethinking The Critical Mass Debate”, Politics & Gender, vol. 2, no.4 (2006): 491. 
9  See Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, Theory of  Representation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1967). 
10 Elizabeth Powley, “Rwanda: Women Hold Up Half of the Parliament” in Women in Parliament: 

Beyond Numbers, edited by  Ballington, J & Azza Karam (Stockholm: IDEA, 2005), 154-163;  Elisa 
Maia Carrio, “Argentina: A New Look at the Challenges of Women’s Participation in the Legislature” 

in Women in Parliament: Beyond Numbers, edited by  Ballington, J & Azza Karam (Stockholm: IDEA, 

2005), 164-177; Birgit Meyer, 2003.  
11 Drude Dahlerup, “Increasing Women’s Political Participation: New Trends in Gender Quotas” in 

Women in Parliament: Beyond Numbers, edited by  Ballington, J & Azza Karam (Stockholm: IDEA, 

2005), 141-153; Manon Tremblay, “The Substantive Representation of Women and PR: Some 

Reflections on the Role of the Surrogate Representation and Critical Mass”, Politics& Gender, vol. 2, 

no.4 (2006): 502-511; Ian McAllister, “Women’s Representation in Australia”, in Representing Women 

in Parliament: A Comparative Study, edited by Marion Sawer, Manon Tremblay & Linda Trimble 

(London:  Routledge, 2006),134-151. 
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actively participated by women of various backgrounds i.e. teachers, professionals, 

academicians, artists, social workers and human right activists. Women activism acted 

as a pressure demanding for more women representation in politics.
12

  

Extensive attention has been given to the question of whether or not women’s 

political presence in legislatures has impacted any changes in advancing policies 

favourable to women. Many studies have been conducted in countries such as the 

United States, Australia, Canada, Germany and New Zealand to see if any substantive 

representation of women occurred in the parliaments or legislatures, be it upper or 

lower houses. These studies have shown that, to a certain extent, women 

representatives have made impacts in the parliaments or legislatures.
13

 A study 

conducted in Germany has revealed that women representatives have contributed a 

great deal towards initiating and adapting laws that favour women. The country has 

witnessed several pieces of legislation being enacted and reformed favouring women, 

namely Equal Rights in the Basic Law, The Equal Rights Act, The Legal Status of 

Children of Single Mothers Act and reforms in Abortion Laws.
14

 Similarly, due to an 

effort by a female Senator in Canada’s Upper House, the Divorce Act was amended to 

provide for the establishment of mandatory child support guidelines.
15

 Other studies 

have shown that women representatives are more likely to represent women’s 

interests. Female legislators are far more supportive of women’s rights and are more 

                                                
12  Elisa Maia Carrio,164-177; Birgit Meyer, 410; Donley T. Studlar, “Women and Westminster. 

Descriptive Representation in the United Kingdom” in Representing Women in Parliament. A 
Comparative Study, edited by Marion Sawer, Manon Tremblay & Linda Trimble (London:  Routledge, 

2006),83-99. 
13 Debra L. Dodson & Susan J. Caroll, Reshaping the Agenda: Women in State Legislatures (New 

Brunswick, N.J: Centre for the American Women and Politics, 1991), 53; Lena Wanganerud, “Testing 

the Politics of Presence: Women’s Representation in the Swedish Riskdag,”  Scandinavian Political 

Studies,  vol. 23, no.1 (2001):70; See Manon Tremblay, 435-465;  Michelle S. Saint-Germain, 956-968;  

Linda Trimble & Jane Arscott, Still Counting: Women in politics across Canada (Ontario: Broadview 

Press Ltd, 2003), 139. 
14 Birgit Meyer, 410 
15 Stephanie Anne-Marie Mullen, 183-184. 
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likely to sponsor bills that address matters of health and welfare, and women, children 

and family.
16

   

In a study conducted in seven post socialist countries (Bulgaria, the Czech 

Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia) the women 

representatives have raised issues such as protection of motherhood, the improvement 

of abortion and divorce law, social security, sexual discrimination and female wages, 

more frequently than the men in the parliament. They also discussed issues of the 

environment, consumer and human rights.
17 Scandinavian research also discovered 

that women MPs were more likely to ask questions about family, health, housing, 

environmental and consumer policies, while men were more likely to ask questions 

about fiscal, labour market and energy policies. In addition, women were more likely 

to raise the profile of women’s issues on the legislative agenda.
18

  Reingold’s analysis 

of survey responses of state legislators in California and Arizona, found that female 

politicians were more likely to represent women’s interest, to perceive themselves as 

receiving support from women constituents and to consider such support important 

than men. In addition they felt that they are more qualified to deal with concerns of 

their women constituents.
19

  

There are also studies which link descriptive and substantive representations, 

using the “critical mass theory.” These studies aimed at seeing “when” women make 

the difference. The “critical mass theory,” purports that, when women reach a certain 

                                                
16 Beth Reingold, “Concept of Representation Among Female and Male State Legislators”, Legislative 

Studies Quarterly, vol.17, no.4 (1992): 509-537 ;  Sue Thomas and  Susan Welch, “The Impact of 

Gender on Activities and Priorities of State Legislators”, Western Political Science Quarterly, vol.44, 

no.2 (1991):445-456.  
17  Yvonne Galligan and Sara Clavero, “Prospects for Women’s Legislative Representation in 

Postsocialist Europe: The Views Of Female Politicians,” Gender &Society, vol. 22, no.2 (2008): 149-

171. 
18 Drude Dahlerup, “From a Small to a Large Minority,” Scandinavian Political Studies, vol.11, no.2 

(1988): 275-298. 
19 Beth Reingold, 509-537. 
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number (titled group 15%-40% of representation), then it would affect the behavior of 

the women, in this case, affecting policies to be more women friendly.
20

 However, the 

proportion of the total number of seats which constitutes a critical mass varies, from 

15% to 30%.
21

 The “critical mass theory” prescription proved to be confirmed in 

several studies. Saint-Germain’s longitudinal study on Arizona state legislatures from 

1969-1986 found that, women legislators were more likely to introduce feminist 

legislation seeking for greater equality and improvement of women status, as well as 

legislation dealing with women traditional interest such as children, education, and the 

family. In addition, as the number of women representatives increased, the degree of 

attention paid to women issues also increased.
22

  

Similarly Thomas and Welch in a survey on twelve-state legislators, found a 

correlation between the ratio of female delegates and the degree of support for 

legislation related to women. Although, Thomas and Welch did not find a systematic 

sex difference, they did find that women tended to introduce more bills relating to 

children, women and the family and they were more likely than men to cite such bills 

as accomplishments.
23

  

However, the direct causal relation between the number of women 

representative and pro-female policy outputs which is claimed by the “critical mass 

theory” has been questioned. When women constituted “critical mass” in the UK 

House of Commons, feminists predicted that the women representatives would bring 

with them a “new agenda” and also talked about “the difference those extra women 

will make.” However, when the Conservative government introduced a reduction in 

                                                
20  Rosebeth Moss Kanter, “Some Effects of Proportion on Group Life: Skewed Sex Ratio and 

Responses to Token Women”, American Journal of Sociology, vol.82, no. 5  (1977): 965-990. 
21  See Dahlerup, 1988. 
22 See Saint- Germain, 1989; Mi Yung Yoon, “More Women in the Tanzanian legislature: Do numbers 

matter?”, Journal or Contemporary African Studies, vol. 29, no. 1 (2011): 83-98.  
23 See Sue Thomas & Susan Welch, 1991. 
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lone benefit, as part of its pledge to the Social Security Bill, forty-seven Labour MPs 

voted against it, but only one of them was a female. Due to that incident, 101 Labour 

women MPs were criticized.  

Childs undertook a study on the 101 female Labour MPs in the UK House of 

Commons to see the link between the number of the representatives and the output 

they produced. She revealed that, in spite of reaching “critical mass” threshold, there 

was no significant change or influence in the House of Commons.
24

 In almost a 

similar study undertaken by Childs and Withey to test the critical mass theory in the 

British House of Commons using the Early Day Motions (EDMs), it was found that 

they were “less willing to rebel, and therefore unlikely to make a distinctive 

contribution to the public policy agenda.”
25

 There were also studies demonstrating 

that, even though without critical mass, pro-female policy outputs occurred in the 

legislatures. One such example is by Trimble’s study of women in the Alberta 

legislatures in the 1990s, that even without the “critical mass,” women legislators 

were able to make modest changes to legislative style, discourse and policy 

outcomes.
26

  

The pre-determined or anticipated results from the application of “critical mass 

theory”  has been questioned when even with the “critical mass” threshold, women 

representatives are less likely to produce women friendly policies.  Many scholars 

have called to investigate other factors that could influence the pro-female policy 

outputs in the legislatures. Although they believe that there may be an effect when 

                                                
24

 Sarah Childs,  New Labour’s Women MPs. Women Representing Women. (London: Routledge, 

2004), 

 136-137. 
25 See Sarah Childs and Julie Withey, 2004.  
26 See Linda Trimble, 2003.   
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larger numbers of women are present in the institution, but other variables need to be 

taken into consideration.  

There are scholars who examined the actors or the representatives in order to 

study women substantive representation. Because of the inability of the critical mass 

theory to produce the result it propagated, the attention of the studies shifted  to 

investigate what are the factors that influenced women to act for women. Many 

scholars have called to shift the attention to examine the “actors” who initiate policy 

or reforms to promote women’s cause.
27

  

Discussing about factors that contribute to the women substantive 

representation, Chaney argued that “personal characteristics” and “experiences” of 

individual women representatives are central in feminizing politics in the United 

Kingdom.
28

 In a textual analysis of New Zealand parliamentary debates on three 

topics on child care, pay equity and parental leave since 1970, Grey discovered that 

women from left-leaning Labour Party and having close links with feminist 

organizations made more gendered claims than their conservative colleagues. They 

also develop a “team spirit” that eventually create a “safe space” for them to represent 

women’s interest.
29

  

“Party ideology” is recognized as an enabling environment for women to 

critically act for women in Bundestag Germany. Thus, political parties i.e the 

Christian Democrats (CD), promoted gender awareness which later shaped their 

                                                
27 See Sarah Childs and Karen Celis, “Introduction: The Descriptive and Substantive Representation of 

Women: New Direction,” Parliamentary Affairs, vol.61, no.3 (2008), 419-425; Susan Dovi, “Preferable 

Descriptive Representatives: Will Just Any Woman, Black, or Latino?” American Political Science 

Review, vol. 96, no. 4 (2002), 729-743; Sarah Childs and Mona Lena Krook, 2008; Fiona Mackay, 

“Thick” Conception of Substantive Representation: Women,  Gender  and Political Institutions,” 

Representation, vol. 44, no. 2 (2008), 125-139; Manon Tremblay, 2006. 
28 Paul Chaney, “Critical Mass, Deliberation and the Substantive Representation of Women: Evidence 

from the UK’s Devolution Programme,” Political Studies, vol. 54, no.4 (2006):  691-692. 
29 Sandra Grey, “Numbers and Beyond: The Relevance of Critical Mass in Gender Research,” Politics 

& Gender, vol.2, no.4 (2006):492-502. 




