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Abstract— One of the government’s land development programmes to eradicate poverty among the Malays is through Federal 
Land Development Authority (FELDA). The set up of FELDA was to address the social economic of the Malays. At the same 
time FELDA also one of governments’ reliable vote to secure the win of United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) as a 
ruling party.  Since the establishment in 1956, these settlers votes contributed towards UMNO’s success. As participants of 
FELDA, Malay women significantly contribute in ensuring the victory of the ruling party. This paper will examine the political 
participation of FELDA women of two generations (the second and the third) in the context of FELDA Ulu Tebrau (FUT), 
Johor.  The data discussed in this paper is drawn from in-depth interviews and focus group discussion with two groups of 
respondents, second and third generations of women in the settlement. The qualitative data were also collected through 
observation at the village. This paper attempts to explore FELDA women’s activities from two generations (the second and the 
third) in terms of their political and communal participation. It will   inquire into types of activities that they are involved with. 
The findings of this study indicate that the women of second generations are more aware and politically active compared to 
women of third generation. The result also suggested that majority of young women in the third generation did not show any 
interest in politics. Besides, women of second generation show unwavering support to UMNO. 
 
Index Terms— Women’s Political Participation, FELDA Women, UMNO.  
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The 13th Malaysian general Election that was held on 
5th Mei 2013 witnessed the ruling party United Malays 
National Organization (UMNO) continued to secure 
more seats in the Malay-majority parliamentary 
constituencies and state assembly in Johor. Several 
factors can be postulated to have contributed to this 
win. At the apparent level was the fact that a strong 
political support from  Malays FELDA’s settlers 
towards UMNO [1, 2].  
Although the main purpose of establishing FELDA is 
to ensure an improved living and economic conditions 
of the settlers [3-5] but it is also a strategy from the 
government to secure supports from the settlers [6]  
and their votes contributed towards UMNO’s victory 
[2, 7]. 
The total number of FELDA settlers in 11 states all 
around Malaysia are about 112, 635 [8]. In Johor, the 
number of settlers is 28,971, in which the number of 
women settlers is only 5591 compared to men settlers, 
23380. The difference is expected considering the 
selection process of the scheme which acknowledged 
men as settlers and owners of the land at the beginning 
[9].  
 
 
This study is funded by the Research Council of Norway. It is a part 
of a bigger project,  Revisiting Gender in Development: Complex 
Inequalities in a Changing Asia aims to re-visit the concept of gender 
in a rapidly changing Asia. This paper is based on  the study of  
FELDA supervised by Prof. Ragnhild Lund (Department of 
Geography, Norwegian University of  
Science and Technology) and Prof. Merete Lie (Department of 
Interdisciplinary Studies of Culture, Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology).   

 
Nevertheless, women’s traditional roles as wives, 
mothers, daughters and domestic workers were 
regarded as substantial to the survival of the scheme [7, 
10]. Not to mention the importance of their vote in 
ensuring the victory of the ruling party. Women early 
settlers are also known as penerokawati. 
Early literature on women’s participation in party 
politics such as Pergerakan Kaum Ibu, Dewan 
Muslimat PAS and Angkatan Wanita Sedar (AWAS) 
indicates that although the leaders of Malay social and 
political association were educated women but the vast  
supporters came from rural women [11, 12] and 
became “the backbone of Malay politics’[13] . Their 
roles in politics are crucial especially for campaigning 
for the party and voting during elections.  When 
FELDA was set up, the Malay family from rural areas 
settled down in the new settlement and the women 
continue to support UMNO for various reasons. At the 
same time their mode of operation by vigorously 
involved in the village-based organisation and 
traditional activities of Malay society [14] assured the 
survival of the political party through various social 
activities and functions.  This paper will explore to 
what extent women  in FELDA identify themselves 
with UMNO by looking at the conventional political 
activities and also include social engagement and 
communal activities of FELDA women from two 
generations (the second and the third) in the context of 
FELDA Ulu Tebrau.   
 
II. METHODOLOGY 
 
This study employs in depth interviews and 
observation with two groups of respondents, second 
and third generations of women in FELDA Ulu Tebrau 
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(FUT). The interviews involved 24 women from the 
second generation and 17 women from third 
generation. The respondents’ permissions to 
participate were requested prior to the interviews and 
they were recruited through a snowballing method. 
The researcher had to ask help from a local woman to 
identify the women in second and third generations. 
This was also done to gain trust and cooperation from 
these women. Interviews were audio recorded and later 
transcribed in verbatim. The qualitative data was also 
collected through observation in the settlement. 
Several visits were made to FUT but overall, it was 
difficult to gauge their involvements in politics. The 
fact that the fieldwork were conducted every two to 
three months and that the researcher had to go in and 
out would limit chances for the researcher to observe 
their political activism  when the women are involved 
in activities organized by political parties. 
 
III. DISCUSSION  
 
A. Socio-Demography Of The Respondents 
The early number of settlers in Felda Ulu Tebrau  was 
669. At present, only 533 of them are left in which 226 
of them are women and 307 are men. In 2012, the total 
population for second generation in FUT is 1257, with 
690 men and 567 women while for the third generation 
there are about 1634 of them, 884 men and 750 
women. 
Table 1 shows the socio demographic background of 
the 41 women informants which illustrates   majority 
women of second generation are 40 years old and 
above, and below 54 years old. Meanwhile most of the 
women of third generation are 33 years old and below. 
Only one informant is 38 years old.  
In terms of education, the majority of women in the 
second generation received secondary education while 
three other informants managed to graduate from   local 
universities. One of the informants only managed to 
finish primary school. Most of the women had a chance 
to pursue their education at secondary level but decided 
to leave school. One of the main reasons was because 
life was hard and they had to work to support their 
family. 16 of them worked at the factories around Ulu 
Tiram.  Life is generally better for women in the third 
generation. About nine of them went to college with 
one drop out and the rest at least completed primary 
level education.  The third generation obviously had a 
better chance in education compared to their mothers. 
All informants from the second generation are married 
with two of them being single mothers. Meanwhile, 
only six out of 17 informants from the third generation 
are married. Almost half of the women of second 
generation are still working either in formal or 
informal sector.  But majority of them quit their formal 
work and engage in informal work.  Due to the level 
education received by women of third generation, most 
of them are able to secure a job in a formal sector. 
There are three of them involved in food business and 
the rest are still studying. 

TABLE  I.  SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHY OF THE 
RESPONDENTS 

 
a. Source: Data from fieldwork, 2012-2013 

 
Considering of all the changes taking place in FUT 
including mobility of second and third generation in 
terms of their educational level, employment and 
marital status, it is interesting to explore FELDA 
women’s political inclination either towards  UMNO 
or the opposition. For the purpose of this chapter, the 
discussion on women’s participation in public space 
will be divided into two: women’s participation in 
political party; and in FELDA community. 

 
B. The Politics Of Felda Women  
For penerokawati, Pergerakan Wanita UMNO (PWU) 
is their platform to be actively involved in politics. 
Women of second and third generations who are in 
between 18 and 35 years old are eligible to  Puteri 
UMNO (Puteri). Both PWU and Puteri are entities 
within UMNO  to gain support from Malay women. 
Even the objective of Puteri is to serve as a platform for 
young Malay women to be actively involved in politics 
and polishing their talent and potential as a leader. It is 
also a symbol of the importance of women's political 
support. In this study, all the informants of second 
generation are members of PWU although not all 
women of second generation join the wing. The 
women of the third generation belong to Puteri.  
The women of second generation demonstrate active 
and commitment in their participation in politics. 
However, their participation was defined and 
perceived through political and social activities 
conducted by Pertubuhan Gerakan Peneroka Wanita 
(GPW).  It is important to note that most GPW’s 
committee members are members of PWU. They 
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unconsciously separated formal political activities and 
social activities even though the latter was conducted 
and organized under UMNO. Their definition of 
political activity is relevant to campaigning and voting 
during election. Almost all of the respondents in the 
second generation and half of the women in the third 
generation admitted that they had been involved in 
campaigning for their political party during general 
elections. It is no doubt that one of the significant roles 
that the women have played since the pre 
independence period is as party mobiliser [11].  Malay 
women are known for their capabilities to gain mass 
support from the people and the party fully utilised 
women’s capability and skills. 
The women of second generation also illustrate strong 
support for UMNO. Most of them believed that they 
need to fend for UMNO to show their appreciation 
because government led by UMNO had helped 
improving their parents’ livelihood through FELDA. 
FELDA started to improve social economics of their 
parents and turned their lives from landless Malay 
peasants into owner of four hectares of land per settler. 

“Politics (for) people who first came here 
were very loyal to the government. (For 
example) To say that hmm my mother 
visited Bukit Kayu Hitam and looked around 
and asked, why there is no (symbol of)  scale 
(dacing )? Her loyalty to the government is 
very astonishing.  Although she did not 
know  to read but the symbol of dacing 
remains in her heart.  If the government did 
not give land to my mother and my father, 
my life will not be easy.  Although I did not 
study at a university but I want my children 
to study in a university. I'm convinced with 
the facilities provided by the government. 
I'm with UMNO” 

Women of second generation, NN 
“FELDA is given by the government 
because people used to live in poverty (and) 
because we don’t have property. After they 
(the government) gave us land , we pay little 
by little. FELDA is improving (and) over the 
years we have a comfortable life. And we 
received more income every year. Of course 
my children are allowed to choose their own 
(political) party. But their choice (will be 
the) same as mine because they can think. If 
they choose another party, they will be in 
trouble”. 

Women of second generation, S. 
 
The women also admitted that they do not adhere to 
their husband’s preference in politics. They will 
support and vote for UMNO even though their 
husbands choose the opposition. 

“My husband is a PAS (membership). I 
remain with UMNO. I'm still with UMNO. 
If the government does not give land to my 
mother, I would not be able to live in 

comfort. Although I do not go to the 
university but I want my children to go to 
university. I believe the facilities provided 
by the government. Now my mother is 
happy, I'm grateful. I'm still with UMNO” 

Women of second  generation, NK 
“Although my husband is a supporter of 
PAS, but he does not influence me. I support 
UMNO and the government. Sometimes we 
fight (about politics). Well (it is fine), but 
politics should not be mixed up with 
everyday life. Life goes on as usual” 

Women of second generation, NK 
This shows FELDA women loyalty towards UMNO is 
solid and strong despite many social changes occurred 
and controversial issues related to FELDA. However, 
the politics of women of third generation is different. 
The data from the interviews revealed that not many 
women from the third generation are active in Puteri 
simply because they are not interested in politics. Most 
of them responded with , “…not interested”, “do not 
talk about politics”, “indifferent”, or “do not want to 
interfere”. 

“ooo .. a little .( I have ) no interest in 
politics. (I)  do not know why (but)  do not 
bother to know. They (the political party), 
PAS and UMNO, (I’m) not involved (in 
any), whatever, (I) do not want to get 
involve at all". 

Women of third generation, Z 
“I don’t really get involved in politics, I am 
not interested actually. I don’t talk about 
politics. But I talked about it with my father 
at home, sometimes” 

Women of third generation, AN 
 
Furthermore  Puteri’s activity  is not seen as visibly 
active. The leader of Puteri is not reachable and 
contactable since she got married. This situation is an 
example that illustrates typical obstacles faced by 
young married women to be active in the public sphere. 
Once they are married their attentions turn to their 
family thus limited the time spent on political 
activities. But women of third generation claimed that 
they do not have time to join political activities 
because they have to work outside the settlement and/ 
or focusing on their studies. It is not due to limited time 
available carrying their dual roles in the productive and 
reproductive spheres.  
The unmarried women of third generation mimic the 
political choice of their mothers but not their fathers. 
From the observation, this is because they spend most 
of their time with the mothers. Most of them would 
follow their mothers or grandmothers to attend 
political and community activities. However, some of 
them did not disclose their loyalty to any specific party 
but those who received primary education are in favour 
of the ruling party. Whereas those who are married to 
outsiders and received tertiary education would either 
be critical towards the management of the FELDA and 
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government or refused to reveal their political stand. 
Not many of them  expressed their loyalty towards 
UMNO. 
 
C. The Politics of FELDA women in the community 
The data from the study illustrates that women of 
second generation play an active role in community 
activities. The presence of various associations 
provides and develops interest among these women to 
lead more organised social activities.  Most of them 
make time to get involved in social activities and 
community work and belong to either one or more of 
the associations available in the scheme. There are at 
least six major associations out 10 associations and 
committees of which serve as social clubs, service 
organisations and youth sports group in FUT. The most 
important and visible one is GPW which is a part of 
Persatuan Peneroka Rancangan FUT. Majlis Belia 
Felda Malaysia (Belia) is a coordinator of youth 
organizations in Malaysia intended to defend the 
younger generation in 278 schemes across the country, 
aged 16 to 40 years. Although this association has 
outlined a variety of meaningful activities to be 
followed by its members but in FUT most of the 
planned activities are sports but  well received 
especially by young women of the third generation. 
Ikatan Relawan Malaysia (RELA) and Kelab Rukun 
Tetangga (KRT) are other associations joined by 
women in FELDA. KRT is more popular because the 
association also formed its own voluntarily group of 
‘marhaban1’ and ‘kendarat’. Most of the women who 
become members of KRT are from the second 
generation and it also organizes sport activities such as 
aerobic, netball and badminton. But the activities are 
not as coordinated and structured as GPW. According 
to GPW standard of practice, the leader would decide 
on when, where and what kind of activities need to be 
done while KRT has a loose hierarchical leadership in 
which members can managed its activities based on the 
demand of the members. RELA is popular among men 
and their main activity is doing patrols at night to 
protect and defend the safeness of the settlements. 
There are two other new associations which are newly 
formed in 2012, Sukarelawan Bomba and Pertubuhan 
Pribumi Perkasa (Perkasa) Felda Ulu Tebrau. 
The study also found that, the respondents did not 
differentiate between political activity and community 
activity. Firstly because the nature of the activities are 
beneficial to the society at large and a tradition that is a 
part of their community activities. Secondly the 
activities were often organized under the disguised of 
GPW in which the leader and committee members are 
also the leadership of PWU.  Among the activities that 
regularly been done are sales in the month of Ramadan, 
religious classes, ‘marhaban’, visits from house to 
house, donation for orphans, medical examination. 
When asked about political activities, the activities 
 

1 Marhaban literally means welcome. It is an Arabic word but it 
this context it’s a religious song and mostly sang in wedding 
ceremony and prophet’s birthday. 

mentioned are similar to community activities and 
emphasized was given on home economics courses, 
"sewing classes, cooking classes, handicraft classes 
such as embroidery, religious talks and campaigning 
from door to door". These are some of the common 
activities that have always been associated with 
women’s activities in politics and organized at the 
grassroots level. This is probably the easier way to 
keep in touch with other women in the settlement and 
to inform them the latest news about the political 
situation or issues in the country. The activities run by 
GPW  are strategies to incorporate UMNO’s political 
beliefs through various activities in FELDA under the 
disguise of various associations. It will help to 
strengthen the government influence/power through 
FELDA.  Although ‘rewang’  and ‘kendarat’ are 
popular among penerokawati2 and women of second 
generation but not many women of third generation 
engaging in the activities.  Thus it raised an issue of 
how far the women would be able to hold on to these 
traditions of ‘gotong royong3’ giving the fact that the 
younger generation are not longer interested to 
continue them.  
In FUT, it is clear that women engage in informal 
political activities. Through informal political 
activities they developed a political consciousness and 
they strengthen their political belief into a formal 
political party. Various studies showed that women 
have been active at the grassroots politics to support 
their political parties’ agenda and leadership [11, 12, 
15, 16]. Their activities include traditional supporting 
roles such as voters, vote canvassers, campaign 
supporters, and helpers at party activities [17] or 
organised community activities that are associated 
with their role as a woman; cooking classes, sewing, 
flowers arrangement and religious talk. It is important 
to note that GPW is a place where women can perform 
roles other than as housewives and mothers. But most 
of the organized activities reinforced those roles 
ascribed to them by socio-cultural norms. However, 
women in FUT do not object in performing their 
obedient daughter/wife/mother’s roles or complain 
about women’s position in the society. 
The women of second generation are active and 
involved in both political and communal activities but 
at the leadership level penerokawati is still hugely 
engaged in planning and making decision for them. 
The Malay culture which respects older people resulted 
in them to dominate the leadership of the association 
and formal or informal political activities.  As a result, 
young women are feeling vulnerable when their 
proposals and ideas are not taken into account. Besides 
it will create dissatisfaction among the women because 
sometimes the activities run by the first generation do 

 
2 Penerokawati is a  term to refer to women of first generation of 

FELDA’s settlers. 
3 It is the traditional form of reciprocal cooperation or help. It is a 

practice of the reciprocity of labour for the beautification of the 
village but nowadays mostly done to beautify the mosque and 
Muslim’s cemetery. 
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not cater the interest of the young women in second 
and third generation.  

“It is difficult to talk about politics in 
FELDA.  Power lies at the top. People  at  
the bottom (are not able to) difficult to speak 
or give opinions. But I do not give in. (only) 
If the husband told me, (then) I obey. 
Difficult to challenge the top.” 

Women in Second generation, NK 
 
The second generations are afraid to speak out for fear 
of being ostracized by the community. The room for 
women of younger generation to voice out their 
opinion is limited not only in  GPW but also during the 
Settler Development Committee Meeting. According 
to the informants, the leaders do not give room for 
young people who are seeking for clarification on an 
issue or to submit any suggestions, especially by 
women. Women who are outspoken will be 
condemned and considered trying to make whoopee 
turmoil in the village. The men and the older 
generation would only value women’s collective 
action but not individual speaking power. It is hard for 
women of second generation to make themselves 
visible and heard. They would not get positive 
feedback or support from other women if they 
challenged the hierarchical structures within the 
associations such as GPW or their own communities. 
However, it does not stop them from expressing their 
dissatisfactions and disagreements about the way the 
administration of village and GPW are running. They 
may not be able to do so in public meetings but during 
community activities and when they were together, 
they would be involved in conversations concerning 
the social life and activities in the scheme. This is 
probably due to the fact that Malays have been 
nurtured since  their early years to  uphold the  social 
values of respect for elders and they have also been 
taught to keep their behaviors to fit the norms and 
values of life of the community [18].  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The politics of women in FUT take place in both 
formal political activities and communal activities. In 
this study, it is clear that younger women especially 
third generation are not politically active. On the other 
hand, women of second generation exhibit huge 
political consciousness both in the formal politics and 
communal politics and have undivided loyalty towards 
UMNO. Consistent with the existing literature on 
Malay women’s political participation, their political 
activities were carried out in communal line in which 
through social  activities and functions that the women 
developed a political consciousness. However there is 
a strong indication from the informants that, there is a 

struggle between first and second generation of women 
in which the latter felt that they should be given more 
space in the existing village based organisation to lead.  
In a nutshell, despite their awareness of the country's 
political or partisan politics limited to the government 
but their knowledge, passion and focus on issues 
related to FELDA’s community and welfare is clearly 
displayed. 
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