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Women and Trade Unions 
in West Malaysia 
R o h a n a  Arif f in* 

The nature and history of the trade union movement in Malaysia had been well doc- 
umented by many writers. But most of  the literature written are articles document- 
ing the labour movement as it was before the sixties; relatively few are on the 
movement after that period. However, there are various annual reports from the 
Government and the unions concerned regarding the various activities of labour within 
the country. But on women's role and participation in the labour movement, both 
contemporary and in the past, there is almost no material available. In view of this 
situation, the role played by women is completely buried. This means the feminine 
perspective to labour history is absent. The article below attempts to provide a 
background to an understanding of women's contribution to the trade union movement 
in West Malaysia. 

The question of the lack of women's participation in the trade union movement 
in many countries has become a genuine concern of those who are involved in at- 
tempting to unionise or organise women and who, more often than not, faced ob- 
stacles in their efforts due to the apparent lack of interest on the part of the women. 
Others who are generally interested in issues relating to women have attempted to 
understand this phenomena which is indeed pertinent in view of the increasing 
number of  women in the workforce, especially in the seventies. The increase of 
women in the workplace does not find its parallel increased membership of trade 
unions. In the West, the works of feminist writers illuminate some understanding 
towards these problems. Contrary to the conventional arguments that women are 
generally disinterested in unionism, they provided other insights and a broader per- 
spective as to the causes and reasons why unions were unable to attract women in 
the past. They also gave reasons for the changing trend of this phenomena in the 
recent years; for change has occurred in many countries including Britain, Australia 
and in West Germany, where the new recruits into the unions are mainly women. 
For instance in Britain, in the last 20 years, two-thirds of the new recruits are 
women (J. Beale 1982; J. Hunt 1982) while in West Germany, from the mid- 
seventies onwards over 75% of new recruits are women. (A. Cook 1980) 

*School of Social Sciences, University of Science Malaysia, Penang 
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There were several reasons put forth as to the lack of women's involvement in 
the past, especially in the sixties. The trade union as a social institution in society 
has remained very much a male institution, permeated with male dominated values. 
This applies in varying degrees to the different unions and in the different countries. 
Even in countries where women have been long in the workforce and in the unions, 
this still applies where a union's structure is dominated by males and women's is- 
sues are considered secondary. (A.K. Daniels 1984; A. Cook 1980) Unions gener- 
ally have viewed women's issues as pertaining to the concerns of women unionists 
alone, because they feel that they are other important issues which should be given 
more attention and priorities by the unions. (T. Hanami 1982) 

The leadership of most unions are male dominated as in India. (P. Sengupta 1960, 
page 68) in Singapore (P. Ramasamy 1973) in Japan (T. Hanami, op. cit.) in Britain, 
in the European countries, and in Malaysia. In most of these countries studied, women 
made up of less than 7% in the leadership structure especially at the national level. 

The existep :e of unions in patriarchal societies is influenced by other factors 
which tend m~ e often than not, to reinforce sex inequalities in unions. Unions in 
societies entr tched with conservative religions as in Ireland and in Japan influenced 
unionists to resists equality between the sexes. (A. Cook 1944, p. 15) This view 
also defined the social roles of women, where the "proper" roles of women are thus 
within the home and it discouraged women to be active in outside activities. Such a 
restrictive interpretation of women's role affects womens' involvement in unions, 
the attitude of male relatives toward women's outside activities and also the attitude 
of male unionists themselves as to the expected role of women in the unions. 
Women members are expected to play the more supportive role and less of the lead- 
ership role within the unions. The pull of religion and traditional social customs 
prevents women from actively participating in unions. (P. Sengupta, op. cit.) 

The role of education and the media in socialising and influencing women s in- 
terest are influential factors which have discouraged women from being interested in 
trade unions. (J. Beale, op. cit.) In countries where women are constantly moulded to 
be interested in decorum of selves, homes and other externalities, the issues of 
workplace and unions are submerged. The images of women projected through the 
media also affects male unionists' attitude to their female counterparts and women in 
general, as well as affecting women unionists' perception of themselves and their 
relationship with men within and outside the unions. For instance, when women are 
portrayed as sex objects in the media, there has not been any overt protest from any 
journalists unions. (J. Beale, ibid.) This seems true of unions whose employers' 
companies are regular in producing annual calendars and posters stxessing postures of 
women in the most degrading images. 

Although presently women members make up quite a substantial proportion of 
union membership, the union's lack of perspective as to the position and responsi- 
bilities of women, has prevented women members from being active members, al- 
though Britain seems to have seen bids to improve the situation to some extent. 
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Quite recently, some unions in Britain provided supportive facilities such as child- 
care, for their women members attending meetings, courses and related union 
activities. (TUR Report 1986, p. 10) This, in many ways has the potential to 
overcome some of the problems faced by women members wishing to be involved 
in union activities. But these facilities are rarely provided for in the unions of most 
countries although the unions may have a substantial number of women workers. 
The reasons could be due to financial constraints of the respective unions or to the 
lack of understanding as to the dual responsibilities of women as workers in the 
household and in civil society. Lack of these facilities hinders women for it pre- 
vents them from being able to attend such courses/seminars and related activities, as 
are useful to acquaint the familiarise participants with union education as well as to 
provide skills in trade unions matters. Without making available these training 
mechanisms, the motivation of women members could not be given further impe- 
tus. 

Theoretical Framework 

From the above discussion, and from my own understanding of the labour situation 
in Malaysia, my theoretical framework operates on three basic contention. But be- 
fore that, it is imperative to note here that there are other factors which provides the 
contextual circumstances in which the trade unions in Malaysia must operate. The 
unions in the country operate in a patriarchal system where remnants of feudalism 
still exists alongside capitalistic development. Such remnants colour not only so- 
cial and work attitudes but also relationship between classes and gender. Crucial is 
the attitude that carries the expectations of obedience and subservience of subordi- 
nates and the view that confrontations should be avoided at all cost between the 
employer and employees. Conflicts in relationship should be settled in a more am- 
icable manner in the true Malaysian way. The paternal and patronage of the em- 
ployer should never be challenged. This social constraints are further complemented 
by the stringent laws that affect labour in the country. The continuous amendments 
to labour and union laws justified by the State as necessary in the different political 
situations, have successfully limit the direction and development of unions here in 
Malaysia. Workers' consciousness is only allowed to develop within the framework 
of trade union consciousness and any political awareness is viewed by the State as 
incongruent to trade unionism. 

Other factors, too, have a bearing on the trade unions and women's involve- 
ment in the unions and this include education and the media. The writer does not 
wish to belittle the role of education and the media in moulding the attitude of 
women towards unions but it suffices to say that it's impact is acknowledged here 
and the paper will not elaborate further. 

My first contention concerning the lack of women's participation in trade 
unions in Malaysia is that the structural pattern of women's employment has a 
strong beating on the ability/disability of women workers to be union members or 
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to be recruited. The workplace where women are employed could be from areas out- 
side the realms of unions, or are places where no unions exist or are prevented from 
existing. Even where labour unions exist the unions are weak, the State itself dis- 
couraged unionism for the specific occupations. 

A high percentage of Malaysian women are still engaged in subsistence 
production which account for more than half of the women involved in agriculture 
(as own account worker and unpaid family workers) (L.P. Peng 1979). This rural 
worker is quite outside the realm of the unions unlike the situation of women 
workers who are found in the estates sectors. Similarly, in the small-scale business 
enterprises, women as "working proprietors of wholesale and retail trade" make up 
13% of the total of working women. It could also assumed that a sizeable number are 
engaged in the small-scale craft activities (L.O. Brien 1980, p. 13). This is another area 
where no unions are found or attempts at unionising quite unheard of. There are also 
occupations such as "sales and services" where unions are relatively few and new, and 
women are entering these occupations in large numbers. There are many opportunities 
for unions, yet untapped as potential union recnfits. The State unveiled its fear of labour 
in its active discouragement of the women workers in the electronic industry from 
joining or forming unions. This left out several thousand women who could be potential 
members. The sum total of these women and others means that although women are 
now almost 50% of the workforce, a substantial number could not become union 
members as die reality was one of conventions or situations not conducive enough for 
them to do so. 

Second, the institution of trade union had evolved from it's inception as a male 
domain. Men who are wage earners earlier than women are exposed to unions earlier 
in history and in working life, gained experience and knowledge of unionism, de- 
veloped skills as union members and leaders, and continue to provide the leadership 
and direction for the trade unions. Women are relatively new to the trade union 
scene both as members and leaders. This initial disadvantage, coupled with the con- 
servative interpretation of the socially define role of women as mainly responsible 
for the home and less towards outside commitments, (the dual burden that follows 
such expectations) prevented women from being actively involved in union activi- 
ties. Men who are more familiar with the mechanism of unionism and industrial 
relations with employers are thus more likely to continue in their positions. The 
existing structure of unions, the way things are organised within them, the issues 
which seemed more pertinent are all more or less as intact as before. Minor adjust- 
ments are made such as the creation of a women's section/wing when women be- 
come members in larger numbers, but the overall structure remains the same and 
women are expected to fit into the existing labour union framework. 

Third, gender ideology, an extension of the patriarchal system of the society is 
still pervasive in the Malaysian trade unions. Such an ideology affects the attitude 
of unionists towards women unionists, the proper/expected roles women are ex- 
pected to play in unions, perception towards issues related to women in the unions 
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and to a lesser extent outside the unions, and the direction of growth for the role 
women could play in the future. Gender ideology in turn, affects women unionists 
regarding the types of role they think are proper for them to play, their relationship to 
male counterparts and the kinds of issues which are considered women's issues. 

Gender ideology which determines womens' roles in society, in the workplace 
and in the unions are inseparable from each other. The appeal of the potential in 
labour unions may seem less attractive for women when they cannot emphasise 
more closely to them and unions are viewed as not championing issues related to 
women. 

Pre-War Labour Movement 

Pre-War Malaysia (Malaya) did not have a law or ordinance covering trade 
unions. The bill on this matter was debated in Government circles for about ten 
years before it became law in 1941. The need for this law was seen, at that time, as 
a means to provide some control over the increasingly militancy of the workers 
which was influenced by the nationalistic struggles in China and India. The Trade 
Union Ordinance of 1941 required workers' organisations to register with the Gov- 
ernment, but before it could take effect properly, the Japanese invaded Malaya in 
that year. By that time, however, there were approximately 43 workers organisa- 
dons already resembling trade unions as was defined in the Trade Unions Ordinance 
(M.R. Stenson 1970, p. 35). All organisations before that era were registered under 
the Societies Ordinance of 1889 and 1895. 

Since the early twentieth century, three main races lived in Malaya, with the 
Chinese and Indians as recent immigrants in the country. Initially the males were 
the ones to come and work in the tin mines and rubber estates, in public works, in 
projects of building the infrastructure and in small businesses. They settled mainly 
in the west coast states of Malaya in predominantly male communities, quite sepa- 
rated from the local inhabitants. Several social problems arose from this situation 
including opium smoking, fights, drunkenness and visits to prostitutes with an ac- 
companying rise in venereal diseases. 

Due to this social problem for male immigrants, and the demand for more 
labour because of the expanding economy, women were encouraged to migrate and 
this happened in the twenties; the sex ratio began to narrow gradually, as indicated 
in Table 1. 

Table 1. Female ratio per 1,000 male 

Race 1911 1921 

Chinese 247 628 
Indians 308 482 
Malay 963 965 
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At the same time, women workers began to increase in absolute number as 
women came both as workers and wives and by 1920 a large number of Chinese and 
Indian women were in the wage sectors of rubber and tin. Chinese women in the tin 
mines were largely du~ang washers (washing of tin ores) and casual labourers. They 
were found mainly in the state of Perak (one of the northern states on the west 
coast). Some of them came to be in the sector of services---as domestic servants, 
dance hostesses, prostitutes, while others were to work in the small industries in- 
cluding those industries manufacturing products of textiles, footwear and rubber 
items. The Indian women were largely located in the rubber estates and (in lesser 
numbers) in the other estates and construction works. Overall, the estimated per- 
centage of women working in the labour force of the rubber and tin mines was 
around 20-30% between 1920-1940. 

Table 2 below indicates women's participation in the estates, as a percentage of 
the overall estate labour force. 
Table 2 

Year % of Women 

1921: 29.16 
1931 34.48 
1947 44.45 

The Malay women, as non-immigrant workers, were mainly engaged in 
subsistence agriculture, over 80% of  them in one form or the other. Many were 
unpaid family workers in the rice and other food production. They were left very 
much on their own and in no way were in contact with those involved in the labour 
movement. They were out of the orbit of any trade union activities. 

The labour movement of the early period was greatly affected by nationalism in 
China and India (a little later for the Indians). It could be said that it was an integral 
part of the anti-colonial movement of that period in Malaya. Workers' organisations 
here had their origin in the guilds, which mainly catered for the skilled workers. 
These guilds included shoemaking, goldsmithing and carpentering. The goilds and 
other workers' organisations were exclusively male organisations. In the early years 
of the nineteen twenties, a labour union was formed to organise workers, called the 
Nan Yang (South Seas) Federation of Labour in 1924. But the police kept a close 
vigil and constantly harassed it, causing the union to collapse in 1928 (J.B. Hajost 
1967, p. 22). Another attempt was made in 1934 with the setting up of the 
Malayan Labour Union and from then onwards there was the beginning of a series 
of strikes. These involved workers from several occupations including tailors and 
goldsmith, those who were employed in engineering works, in cigar-making, and as 
tin miners. The Indians in the urban areas formed various associations, and were 
vocal in expressing their discontent with the low-level of living conditions of the 
Indians. Numerous strikes also took place in the rubber estates dominated by Indian 
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workers after 1937. In all these strikes that took place, very little was mentioned of 
women's participation except in a few incidences. This mainly involved Chinese 
women in rubber estates around the capital city, where they were prominent in the 
frontline of the strikers (Dept. of Labour Report, 1937). Moreover, Chinese women 
were mentioned to be involved in the other anti-colonial activities and subsequently 
arrested along with their male counterparts in Singapore and Malaya (Khoo Kay 
Kim 1973, p. 314). But no deduction could be made as to the role they played, nor 
the exact number involved in these activities because they were no keeping of de- 
tailed records and hence no elaboration on these events. 

The Indian women, although numerically greater than the Chinese women 
workers in the estates and almost equal to the number of men there, yet there 
seemed no active involvement on their part. These women were subjected to the 
harsh conditions of the estates as similarly experienced by their male counterparts, 
and, in addition, suffered forms of male chauvinism, which included sexual harass- 
ment, yet consciousness does not arise out of this. It was left to the all-male urban 
association, the Klang Indian Association to include sexual harassment as one of 
their grievances in 1939 (M.R. Stenson, op. cit., p. 29). 

Chinese women in the services, who were "free" domestic servants such as 
amahs, and for some women workers in the tin mines, formed their own womens' 
association, which catered mainly for their social needs. By the nature of their jobs, 
which were rather isolated physically from the male workers, they were out of the 
mainstream of the labour movement of that period. There was no mention of them 
going on strike or being involved in other induslrial unrest. An attempt was made 
by some prostitutes to organise themselves in 1930 as a means to protect their 
livelihood from being threatened with the impending Enactment of the Government 
to close down cheap brothels. The Enactment which is called The Women and Girls 
Protection was implemented in 1931 and resulted in many prostitutes operating se- 
cretly or taking to work as waitresses in coffee shops/dance halls as a cover to allow 
them to continue their illegal activities. 

The pre-War period in Malaya was a time of labour awakening although not all 
sectors were equally affected. The more urban working class seemed to provide the 
core for the movement. Although there were numerous strikes in the estates, on the 
whole the Indian workers there were docile (C. Gamba 1962, p. 4). But there was 
some change after 1937. As the migrant communities were begin, ling to sett~e 
more permanently, they began to feel that their livelihood was a t. stake in this 
country and therefore a collective action to improve labour conditions and resist 
exploitation became a goal worth fighting for (I.L.O. Report 1962, p. 25). 

Pre-War Malaya events outlined so far indicate that is an era where women play 
a minimal role in the overall labour movement in the.country. This is the period 
which marked the beginning of workers' consciousness yet women-worker con- 
sciousness seem less developed in comparison to that of their male counterparts. 
(Although this in no way implies that consciousness among men were uniformly 
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high.) Females suffered the same harsh working conditions as men, and even more 
so with less wages for doing similar work as men. That they did not raise con- 
sciousness is evident from their lack of union participation even in the production 
process which exploited them more than men. Several factors could have con- 
tributed to this lack of  participation in the labour movement: Firstly, women 
workers' interest in the estates to some extent were taken care by the labour laws, 
particularly the labour law of 1929, which provided benefits pertaining to women 
and this included maternity leave and creches in the estates. Secondly, most of the 
women workers of that period were relatively new workers and recent immigrants, 
and were just beginning to adapt to the environment. This was reinforced by the 
patemal attitude of the British employers towards their employees--in a kind of 
master--servant relationship, especially in the rubber estates. Third, feudal-patriar- 
chal culture were prevalent in all communities which had severely restricted 
women's activities outside the home, with the exception of economic activity. The 
defined social role of women circumscribed women to the domestic sphere. Women, 
therefore, have had to work in the field as well at the home; and at home, the do- 
mestic sexual division of labour were strongly defined for both sexes. 

The coming of the Japanese ended all organised labour activity temporarily and 
during a four year occupation saw the beginning of another era of anti-colonial sen- 
timent, which indirectly provided the opportunity for a more militant labour 
movement after the War. 

Post-War Era of the Labour Movement 

The Japanese exercised cruel rule, inherent in all fascist military regime, and left a 
legacy which could not be erased after the war and this was the debunking of the 
idea of infallibility of the British. The people of Malaya including the workers 
could no longer held them in high esteem as that before the War. Generally the 
workers could no longer accept the paternal--subservient relationship of the past 
which had worked so well for the employers. From 1945 to 1948, the country wit- 
nessed hundreds of strikes by workers from various occupations. Many of the labour 
organisations had come under the influence of the Malayan Communist Party, 
through it's labour front called the General Labour Union. In 1946 this group or- 
ganised 41 strikes. (I.L.O., op. cit., p. 37). In 1947, it changed ifs name to the Pan 
Malayan Federation of Trade Unions, (P.M.F.T.U.). In the same year it was esti- 
mated that of the 289 unions with a membership of 200,000, more than two-thirds 
came under the influence of the P.M.F.T.U. which contained various organisations, 
including the unions of cabaret girls and actresses. Among the various sections of 
the PMFTU, a Womens' Section existed. The writer has yet to find out more of this 
section so as to gauge the extent of women's involvement. In it's official declaration 
the P.M.F.T.U. seems to have endorsed equality for women, for, as stated in one of its 
congresses, the P.M.F.T.U. declared that they endorsed the concept of equal pay 
irrespective of race or sex. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
ew

 Y
or

k 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 2
0:

20
 0

7 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
5 



86 JCA 19:l/Ariffin 

In various strikes that took place, it is not clear as to the number of men and 
women involved. As in the years prior to the War, the involvements of women 
were mainly in the rubber estate strikes. This estate sector had a history of strikes 
up to the sixties. Women workers participated in various strikes in several states in 
Kedah, Perak, Negri Sembilan, and Johore. Some of the women even lost their jobs 
because of this involvement. The main issues of the strikes generally revo lved  
around wages and unfair dismissal of workers. Of these events there was only one 
record which indicates women's issue being involved, and that was on sexual mo- 
lestation. Moreover, women and men workers seemed united in their struggle and 
there was no occasion to the writer's knowledge, where women were used as reserve 
labour to break up strikes. Rather, the race factor was sometimes resorted to, 
whereby one race was taken in to replace striking workers. 

The P.M.F.T.U. was more of a political union than an economic union be- 
cause among its objectives was to take steps towards raising workers' consciousness 
rather than to work only for short term economic gains. The State was aware of this 
fact and in 1948, the Government amended the Trade Union Ordinance making it 
compulsory for all unions to register with the Registrar of Trade Unions (an ap- 
pointee of the Government), as well as imposing other requirements. This included 
the requirements that any federation should be confined to unions of  similar 
occupations or industries, and trade union officials (other than the secretary) to have 
three years experience in the industry of that union. This therefore meant the end of 
a federation of various unions like the P.M.F.T.U. if the government was deter- 
mined it was not allowed to continue; it was refused registration. The leaders then 
decided to abandon the open struggle, and moved into the jungle to continue the 
fight. The unionists who were left behind, were generally discouraged. The event 
served as a watershed for unions of a political nature and paved the way for unions 
concerned mainly with economic issues. The Emergency was declared almost at the 
same time and union activities slowed down considerably mainly due to the strin- 
gent emergency rules, and the constant fear prevalent among unionists that they 
might be perceived as communists by the Government and employers, a stigma 
best avoided during the emergency. Such a fear was particularly true for the Chi- 
nese, who were regarded by the State as the main supporters of the communist 
party. From that time onwards, several changes were made in the structure of labour 
movement. More Indians began to dominate the unions both in terms of member- 
ship and leadership and the reverse was true for the Chinese. Moderate unions and 
moderate leaders were encouraged, and given guidance by the newly appointed Trade 
Union Advisor, a British official named Brazier. At the same time, unions from the 
public sector had increased in number and more Malays became union members. 
Meanwhile, attitudes among employers changed. Employers were more willing to 
accept unions in the early fifties because unions were considered to be the lesser of 
two evils: better than communism. 
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In the fifties, more women had begun to enter the public sector. In the 
Government services they served mainly as teachers, nurses and midwives. In the 
offices, they served as clerks, typists, and telephone operators. In general one could 
say that they entered into the lower occupational hierarchy and "feminine" jobs in 
the Government sector. 

For the women in the private sector, a large percentage were, and are still, in- 
volved in agricultural work. The Malay women are still very much working 
subsistence farming, although their number had decreased for some had moved into 
the manufacturing sector. The Indian women are still very much in the estate sector 
and the Chinese women in the services and industries (Chew Kee Mooi, p. 35). It 
could be said that more women came within the orbit of the unions since more 
women were found in wage earners work. However, a large number were still out- 
side the realm of the unions in 1970 particularly the Malay women engaged in 
agriculture and other women involved in their own businesses, as well as those in 
their family business. In 1974 for instance 58.6% women were engaged in agricul- 
ture, and 28.85% were own account workers and unpaid family workers (Lee Pau 
Ping 1979, p. 33). By this time too, women had formed their own unions including 
the Nurses' union, Malacca Maid-servants' union and Penang Cabaret girls unions 
(Annual Report of the Trade Unions Registry 1949). Many of the women teachers 
had also become members of the Union for Teachers. 

From around 1950-1960 women made up of about 25% of all union members, 
the proportion of women being roughly one third among workers of Indian origin, 
one-fifth among those of Chinese origin and one-sixth among the Malays. And of 
these members, very few women were holding office in unions (I.L.O., 1962, p. 
36). This appears true for all mixed unions, with the only exceptions the predomi- 
nantly female unions mentioned earlier on. Even for unions with a large number of 
women in the membership, or at least in their workforce the major office holders 
were and have remained mainly men. Examples could be taken from any unions in 
the country including the federation and centa'e for unions. Reflective of this in- 
cludes the National Union of Plantation Workers (NUPW), the various Textiles 
Workers Unions, the Electrical Industrial Workers Union, the MTUC and 
CUEPACS. 

From around 1947 to 1970 the issue most pertinent to women in the work- 
place was the equal pay issue. In most occupations, in both the private and public 
sectors, women were paid less than men and the average difference was that women 
got 4/5 of what men earned. After many negotiations between the NUPW and the 
employer's association in 1953, women tappers were paid equal to men. But for 
other work in the estates, women still received less remuneration than men. For 
workers in the Government sector the Government operated as an employer through 
it's various commissions and, through consultation with employees representative 
bodies, it determined wages. Several Commissions that were set up until 1964 rec- 
ommended less pay for women with a few exceptions such as female-dominated 
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jobs such as typists and telephonists. Although the Government rationale was that 
women workers were less mobile than men especially after marriage, and that mar- 
riage would reduced their efficiency, the ideological basis was actually that women's 
income was seen as supplementary, and women's work as temporary. 

It was only in 1969 that equal pay was promised by the Government although 
it had accepted the principle of equal pay in 1964. During this campaign several 
unions came up to support the equal pay issue and this included the Federation of 
Teachers, Nurses Union, Malayan Trade Union Congress (MTUC) and the Congress 
of Unions of Employees in the Public, Administrative and Civil Services 
(CUEPACS). Generally it could be said that unions were supportive of women 
getting a fairer deal in the workplace. But for other women's issues like the problem 
of the dual day and discriminatory laws against women, it was mainly left for 
women's organisations to pursue them. It could be said that by the beginning of the 
seventies women's position in the labour movement were mainly as ordinary mem- 
bers and women's broader issues were not given such attention by the unions. The 
concern to recruit more women into the unions as a way of increasing union 
strength and workers solidarity, was strongly felt in the late sixties and early seven- 
ties as women entered the wage sector in large numbers after the Government 
industrialisation policy of export-oriented industries was implemented. It was 
around this time that the MTUC set up its womens' section to cater mainly for 
women members and to give more attention to working women's issues. As thou- 
sands of women worked in the Free Trade Zones, mainly in the textiles and elec- 
tronics industry, there were attempts by the Electrical Industrial Workers Union 
(EIWU) to unionise them (electronic workers) into the union in 1975 (Tan Peck 
Leng, 1985, p. 65). Their attempts were obstructed by the Registrar of Trade 
Onions. He refused to allow unionism because electronic workers and those workers 
involved in the manufacturing of electrical goods were considered of different cate- 
gories. The MTUC also tried to get the Government to allow the 90,000 odd elec- 
tronic workers to form a union, but again the Registrar refused. The MTUC then 
filed a case against the Registrar but lost the case because the court considered the 
MTUC as not being the aggrieved party. These girls are now left very much on 
their own without any job security or union to represent them. The reality of the 
uncertainty in job security were evident in the recession of 1974-75 and in the 
1980s when thousands of them were retrenched. Table 3 below gives a rough 
indication as to the number of women affected by retrenchment from 1983 to May 
t986. 

Taking the electronics and textiles alone, this retrenchment involved approxi- 
mately 27,000 women; there are many more women found in the other affected sec- 
tors too. Retrenchment of such a scale does not mean that the retrenchees give up 
without a fight. In fact, many protes/ed by picketing on the ground outside the fac- 
tories. That they are better organised in the eighties than the seventies is evident in 
the case of Mosteck. Not only did they protest, but also marched around Penang 
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town and subsequently handed in their protest note to the Chief Minister of Penang. 
Their efforts were given support by several unions, including the EIWU, MTUC 
and the Textile Union of Penang and Province Wellesley. Women workers are now 
giving due importance to their jobs and do not want to lose them. Their income 
matters a great deal to them, as their family's survival and well-being depend on it. 
This view was expressed to the writer during the incident. Whatever the future holds 
for women, they are no longer passive on issues that pertain to women, especially 
when it affects their livelihood. 

Table 3 

Industry~sector No. of workers 

Textiles & garments 15,000 
Electronics 12,000 
Tin 12,000 
Timber 10,600 
Construction 8,500 
Rubber plantations 7,200 
Commercial sector 6,277 
Wood products 5,550 
Service 4,555 

Source: Suara Buruh: May 1986 

Women, Trade Unions and the Future 

Between the seventies and the eighties, women made up of approximately 27% of 
all union membership. This is an increased of 2% from the fifties. Since then, the 
percentage has remained rather constant throughout the years although the percent- 
age of women entering the workforce has increased more than 10% from approxi- 
mately 35% in 1975 to about 45% in 1985. Therefore, the increase in the labour 
force is not similarly followed in the unions. Table 4 shows the percentage of 
women in trade unions for the years 1978-1983. 

That the growth of women membership into the unions is not as rapid as expanded 
female jobs in the labour force could be due to several reasons. As mentioned ear- 
lier, several factors prevents women from joining unions: the discouragement from 
the Government and the nature of the jobs women are involved in. It is also rele- 
vant to discuss opinions from other quarters as to the reasons for this situation. 
Some employers and unionists claim that women themselves are disinterested in 
unions. Other opinions include the fear of victimisation by employers. Such opin- 
ions, as expressed by the unionists, are generally derived from their constant 
interaction with women workers and through their experiences in trying to recruit or 
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encourage women to be active in unions. These undeniably are very valid state- 
ments and should be borne in mind when attempting to work with women. How- 
ever, because hardly any in-depth studies are done in the field of women and unions, 
there is no way of confirming or denying these opinions. The symptoms are appar- 
ent but the sources of these symptoms need to be understood. Contrary to these 
opinions, the study by the MTUC Research Committee indicated to some degree 
that women workers in the Free Trade Zone are most interested in joining or form- 
ing trade unions. 

Table 4. Trade union membership by sex, 1978-1983 

Year Male Female Total 

1978 357,416 (74.21%) 124,242 
1979 358,804 (73.18%) 131,521 
1980 367,280 (72.92%) 136,406 
1981 382,088 (73.64%) 136,743 
1982 388,753 (73.48%) 140,293 
1983 384,043 (72.57%) 145,178 

25.79%) 481,658 (100%) 
26.82%) 490,325 (100%) 
27.08%) 503,686 (100%) 
26.36%) 518,831 (100%) 
26.52%) 529,046 (100%) 
27.43%) 5~9,221 (100%) 

Source: Registrar of Trade Union - Ministry of Labour 

The study confirms that "However, with female respondents only 8% were 
members of unions but 63% of them indicated that they want to join unions and only 
27% do not want to join unions. This is very surprising as more women than men want 
to join unions now though a much lesser number are members as compared to men." 
(General Council Report 1976/1978: pp. 268-269) More studies of a similar nature are 
therefore needed to understand women's low participation in unions. 

It is not known which ethnic group of women is the most active in unions in 
terms of membership. If we are to observe the overall trend in union membership, 
(both men and women) fxom 1979 onwards the Malay community dominates union 
membership, consisting of about 43% of all members. By 1980 they were 50.6% 
of union membership (Labour and Manpower Report 1983/1984). The principal of- 
ricers are also predominantly Malays, mainly concentrated in the public service 
unions. There is, however, no breakdown of  figures to indicate the number of 
women by ethnicity from the writer's observation. On the surface, the Indian 
women are the most prominent in the leadership structure of the national unions. 

As for women generally in the leadership slructure, they represent about 4% of 
the total. Such representation is quite common in many of the other institutions as 
well as in the highest occupational hierarchy. For instance, about the same percent- 
age of women are found in the highest political hierarchy. An example of the low 
representation in the labour organisation is MTUC itself where there are only 4 
women out of 96 Ger~eral Council members (1985-1986), while CUEPACS too 
has hardly any women in the top level position. Unions in Malaysia are s011, then, 
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very much male institutions although women are making some headway in it. 
In what ways are women contributing to unions? It is perhaps pertinent here to 

describe the women's section of MTUC as an elaboration to our understanding of 
women's contribution to this union center which coordinates the major programmes 
of affiliate unions. There have been debates by various writers and activists regard- 
ing the need or the unnecessity of a separate women section. The debate evolved 
around the issue of whether a separate women's section will peripheralised women's 
issues from the main Irade union/parent body and therefore marginalised the impor- 
tance of this section. The other point of argument is that women workers' needs and 
problems are different from their male counterparts, and this includes women's dual 
roles as workers and wives. It is therefore essential that a section be present to cater 
for these needs, and this should continue until such a time when women and men 
are equal in the workplace as well as at home. 

The initial part of the second argument seems to be the accepted version in the 
MTUC, as well as other labour bodies, and also seems to be endorsed by the vari- 
ous political parties and even by the Malaysian Government which has a Women 
National Council to cater for women interest. The MTUC Women Section was of- 
ficiaUy set up in 1968 and it's basic structure is similar to that of other organisa- 
tions, having a chairperson, secretary and treasurer. The other members of the Sec- 
tion are women representatives from the various affiliated unions, (although some 
unions do not send any representatives). The chairperson automatically becomes one 
of the vice-presidents of MTUC. 

This Section also became an affiliate of the National Council of Women 
(NCWO) in 1972. From records available in the MTUC, it seems that the main re- 
sponsibility regarding women's issues and related areas is assigned to this Section. 
Over the years since its establishment its activities have covered training pro- 
grammes, seminars, talks and related activities for women unionists. Of these, 
some of the main programmes are co-sponsored by the MTUC and other labour or- 
ganisations such as the I.L.O., the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
flCFTU) and the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. Many of these programmes involved 
topics related to unions and to women. For instance, topics such as functions of 
trade unions, collective bargaining, labour laws and women's workers problems. 
Basically it is to familiarise women with trade unions, workers rights and working 
womens problems. Over the years, hundreds of women unionists have undergone 
such training. 

This Section has taken up and also supports several women's issues, including 
the equal pay issue as stated earlier and the Marriage and Reform Act for non-Mus- 
lims, as well as the unionisation of unorganised factory girls. They have also ex- 
pressed concern about traffic in women, discriminatory laws against women, need 
for more access to technical training, creches provisions for working mothers 
(MTUC GCR: 1973-1974). Meanwhile, the MTUC itself provides training for it's 
affiliates. Most of  the topics are union related such as industrial relations and 
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collective bargaining, union history, labour laws and rights. In all these pro- 
grammes, there is very little focus on women's issues. The participation of women 
in these courses over the years ranges from 11-15% of the total number. To rectify 
this low participation of women, it has recently become the policy of the MTUC to 
allocate 30% of it's participants to women. Somehow in practice this has not mea- 
sured up to it, because of various reasons. As claimed by an official of the MTUC, 
some affiliates do not have any women representatives or do not send them, or 
women themselves are reluctant to attend these programmes. 

It is quite apparent that the MTUC regards women's issues as chiefly pertaining 
to women. In this way, it means that only women are really exposed to women's 
issues and less so for the men which made up the majority of union members. 
Therefore, women's issues are not seen as important issues which deserved 
considerable attention especially at present where women workers consist of almost 
1/2 of the labour force. Furthermore, by not exposing male unionists to women's 
issues, members will not be educated to erase male sexism both at individual and 
organisational level. As unions are basically male institutions, unions should at- 
tempt to restructure them into a more non-sexist orgatfisation. 

The awareness among unionists that unions in some ways represent the interest 
of working class because of the unequal relations of  capital to labour, sh~mld also 
complement this consciousness with the understanding that it's women's members 
are subjected to gender relations within and outside the unions. From the writer's 
interviews with some male and female unionists, several opinions worth mention- 
ing here concern training, sexism and the structure of unions, and are as follows: 
Women unionists feel that their male leadership is not giving enough encourage- 
ment for women to attend courses, and that male chauvinism is still prevalent 
among the ranks and files of the unions. Although, verbally male unionists are 
supportive of  women's participation in union activities yet this is not so in prac- 
tice. Adversely, men unionists claimed that they endorsed women's participation in 
union activities as well as an increase in the leadership. However, they added that 
women in general are not interested in union activities and there are very few 
women who are confident and able enough to be union leaders. These opinions ex- 
pressed from different perspectives are useful for the understanding of the low 
participation of women in unions. It is true to some extent that women are not in- 
terested in unions because of their expected role in society which emphasised 
women's main responsibility to the home than outside activities, and their previous 
socialisation which reinforced this. But unions themselves are not providing the 
supportive facilities for women to attend union activities such as the timing of 
union meetings where women could attend, and provision of nurseries etc. during 
courses especially if the courses required a long time away from home. The reluc- 
tance of employers to give leave to women to attend union courses should be dealt 
with by the main unions in their collective bargaining as well as to urge the Gov- 
ernment to provide for this. 
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Conclusion 

Women's increased participation in the workplace means the increasing importance 
of women outside their homes as well as in the labour organisations. At the same 
time this is accompanied by the problems besetting working women, where the 
burden of performing work at home and care of children are still main responsibili- 
ties. The State and employers have ignored such harsh reality and do not give any 
priority to the provision of any supportive facilities for the working women. Nei- 
ther has the unions been successful (and really serious) in their demands for these 
provisions. The increase of  working women in no way means an improvement of  
their position in the workplace nor at home. Unions need to see the relationship of 
women's work, role at home and their ability to participate in unions, The holistic 
perspective of this nature will enable unions to plan their policies and programmes 
better so that more women could be accommodated and integrated into the unions. 
The Role of the State to ensure the healthy growth of unions is important, so that 
unions could play a more effective role in improving the interest of  the working 
class. The stringent laws thus far have curbed the effectiveness of  unions in the 
country. 

Laws which emphasised only the importance of capital over labour as well as 
perpetuating the power structure will invariably prevent unions from performing 
useful functions for their members. Unions should act as catalysts to end sexism 
within their own structures and of  those other institutions in society. This could 
contribute towards a more equal gender relations among their own members as well 
as in society. By this erosion of sexism within unions and society at large, unions 
could contribute to draw more women to feel a closer affinity to unions and at the 
same time reducing social restrictions on women's activities outside the homes 
including union activities. 

Finally, women's issues are not the concern of women alone. These issues are 
related to the other functions and mechanism within society. Unions could break 
away from their conservative thinking and view women's issues as part and parcel 
of the whole system. The cooperation between unions and outside bodies particu- 
larly feminist organisations would help in providing this perspective and could 
possibly ensure more suitable programmes for women members and workers. 
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