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ABSTRACT
This article explores how gender norms rooted in culture and religion influence gender 
inequality among Malay couples in Malaysia. Studies on the unbalanced division of unpaid 
domestic work are pivotal because they negatively affect women’s economic status, well-
being and life. Many studies have indicated that gender inequality in the division of household 
labour persists even after accounting for paid work time and resources, suggesting that gender 
norms lead to the unequal division in unpaid domestic work. By using gender perspective 
as the theoretical perspective, this study explores how men and women behave according 
to cultural and religious defined gender roles and are expected to behave as such. In this 
qualitative study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine Malay couples in 
Malaysia. The study suggests that women shoulder a disproportionate amount of housework 
and childcare due to the cultural and religious gender norms that foster the prescribed roles, 
emphasising men’s role as the primary breadwinners and women’s role as the homemakers. 
This study highlights that gender norms rooted in culture and religion plays vital roles in 
creating gender inequality among Malay couples. Moreover, this study adds support to 
the gender perspective that not only gender role ideology matter, but also highlights that 
religiosity matters when accounting for gender norms in Malay society. This study implies 
that recognising the importance of cultural and religious gender norms around domestic 
work as women’s work is crucial in narrowing the gender gap in unpaid domestic work. 

Keywords: Gender inequality, gender norms, Malaysia, 
unpaid domestic work

INTRODUCTION

Over the years, unpaid domestic work, 
including housework and childcare, has 
been shouldered by women rather than 
men in Malaysia despite increases in 
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women’s educational attainment and labour 
force participation (Choong et al., 2019; 
Ministry of Women, Family and Community 
Development and the United Nations, 
2014). Studies on housework in Malaysia 
have generally found that women are 
responsible for most of the housework, 
whereas men spend less time on it (Boo, 
2018; Choong et al., 2019; Jamil et al., 
2018). Studies on childcare in Malaysian 
families have generally suggested that 
mothers spend significantly more time on 
childcare than fathers (Boo, 2018; Choong 
et al., 2019; Juhari et al., 2013). Hence, these 
conclusions suggest that gender inequality in 
unpaid domestic work, where the proportion 
of time spent is disaggregated by gender, 
exists in Malaysian families. In this study, 
gender inequality refers to the social process 
by which individuals experience unequal 
treatment or perceptions based on their 
gender (Adams, 2017; Wood, 2014). In this 
context, gender inequality means women 
are experiencing unequal treatment in their 
households because of their gender despite 
their educational attainment and labour 
force participation.

Studies on unpaid domestic work 
are pivotal because the unequal division 
of household labour negatively affects 
women’s economic status, well-being and 
life in general. For example, women who 
devote more time to unpaid domestic work 
are more likely to earn lower incomes than 
men (Choong et al., 2019). In addition, 
performing housework and childcare is 
a burden, especially for married working 
women, because they often must work a 

‘second shift’ (Choong et al., 2019). Women 
are expected to perform housework and 
childcare at home after completing paid 
employment (Hochschild & Machung, 
2012). Moreover, women who struggle to 
balance work and family responsibilities 
are more likely to experience negative 
well-being (N. N. A. Aziz et al., 2016, 
2018). Due to the burden and difficulties of 
balancing work and family responsibilities, 
most women chose family responsibilities 
as the main reason as to why they were 
unemployed (Department of Statistics 
Malaysia, 2019).

Studies in Malaysia have suggested that 
women’s paid work hours and income are 
two critical factors in narrowing the gender 
gap in the division of household labour 
among heterosexual couples (Boo, 2018). It 
means that husbands increase their share of 
housework and childcare when their wives 
spend more time engaging in paid work 
and have higher incomes than they do. In 
addition, Choong et al. (2019) suggested 
that income classes influence women’s time 
spent on unpaid domestic work, i.e. women 
in higher-income classes spent less time on 
unpaid domestic work than women in lower-
income classes (Choong et al., 2019). 

Even after accounting for paid work 
hours and income, gender inequality persists 
in Malaysian households (Boo, 2018). Very 
few studies suggest that gender inequality 
at home may be related to gender norms in 
Malaysia (Juhari et al., 2013) and globally 
(Ferrant et al., 2014; Kaufman, 2014; 
Stratton, 2020; United Nations Population 
Fund [UNFPA] & Promundo, 2018) which 
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could explain why gender inequality in 
households remains. In this study, gender 
norms are the expectations that determine 
and regulate appropriate behaviour for 
women and men in societies (Cislaghi & 
Heise, 2020). For example, women are the 
homemakers and do unpaid domestic work; 
whereas, men are the breadwinners and do 
not do unpaid domestic work. Norms allow 
men not to do housework and childcare. 
For men, being responsible for unpaid 
domestic work is not socially acceptable in 
many societies and is considered against the 
norms (UNFPA & Promundo, 2018), which 
places women in a disadvantaged position in 
families and reinforces gender inequality in 
the households over generations. 

In the context of the Malay family 
structure in Malaysia, such gender norms 
are often emphasised in Malay culture and 
also embedded in Islamic teachings that men 
are the primary providers, protectors and 
heads of families (Ismail & Hamjah, 2012; 
Osman, 2013; Sukri & Shasrini, 2020) and 
women are responsible for the husband, 
children and housework. Thus, employed 
Malay women are supposed to put family 
first and work second, even when they make 
a financial contribution to the household 
(Abdullah et al., 2008; Noor, 1999). As 
a result, women and men are socialised 
into socially and culturally defined roles: 
women are expected to perform most 
unpaid work. Men are expected to play the 
backup role because their primary role is 
being the breadwinners. Hence, because 
of the prescribed backup role defined by 
gender norms, men only engage in unpaid 
work when they have free time or when 

requested by their spouses. In short, gender 
norms become a barrier to achieving gender 
equality in households if women and men 
behave according to culture and religion 
prescribed roles (Kaufman, 2014; UNFPA & 
Promundo, 2018). It should be highlighted 
that prescribed roles embedded in the 
cultural gender norms, with the traditional 
model of the man as breadwinner and 
women as a homemaker, are similar to the 
prescribed roles in religious gender norms 
embedded in the Islamic teachings: women’s 
duties in unpaid domestic work and men’s 
duties in providing for and protecting their 
families. Both cultural and religious gender 
norms encourage women and men to take on 
different roles based on their gender.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Three theoretical perspectives dominate 
the empirical literature on unpaid domestic 
work: (1) time availability, (2) relative 
resources and (3) gender perspectives. The 
time availability perspective argues that 
the gender division of household labour 
is based on a rational decision of who has 
more time for household work (Coverman, 
1985). This perspective suggests that paid 
work hours reduce the time available for 
unpaid domestic work. One spouse will 
perform more unpaid domestic work than 
the other spouse if the latter does not have 
time to perform unpaid domestic work, 
regardless of gender. Most studies have 
found that women reduce their time spent in 
housework and childcare when they engage 
in paid employment (Bianchi et al., 2000; 
Boo, 2018; Craig & Brown, 2017).
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Next, the relative resources perspective 
argues that the division of household 
labour is a rational process leading to a 
‘fair’ exchange between couples (Blood 
& Wolfe, 1960). This perspective suggests 
that power dynamics shape the division of 
household labour between partners based on 
the relative resources that each brings into 
the household. Studies have demonstrated 
a positive association between income 
resources and time spent on household work 
(Boo, 2018; Carlson & Lynch, 2017). 

However, even after accounting for 
paid work time and income resources in 
the division of household labour, full-time 
working women report that they perform 
more unpaid work than their spouses 
do (Bittman et al., 2003; Sayer, 2016). 
Scholars have argued that gender matters 
most in explaining the unequal division 
of household labour (Bianchi et al., 2000; 
Coltrane, 2000). The gender perspective 
argues that men and women are socialised 
into male and female gender roles through 
socialisation and are expected to behave 
based on the gender norms (Cunningham, 
2001; Epstein & Ward, 2011). 

In addition to the socialisation of gender 
norms, the gender perspective argues that 
individuals’ gender role ideology also 
matters in the division of unpaid domestic 
work. Gender role ideology defines an 
individual’s attitudes to how women and 
men play their roles are shaped by their 
sex (Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2016). 
Gender role ideology is situated on a 
continuum that ranges from traditional 
(i.e., the male-breadwinner and female-
homemaker model) to egalitarian (i.e., a 

shared responsibility between spouses). The 
gender perspective predicts that women who 
hold a more traditional gender ideology will 
perform more unpaid domestic work than 
women who hold a more egalitarian gender 
ideology; by contrast, men who hold a more 
traditional gender ideology will perform less 
unpaid domestic work than men who hold a 
more egalitarian gender ideology (Coltrane, 
2000; Knudsen & Wærness, 2008). Overall, 
the gender perspective argues that the power 
of gender norms and gender role ideology 
may explain gender inequality in unpaid 
domestic labour. 

The research gap includes very few 
topics related to gender norms that have 
been explored in unpaid domestic work, 
which emphasises the traditional male-
breadwinner and female-homemaker model 
(Juhari et al., 2013; Kaufman, 2014; UNFPA 
& Promundo, 2018). Second, the persistence 
of gender inequality in Malaysian households 
shows the importance of using gender 
perspective as the theoretical perspective in 
the Malaysian context to understand unpaid 
domestic work among couples through a 
qualitative approach. Therefore, to fill the 
research gap, this study used the gender 
perspective to examine how gender norms 
rooted in culture and religion influence 
gender inequality among Malay couples in 
Malaysia. In general, this study supports the 
gender perspective that unequal division of 
household labour is related to the prescribed 
role emphasised in the gender norms. This 
study contributes to the gender perspective 
that gender norms rooted in culture and 
religion play vital roles in creating gender 
inequality in households. In addition, this 
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study contributes to the gender perspective 
that not only does gender role ideology 
matter but also highlights that religiosity 
matters when accounting for gender norms 
in Malay society. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted the qualitative approach 
to examine women’s and men’s roles and 
who should perform the unpaid domestic 
work among nine  Malay couples in 
Malaysia. A semi-structured interview tool 
was used to collect data. The interview 
questions include women’s and men’s roles 
and responsibilities and the reasons for 
doing housework and childcare. 

The respondents’ inclusion criteria, 
using purposive sampling, were Malay 
married couples living with children under 
12. The sample of respondents was selected 
based on their criteria and interests to take 
part in this study via social media. This study 
protocol was approved by the University of 
New South Wales Human Ethics Board 
(Approval number: HC11272). The couples 
were interviewed face-to-face for 60 to 
90 minutes in their homes. In addition, 
each spouse was interviewed separately to 
capture their perceptions and experiences 
without the influence of the other. The 
interviews were tape-recorded upon the 
consent provided by the interviewees. A 
voucher was given to interviewees for 
their time in participating in this research. 
The names of respondents were replaced 
with pseudonyms. The interview data were 
analysed using a thematic approach. First, 
interviews data was reviewed according to 

codes to find themes. Then, all the themes 
were reviewed and named accordingly to 
address the research issues. 

All interviewees were in their thirties. 
The typical household comprised a spouse 
(one male and one female) and one or 
two children. Most of the interviewees 
had at least a bachelor’s degree. All the 
couples lived in urban areas. All the male 
interviewees worked full-time outside the 
home. Of the nine female interviewees, three 
worked full-time outside the home, three 
worked part-time outside the home, and 
three worked full-time for their households. 
Most women perceived themselves as very 
religious among all interviewees, and about 
half of the men perceived themselves as 
very religious. In this study, religiosity 
(strength of religious beliefs) is self-defined 
by respondents based on their frequency 
of prayers, frequency of going to the 
mosque and religiosity piety. For example, 
respondents who go to mosque and pray 
frequently and follow most religious 
practices are considered themselves as 
very religious. In contrast, those who do not 
go to the mosque and pray frequently and 
do not follow most religious practices are 
considered less religious. 

FINDINGS

This study collected data from interviews of 
nine married Malay couples. The findings 
suggest a primary theme: cultural gender 
norms that champion the traditional male-
breadwinner and female-homemaker model 
causes unequal division of housework and 
childcare among couples. In addition to 
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the cultural gender norms, religious gender 
expectations embedded in Islamic teachings 
also restrict couples from sharing unpaid 
domestic work equally. However, the 
experience varies between men and women. 
For example, more religious women tend 
to have a traditional gender role ideology; 
hence, they perform a disproportionate 
unpaid work. In contrast, more religious 
men tend to have an egalitarian gender 
role ideology and are willing to share the 
burden, whereas, less religious men tend to 
have a traditional gender ideology to play a 
backup role. 

Cultural Gender Norms: Traditional 
Male-Breadwinner and Female-
Homemaker Model

The data from the interviews demonstrated 
that women are expected to perform most 
of the housework and childcare and support 
their families through unpaid labour. In 
contrast, men are expected to be employed 
and support their families financially. 

“I think in Malay families, men 
go to work and women stay at 
home to look after the children.”—
Nana, part-time employment, very 
religious.

“I think it has become a norm in 
our society that a husband should 
work to support the family and 
a wife should take care of the 
household work.” — Aisha, full-
time employment, very religious.

“Malay [culture] says that it is 
the wife’s responsibility to do 

housework and we have to do it 
sincerely.” — Fatimah, part-time 
employment, somewhat religious.

The quotes of Nana and Aisha suggest 
that women and men hold different family 
roles, which are aligned with cultural gender 
norms in Malay society. This finding was 
further illustrated by Fatimah’s quote 
describing that her responsibility as a wife 
is to perform housework ‘sincerely’. The 
word ‘sincerely’ suggests that because she is 
obliged by Malay cultural gender norms to 
perform housework, she must be genuine in 
doing so and may not question its rightness. 
Thus, this example portrays how gendered 
expectations among Malay families may 
influence Malay women to perform more 
household labour than men. 

Similar descriptions were provided by 
most of the Malay men in the study. They 
stated that men are responsible for earning 
money and that women are responsible for 
household work. These men had consistent 
views on gender roles irrespective of the 
strength of their religious beliefs.

“This is Malay custom. When we 
are married, the husband needs to 
work outside and the wife needs to 
handle the household work. It is 
my responsibility to work, not her 
responsibility to work. This practice 
remains unchanged.” — Keri, full-
time employment, very religious.

“It is my responsibility to work. 
My wife does not need to work 
because I can afford the family 
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expenditures.” — Nazri, full-time 
employment, less religious.”

“As a wife, she has to be good in 
doing housework and managing 
household matters. A wife has her 
own responsibility at home,” — 
Tramizi, full-time employment, 
very religious.

The quotes illustrate higher expectations 
that men will be the breadwinner and lower 
expectations that they will be involved in 
housework. Men will likely play a backup 
role in performing housework if they are not 
expected to be mainly responsible for the 
unpaid work. In addition, the quotes reveal 
the gender expectations that women will be 
full-time homemakers and mothers rather 
than be employed. The link between paid 
and unpaid work that may cause the unequal 
division of housework and childcare can 
also be observed in how Malay men have 
the final authority over whether their wife 
is employed. Most interview quotes show 
how Malay husbands use their authority to 
influence whether their wife is employed. 
Azizah talking about her husband, Keri, is 
an example:

“I discussed with my husband 
whether I should work or not. He 
prefers me to stay at home and 
look after the children and him. 
When he gets home, I have already 
prepared the meals and drinks for 
him. He prefers me to take care of 
them instead of working outside.” 
— Azizah, full-time homemaker, 
very religious.

Azizah followed her husband’s decision 
to not engage in employment but spend time 
preparing meals for the family and taking 
care of the children. Her description of her 
husband’s authority is consistent with what 
her husband, Keri, said:

“I made the final decision. I wanted 
her to stay at home and not work 
after we got married. It is my 
responsibility to earn income, not 
her responsibility. I really do not 
encourage my wife to engage in any 
employment. I prefer her to stay at 
home, look after the children, and 
look after our food and drinks.” — 
Keri, full-time employment, very 
religious.

Azizah had not been employed since 
graduating from high school. She became 
a full-time mother because her husband, 
Keri, preferred her not to work outside 
the home. They believed that taking care 
of the housework and children were 
responsibilities for women, not men. From 
how Azizah described her responsibilities, 
it is not surprising that she performed 
more housework and childcare than her 
husband, Keri. Notably, their lifestyle was 
not luxurious; however, Keri thought the 
family could live modestly on one income 
(i.e. MYR 2250 per month). This choice 
implies they preferred to follow cultural 
gender norms that emphasise the traditional 
male-breadwinner and female-homemaker 
model.

Reinforcing the male-breadwinner and 
female-homemaker pattern, most Malay 
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women interviewed planned to stop working 
when they felt their husbands could support 
their families. 

“Malay people say that no matter 
how clever a wife is, her place is 
still in the kitchen. If a wife is not 
good at doing kitchen work, the 
family will have problems. If a wife 
cannot cook for the family, what is 
the point to marry a wife? I wanted 
to get married, so my wife had to 
cook for me. A wife needs to clean 
the house so that it is tidy and well-
organised.” — Tramizi, full-time 
employment, very religious.”

The quote from Tramizi suggests that in 
Malay society, Malay men expect women to 
perform housework. Malay men perceive 
that a woman’s place remains in the kitchen, 
regardless of her intellect. Tramizi explained 
that ‘clever’ refers to a woman’s educational 
level. He implies that Malay women may 
not opt-out of housework tasks even if 
they have high education. Tramizi’s quote 
suggests that Malay culture places less 
value on women’s education and more value 
on their performing housework. Tramizi’s 
description of women’s role alligns with the 
Malay traditional cultural norm, “women, 
no matter how highly educated they are, 
their place is still in the kitchen.” (Abdullah 
et al., 2008, p. 14; Hamdan, 2009, p. 196).

Similar to Tramizi, Shila stated that 
Malay women are responsible for taking 
care of the children in Malay families 
regardless of how successful they are in 
their careers.

“I think it is common in Malay 
families that no matter how high 
position a woman in workplace, 
her responsibility is still as a wife 
to take care of the children.” — 
Shila, full-time employment, very 
religious.”

Shila reported that she did more 
housework and childcare than her husband 
despite having a doctoral degree and 
working as a university lecturer. She was 
restricted by the Malay cultural norms 
that strongly endorse women’s household 
responsibilities despite their qualifications 
and careers. Shila’s description of how Malay 
cultural norms affected her engagement in 
housework is similar to Tramizi.

Thus far, the findings suggest that Malay 
cultural gender norms strongly endorse 
that women stop working and become 
full-time homemakers and mothers when 
their husbands can support the family. In 
addition, Malay men expressed strong 
preferences that women should not engage 
in employment and that men should have 
the final authority in making that decision. 
This finding suggests that women are not 
expected to be the sole or co-provider 
but should stop working because a wife 
performing her role in housework and 
childcare is more highly valued by Malay 
society than achieving higher educational 
levels and pursuing a career. 

These findings demonstrate that Malay 
women believe that their primary role is 
taking care of the housework and children at 
home; men’s primary role is earning money 
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in the labour force; these findings support 
those in the literature (Abdullah et al., 2008; 
Noor, 1999). In addition, Malay husbands’ 
preference for their wives’ employment 
in this study is similar to that found in the 
literature (A. Aziz, 2011; Noor, 1999). 
Thus, although the qualitative results on 
cultural gender norms and practices of this 
study cannot be generalised to the whole 
population, they are consistent with those 
of studies of Malaysia. 

Religious Gender Norms: Women’s 
Duties in Unpaid Domestic Work 

Most of the Malay women interviewees 
described religion as very important to 
them in the division of housework. All of 
the Malay women considered themselves 
very religious Muslims. They claimed that 
religion is very important in their personal 
lives and lived according to Islamic religious 
teachings. Perhaps the best quotes to show 
that Islamic religious teachings are the 
guiding principles in everyday life for Malay 
women were from Sazlina and Aisha.

“I think for Muslims, your religion 
is your way of living so it involves 
all aspects of life. We not only pray 
and talk about religious teachings 
daily, how we behave is based 
on the religious teachings.” — 
Sazlina, full-time homemaker, very 
religious.”

“I think it influences me. We have 
our responsibility as stated in 
the religion. When I die, I will 
face Allah and answer him.” — 

Aisha, full-time employment, very 
religious.”

These quotes suggest Islamic religious 
teachings are the guiding principles for 
Malay women’s daily lives. Aisha’s quote 
also suggests that the women believe their 
daily behaviour influences their afterlife; 
further, they will be rewarded by Allah if 
they fulfil their responsibility as stated in 
their religion (Tajmazinani, 2021). Almost 
all the Malay women who considered 
themselves very religious claimed that 
they do more housework than their spouse 
because, according to Islamic religious 
teachings, they are responsible for it as a 
wife.

“ I n  I s l a m ,  i t  i s  t h e  w i f e ’s 
responsibility to do housework. 
If the husband wants to help, it is 
his willingness to help. It really 
depends on his willingness.” —
Azizah, full-time homemaker, very 
religious.

“I think it is because my religion 
says that I have to be a good 
wife means I have to make my 
husband happy. Entertaining a 
husband means doing something 
that will make him happy. I think 
that performing housework and 
making sure that the house is clean 
and a nice place to live is a way to 
make him happy. I think this is the 
reason why I do housework more.”  
— Shila, full-time employment, 
very religious.
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The way Azizah and Shila described 
that their religion expected them to do 
more housework as a good wife  and put 
less emphasis on their spouse helping 
with housework suggests that gendered 
expectations in religious teachings play a 
greater role in influencing women’s than 
men’s contribution to housework.

The gendered expectations regarding 
housework are consistent, with most 
Malay women claiming that they did more 
housework than their spouses. Since all 
the Malay women in this qualitative study 
considered themselves very religious in 
their perceptions and religious activities 
in their daily lives, it is not clear how less 
religious Malay women believe that religion 
influences their division of household 
chores. However, this phenomenon can 
be understood through Malay men’s 
experiences.

Malay men were divided evenly 
between those who considered themselves 
very religious and those who considered 
themselves less religious. Comparing the 
responses of these two groups suggests that 
they held different attitudes on how religion 
influences their personal lives and household 
labour. For example, Ahmad, who reported 
himself to be very religious, said:

“As a Muslim, I follow the religious 
teachings completely. I go to mosque 
regularly and discuss it frequently 
with my wife.” — Ahmad, full-time 
employment, very religious.

Two Malay men who considered 
themselves less religious, Jamal and Nazri, 
said: 

“I am not religious. There are a lot 
of things I do not follow. I do not 
think I can consider myself religious 
just by praying.” — Jamal, full-time 
employment, less religious.

“I have some religious knowledge, 
but I do not practise all of them. I 
do not go to mosque frequently.” 
— Nazri, full-time employment, 
less religious.

These quotes suggest different practices 
from Malay men of differing religiosity. 
Ahmad, very religious, follows the Islamic 
religious teachings closely and discusses 
them with his wife. It reinforces the quotes 
above from Malay women who are very 
religious. In contrast with Ahmad, the less 
religious men, Jamal and Nazri, did not 
perceive religious teachings as their guiding 
principles but believed in their right to be 
flexible in following the teachings based on 
their preferences.

The interviewees who described 
themselves as less religious considered 
chores to be non-compulsory and helping 
with housework as optional. They were 
selective in performing housework and did 
not follow the religious teachings closely.

“Islam mentions about shared 
responsibility. If I can help (in 
housework),  I  just  help.” — 
Ali, full-time employment, less 
religious.

If I see plates in the sink, I will wait 
till the afternoon, hoping that my 
wife will wash them. If she does 
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not wash them, I will wash them 
then. I am lazy, so I hope that she 
will do it.” — Jamal, full-time 
employment, less religious.

“When I know she is free I will ask 
her to wash the dishes and mop 
the table because I have something 
else to do.” — Jamal, full-time 
employment, less religious.

These quotes suggest that Ali and 
Jamal have similar attitudes in managing 
housework: they attempted to avoid 
performing it if possible. Ali used the word 
‘if’, which implies that his involvement in 
housework is subject to his time availability 
or mood despite the religious teachings that 
encourage men to share the responsibility 
(Tajmazinani, 2021). Similarly, Jamal 
mentioned his responsibility in performing 
housework according to the religious 
teachings, but his attitude was more inclined 
to him having a backup role than a co-
sharing role. Their attitudes suggest that 
these less religious men support a traditional 
gender role ideology that men should play 
a backup role in housework, which aligns 
with the cultural gender norms. 

In contrast, those who self-reported as 
very religious displayed a more egalitarian 
attitude towards housework. Perhaps the 
best quote was from Tramizi.

“I take over the dish washing and 
sweeping floors tasks when she 
has visitors or incoming calls from 
friends. We have to tolerate and help 
each other in housework. I have to 
help her in doing housework.” 

— full-time employment, very 
religious.

The way Tramizi engaged in housework 
may mean that he takes more initiative 
in performing housework than his wife. 
Additionally, Tramizi used the word ‘have’, 
which may mean that he sees housework 
as compulsory work that he needs to do. 
He reported that based on Islamic religious 
teachings, his inner self is clean by helping 
his wife maintain a clean house. This 
finding suggests that fastidiously performing 
housework may influence his religious 
identity, creating a stronger sense of himself 
as a devoted Muslim. The relationship 
between religiosity and housework may be 
mutually reinforcing, not unidirectional.

How men’s religiosity influences their 
attitudes towards housework is illustrated 
by Ali (less religious), Jamal (less religious) 
and Tramizi (very religious) and supported 
by their wives. In the example of Ali 
(less religious), who seems to have less 
inclination to share the housework, his wife 
Aisha described her husband’s attitude.

“I have an allergic problem when 
I use dishwashing liquid to wash 
dishes. He did not help at all.”

“He left the clothes to get wet 
during rainy days when I was not 
at home. He will not do it.” 

Aisha’s statement implies that her 
husband was not helpful. Ali responded that 
his wife’s allergy was inconsistent with his 
claim that religious teachings encourage 
shared responsibility. It differs from how 
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Tramizi, who considered himself very 
religious, responded to Nana’s backache.

“My husband helps me in housework 
because I have backache issue. He 
cleans the house when he is back 
from work.” — Nana, part-time 
employment, very religious.

Ali, Jamal, Tramizi, Aisha and Nana 
suggest a link between the strength of 
religiosity and housework responsibility. 
This finding is similar to that of research 
in Xinjiang in urban China (Zang, 2012) 
and supports findings in Malaysia (Boo, 
2018). Focusing on Islam, Boo (2018) 
and Zang (2012) have argued that males’ 
religiosity is related to their contribution to 
household labour and that those who have 
higher religiosity are more likely to engage 
in housework and less likely to practice 
traditional household division than those 
who have lower religiosity. 

Consis tent  with  the resul ts  for 
housework, all Malay women and men 
reported that Islamic religious teachings 
encourage them to share in taking care of 
children. However, again, their behaviour 
depends on the strength of their religiosity. 
Perhaps the best example was Keri, who 
self-reported as a very religious Muslim.

“My religion says that both father 
and mother have to share the 
childcare work. Although I am busy 
working, I still help in childcare 
because this is my responsibility to 
take care of them.”

“Sometimes my wife is invited by 
friends to attend banquet, I will 

encourage her to go and I will look 
after the children. This is not a 
problem for me. I think it is fun to 
take care of my children.”

These quotes show that Keri has a 
positive attitude towards sharing childcare 
with his wife. This finding was consistent 
with what his wife Azizah said about him. 
In the interviews, she mentioned that Keri 
was willing to take care of the children when 
he was home from work. Azizah was happy 
because not all husbands were willing to 
do this. She believed that Islam encourages 
parents to help each other in childcare to 
achieve a close relationship and that the 
husband is blessed if he engages in childcare 
as he will accumulate good deeds.

By contrast, Ali and Jamal, who 
considered themselves less religious, had 
less positive attitudes towards childcare.

“I will ask my wife to handle it 
when the children wet their pants. I 
am lazy to do it. If my wife is in the 
midst of praying, I will do it. If not, 
I will ask her to do it.” — Ali, full-
time employment, less religious.

“When my children want to pee 
or go to potty, I will ask my wife 
to clean them. Additionally, I will 
ask my wife to feed them when the 
children are hungry.” — Jamal, full-
time employment, less religious.

How Ali and Jamal engaged in childcare 
is consistent with how they engaged in 
housework. Each man relied more on their 
wife to take care of their children than Keri 
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did. It may also be connected to the strength 
of their religious beliefs. That Ali did not 
follow the religious teachings in sharing the 
childcare is consistent with what his wife, 
Aisha, reported, 

“When I have to attend seminars 
and he does not have to work on 
that day, I asked him to look after 
the children. He refused to do it. 
Sometimes he just wanted me to 
bring the children along.”

Aisha’s statements suggest that Ali 
did not follow Islamic religious teachings. 
He refused to look after the children 
despite having time available at home. 
This behaviour was against his claim 
that religious teachings encourage shared 
responsibility between couples in taking 
care of children. In contrast with Ali, Aisha 
considered herself very religious, and she 
shouldered the responsibility of teaching 
children because she believed strongly in the 
religious teachings on an afterlife.

“I think it [religious teachings] just 
influenced me. It is my responsibility 
to teach children. When I die, I will 
face Allah and answer him. If my 
husband does not want to fulfil his 
responsibility in teaching children, 
he will face Allah when he dies.” 

Throughout the interviews, the quotes 
suggest a link between the strength of 
religiosity and childcare responsibility. This 
finding seems similar to that of research on 
Malay families in Malaysia in which Malay 
men’s religiosity is positively associated 

with fathers’ amount and share of childcare 
time (Boo, 2018). 

DISCUSSION 

Unpaid domestic work is a contemporary 
social issue that affects women’s lives 
(N. N. A. Aziz et al., 2018; Choong et al., 
2019). A semi-structured interview with 
nine Malay couples was used to explore 
how cultural and religious gender norms 
have led to gender inequality in the division 
of housework and childcare in Malaysian 
families. The interview findings support 
the gender perspective that women and 
men act according to defined roles based on 
gender norms. In this study, gender norms 
embedded in the Malay culture and Islamic 
teachings reinforce the traditional model 
of the male breadwinner and the female 
homemaker and result in women doing 
most of the unpaid housework, which is an 
important factor that prevents women and 
men from sharing housework equally. In 
addition to the gender norms, this article 
highlights that men’s share of housework 
and childcare is related to the strength of 
their religiosity and gender role ideology. 

One main finding is that the division 
of housework and childcare is underscored 
by traditional cultural and religious gender 
norms that produce and reproduce gender 
inequality in households. In practice, 
women generally acknowledged that they 
are responsible for performing housework 
and childcare because of the gender role 
expectations in their culture and religion. 
Women illustrated that ‘their place is in 
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the kitchen’ implies that culture places less 
value on women’s education and career but 
more value on performing unpaid domestic 
work (Abdullah et al., 2008; Hamdan, 2009). 
Women’s role is emphasised by cultural 
gender norms, making them responsible 
for most of the domestic work despite 
their educational attainment and labour 
force participation (Choong et al., 2019; 
Ministry of Women, Family and Community 
Development and the United Nations, 
2014). Therefore, this affects women’s 
lives (Choong et al., 2019). As a result, they 
experience gender inequality at home and 
are restricted from entering the labour force, 
as illustrated by the women in this study. 
These findings provide insights into why 
family responsibility was cited as the main 
reason women were outside the labour force 
(Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2019).

As for the men’s behaviour, men 
generally acknowledged that their role 
is as a family provider and not mainly 
responsible for housework and childcare. 
However, regarding religiosity and gender 
role ideology, some religious men are taking 
more initiative and are inclined to share 
the housework and childcare than the less 
religious men. These findings suggest that 
religiosity is related to men’s gender role 
ideology and thus influences their share in 
household labour. This finding is similar 
to those in other studies in Malaysia (Boo, 
2018) and China (Zang, 2012), which 
suggest that a higher level of religiosity 
could be an enabler for men to perform more 
unpaid work. 

Notably, gender norms have led to 
gender inequality in households. The strong 
emphasis on gender expectations based on 
cultural and religious gender norms prevents 
an equal division of household labour 
despite Malay women having attained 
higher education qualifications. Thus, 
achieving Sustainable Development Goal 
5.4, which emphasises the importance of 
sharing household responsibilities, seems 
difficult.

This study has limitations. The main 
limitation of the qualitative method used is 
the small number of respondents. Another 
limitation is the non-representativeness of 
the men because the male respondents were 
invited by their spouses to participate. This 
limitation excluded male respondents who 
fulfilled the selection criteria but did not 
have the opportunity to participate in the 
interviews. Although the sample of male 
interviewees was not representative of the 
Malaysian population, their perceptions and 
experiences are important and valuable. It 
would have been very difficult to understand 
men’s behaviours and attitudes towards 
housework and childcare from their 
perspectives if the qualitative method had 
not been adopted.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this 
article provides insights into the influence 
of cultural and religious gender norms in 
the division of household labour among 
some Malay couples. The interview findings 
highlight that cultural and religious gender 
norms prevent achieving an equal division 
of household labour among some Malay 
couples. 
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CONCLUSION

Studies on unpaid domestic work are pivotal 
because the unequal division of household 
labour affects women’s economic status, 
well-being and life in general. This study’s 
findings suggest that men’s and women’s 
roles in unpaid domestic work are shaped 
by gender norms entrenched in Malay 
culture and Islamic teachings, which have 
led to gender inequality occurring among 
Malay couples. Because of the expected 
responsibilities defined in cultural and 
religious gender norms, Malay women 
perform a disproportional amount of unpaid 
domestic work. Likewise, men tend to do 
less unpaid domestic work than women 
because of their expected roles defined in 
the cultural and religious gender norms. This 
study supports the gender perspective that 
not only does gender role ideology matter 
but also highlights that religiosity matters 
when accounting for gender norms in Malay 
society.

Hence, recognising the importance 
of cultural and religious gender norms 
around domestic work as women’s work 
is crucial in narrowing the gender gap in 
unpaid domestic work. Furthermore, this 
demonstrates the need for policymakers to 
understand how gender norms shape the 
unequal division of household labour and 
improve gender equality in household labour 
and economic outcomes and women’s well-
being. Further research on this issue in the 
Malaysian context is necessary. Researchers 
could extend this research by investigating 
couples’ experiences of cultural and 
religious gender norms uncovered during 

the qualitative interviews. Researchers 
could also include the other ethnic groups 
in Malaysia to provide a detailed view of 
factors that lead to the unequal division of 
household labour among Malaysian couples. 
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