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Abstract
A dominant feature of feminist movement has been the struggle against gender discriminatory practices and patriarchal structures. It was primarily focused on equal rights for women and has been successful in getting this demand recognised on many national and international forums. The recent discourses of ‘death of feminism’ are embedded in the belief that gender equality has been recognised and granted by law in all significant contexts. However, to what extent equal gender rights are availed in practice remains a question demanding deeper explorations. This presentation draws on data collected from women educational leaders in higher education in three Malaysian universities to argue that women’s unequal presence in senior leadership positions may not necessarily be due to discriminatory laws or unequal policy structures but because of their own submission to discourses of male dominance and gender power division in the wider society. In this research context, the discourses of ‘good woman’, ‘good mother/wife’ and ‘good Muslim woman’ appear to seduce women leaders into accepting male superiority in the domestic (family) and then transferring it to public (professional) with implications for their career destinations and career progression as educational leaders. Bettina Aptheker, a feminist activist, discusses female submission to male dominance as a classical example of female ‘colonisation’, arguing that:
‘To understand the colonisation of women is to understand its interior dimensions, its psychological consequences, its hold on the imagination, and the enormity of effort individual and collective, which is required to break its cycle. At the heart of the colonisation of women is a belief in the superiority of men, in the infallibility of male judgement and authority and in the absolute priority given to achieving male approval and validation’ (1989, p. 8).
This desire for social approval and belief in male superiority was reflected in the responses of my research participants, which was justified with reference to their faith. Malaysia is a South East Asian country and its state religion is Islam. Islam recognises equality between women and men regarding their spiritual, intellectual, and physical potential as propounded in the Quran that, ‘O people! be careful of your duty to your lord, Who created you from a single soul and created its mate of the same and spread from these two a multitude of men and women’ (4:1). However, in spite of this innate human equality recognised by the religion, women participants accepted male dominance while at the same time claiming that ‘we are equals’. 
In most Muslim societies women have often experienced and continue to experience discrimination and marginalisation with serious implications for equal opportunities in different fields of life including education and leadership (Griffin, 2006; Shah, 2012). The feudal patriarchal structures of most Muslim societies, validated by vested interpretations of religious texts have contributed to female marginalisation through a discourse of ‘good Muslim woman/mother/wife’ supported by ‘commentaries and interpretations which interpret Islam in ways they want to see it’ (Zein Ed-Din, 1982, p.223). In spite of most state laws accepting gender equality, the practices remain gender discriminatory, marginalising women and their access to positions of power, as stated by Esposito:
The status and roles of women in the Muslim world vary considerably, influenced as much by literacy, education, and economic development as by religion. Men and women in Muslim societies grapple with many gender issues ranging from the extent of the women’s education and employment to their role in the family and the nature of their religious leadership and authority in Islam. (2011, 102)
The participating women academics in senior leadership position in three Malaysian universities emphasised their Muslim identity underlining that Islam propounded gender equality, and that there was no gender discrimination in their universities. However, conversations about their experiences and career progression as well as questions about gender of those in top leadership positions in their universities unveiled that women’s career progress to leadership positions was significantly different from that of men, and high majority of top leadership positions were occupied by men. This raised interesting questions regarding how equality was understood and also regarding women’s self-perceptions as leaders and progression to top leadership. In response to further probing it emerged that men with similar qualifications not only moved faster towards top position, but occupied almost all positions of power with the exception of an occasional woman in a senior leadership role, which seemed more tokenistic. When probed further, the interviewees emphasised high significance of their responsibilities towards family, their understanding of religious obligations, and their determination to be good Muslim women/mothers/wives prioritising the domestic over the professional. This self-righteousness of good Muslim women signals the seductive power of religion that not only may blunt criticality but may also pose a challenge to debates on gender equality as it complicates the issue by blurring boundaries between imposition and seduction:
Power operates visibly and invisibly through expectations and desires. It operates visibly through formal, public criteria that must be satisfied. It operates invisibly through the way individuals think of themselves and operate ... Often power is most effective and efficient when it operates as desire, because desire often makes the effects of power invisible. (Cherryholmes, 1988, p. 35)
The desire on the part of the participating Muslim women educational leaders to accept and submit to male superiority to be socially accepted as ‘good’ raises questions regarding technologies of ‘colonisation of women’ that continue to marginalise women in spite of equality laws and their being equally qualified for leadership roles. The desire for male approval is strong is these patriarchal societies where men have control over resources and:
Women’s position is structured by a double set of determinants arising from the relations of gender and derived from the economic organisation of the society. (Afshar, 1991, p. 1)
The paper will draw upon interview data of this unique study to develop the argument about impact of Muslim women’s self-perceptions and cultural patterns of behaviour on their leadership aspirations and career progression and how these submissions to discourses continue to marginalise women in the professional domain perpetuating women’s inequality. 
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