09/ 03/ 2000
Different personalities to the fore
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DATUK Seri Rafidah Aziz can very well be Umo's Wanita Mel ayu Terakhir if
one were to go by a reason put forth by a nenber of the party of why she
is not qualified to | ead the novenent.

"She is not wearing the tudung (headscarf). It is inportant now when we
are facing the resurgence of Pas which seens to have captured Ml ay m nds
with its Islamc representation,” a Wanita Umo nenber said about why she
was reluctant to cast her vote for Rafidah who is vying for the novenent's
top post.

Her aspersion on Rafidah uncannily rem nds one of the critically-

accl aimed novie entitled Wanita Mel ayu Terakhir

The novie was an attenpt by a | ocal producer to discuss the conpl ex

subj ect of Malays and Islam One of the points raised was a wonan
questioning if she was | ess a Muslimjust because she did not wear the

t udung.

However, the tudung is definitely one of the nore trivial issues raised
by sone Wanita Ummo nmenbers who support incunbent chief Datuk Dr Siti
Zahar ah Sul ai man.

Actually, the nore stark difference between themis their different
personalities.

Raf i dah i s aggressive while Zaharah is not.

O course, such traits will be defined differently by supporters from

t he opposi ng canps.

Supporters of Zaharah will describe Rafidah as | oud and unfemni nine.

On the other hand, Rafidah's supporters will describe Zaharah as

uni nspi ri ng.

In terns of academ ¢ achi evenents, both have inpressive backgrounds.

Rafi dah is an econom cs graduate who used to lecture at Universiti

Mal aya before getting involved in politics.

Zahar ah, on the other hand, has a PhD and had a | ot of acadenic
groundi ng i n psychol ogy.

Since both are al nost even in acadenmic circles and only six years
separates them Rafidah, 57, and Zaharah, 51, are actually on equal
footing as they enter the ring if one were to use the "tale of the tape"
If that is the case, then what el se woul d be the consideration for the
Wanita nmenbers to use to nmake their choice?

O couse, in terns of |eadership experience, Rafidah has the edge over
Zahar ah.

She becane the deputy Wanita chief in 1980 before taking over the
nmovenent's top post in 1982

Zaharah only becane a Wanita executive council nenber in 1984 and she
was actually roped in by Rafidah.

When Zaharah joined then, it was said that nany, including Rafidah, were
i mpressed with her articulation of ideas, especially on econom c issues.
Bet ween Rafi dah and Zaharah, the experience in politics the forner had
over the latter did not seemto count in the 1996 Umo el ecti on.

Zaharah, whom not many felt was in the sane | eague wi th Rafidah, won the
coveted Wanita chief post by a nere 27 votes in the 1996 party el ection.
But that election did not count, npst Rafidah's supporters would tel

you.

Their contention is that it was a proxy battle.

Before the 1996 el ection, Rafidah was repeatedly quoted in the nmedia as



conpl ai ning that she was unfairly being | abell ed as soneone who | acked
grassroots support.
Much as Umo had allowed the fairer sex to have anple representation, it
is still fundanmentally a patriachal political party in which the nen
t hough not involved in the selection of Wanita | eaders, wi el d nuch
i nfluence.
The al |l egations that Rafidah had | ost touch with the grassroots had sone
justification as she had for a fact, by 1996, outgrown the nmovenent or
rat her becone bigger than the novenent itself.
This was poi nted out by Zaharah in an interview after she won the post
from Rafi dah.
Asked how she intended to deal with Rafidah's | oom ng shadow over the
nmovenent, Zaharah succintly said that Rafidah had becane so synonynobus
with the Wanita novenent that no new | eaders coul d energe.
She said what she would do was to turn things the other way, meaning
maki ng Wanita Umo a strong entity, with the | eaders novi ng forward
col l ectively.
The question is whether Zaharah has nanaged to do that during these past
four years since she took over the helmand if the nmenbers feel so.
Whi | e her achievenents in | eading the novenent are still in question,
Zahar ah has nade sone bad calls of |ate, especially her decision to renove
State Wanita | eaders before | ast year's general election.
The nove recei ved nunerous conplaints leading to party president Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad advi sing her to reconsider her decision.
She finally rescinded the decision but the damage had been done.
At the sane tinme, the | eaders who were renpved and | ater returned to
their position would have an axe to grind with her and this coming party
el ection woul d definitely be an opportunity for "pay back" tine.
But that does not make Rafidah bridge the gap between herself and the
nmovenent and be able to conme back and | ead Wanita Umo into facing the
tough chal l enges that are already in store.
I f anything, since Rafidah |ost, she has had little association with the
movenent and grew in stature as the International Trade and | ndustry
M ni ster.
Zahar ah, though | ess "inpressive" on the national front, either by
choi ce or design, had noved quietly on the ground, to strengthen her
political grip.
This theory, however, does not seemto hold water, based on the way the
nomi nati ons are goi ng now as Rafi dah has been receiving the bulk of it.
Zahar ah's supporters do not seemoverly perturbed, at |east not just
yet, saying the nom nati ons need not necessarily be translated into votes
during voting.
VWhatever it nay be, in the final analysis, Rafidah will still be a
Wani ta Mel ayu Terakhir, based on her way of doing things.
G ven the way Malay politics is evolving, let's not have the novenent
end up as the Pergerakan Wanita Mel ayu Terakhir for it has to be focused
and not caught in too many trivial predicanments.
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