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AND so anot her el ecti on soon, the real el ection as many peopl e say; the
Umo presidential election on May 11. There is truth in the argument that
we shape our environnent, including that of the political environment. If
Wani ta Umo nmenbers wish it so, they can, like the farnmers in our
kanpungs, reduce the use of chem cals and al |l owthe "daughters of the New
Pol i cy Econoni ¢ revol ution" and the songbirds to return.

Ask any Mal aysi an about Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz and, at worst you get an
unambi guous "aduh, menteri perenpuan itu (ugh, that woman m nister)" and
at best "cekap tetapi (able but) ..." OGhers noban |ike a rushing sound as
of wind in the trees.

Wien | asked several passengers on the light rail transit fromMasjid
Janek to KLCC what they thought of Datuk Dr Siti Zaharah Sul ai man, nopst of
t hem| ooked bl ank. But with sonme proddi ng, their nenories seenmed to cone
back. "The worman who beat Rafidah Aziz (three years ago)" and "one of the
several wonen ministers" were the responses. Sonehow, Datuk Shahri zat

Jalil, a deputy minister inthe Prine Mnister's Departnent, is even
better known than Dr Zaharah.

If I were advising Dr Zaharah, | woul d urge her to get a good spin
doctor real fast. She appears to ne - right now - |ike the MIIennium Done

in Geenw ch, London, whichis not attracting the crowds, but a revanped
managenment mi ght just increase the popularity of the STG/58 m|1ion (STGL
= RMB. 05) British showcase project.

| am happy Dat uk Napsi ah Orar has deci ded not to go for the Wanita
chi ef's post because her chance of winning is as good as nme becom ng t he
Menteri Besar of Kelantan. She is after all a realist and should
concentrate on defendi ng her No. 2 position against a contenporary and
wel | - grooned Shahri zat .

Dr Zaharah and Rafidah are in a "do-or-die return match" on My 10.

Rafi dah nmust win to force a "rubber set” in 2003, havi ng been ousted from
her 1ong-held position as Wanita chief for - what seenmed to nost -
"stubbornly refusing to adjust to changi ng political and new cul tural
realities".

But, the truth was nore than that. There was "a | abyri nt hi ne proxy fi ght
of sorts"” and Dr Zaharah and her "godfather" triunphed. Wth the benefit
of hindsight, the victory turned out to be pyrrhic. Like three years ago,
wave goodbye to that fantasy of a nore i nclusive Wanita Umo. The rematch
doesn't nean Wanita Umo del egates | ove Rafi dah nore or Dr Zaharah | ess.

Dat uk Zahid Ham di, the former Umo Youth chief, has recanted. Now t hat
he is out of fool's paradise, | amglad he has gone back to school.

Rafi dah i s the | ongest serving wormman mini ster, one of the frontbenchers
inthe Cabinet. She has since the early 1980s forged a nore-than-
acceptable political career, starting froma tinme when the Wanita Umo
chief would only be given the junior social welfare portfolio.

Rafi dah, however, went on, | believe, to head the m ddle-rung Mnistry
of Public Enterprises. It was strikingly noteworthy because it occurred
when wonen were alnost - or even universally - absent fromthe higher
echel ons of the Mal aysi an political |andscape.

Wanita Umo has had seven chiefs and | woul d say Tan Sri Fati nah Hashim
was one of the "greats" though she | ost her job in the early 1970s to Tan
Sri Aishah Ghani, a fornmer Berita Harian journalist. Aishah, |ike Dr
Zahar ah, was "a sponsored candi date" of unseen but known forces outsi de



t he then Wanita Umo novenent. But that is another story.

Fati mah was a perceptive and an excellent | eader, cleverer and held in
hi gher esteemthan her | awyer husband t hough she had little formal
educati on hersel f.

"I ama graduate of the University of Life," she once said proudly to
me. And she was. Fatimah nowlives quietly in retirenment, devoting herself
to religious studi es and doting on her many grandchil dren.

| recall Fatinmah with fondness and admiration for she remai ns a good
exanpl e of a hunbl e politician who was to prove during the Tunku Abdul
Rahman admi ni strati on (1955-1970) that she was strong and good enough to
wi el d i nfl uence and power while remaining a | ady.

Fati mah tutored Tan Sri Gsman Aroff, the former Menteri Besar of Kedah,
and Dat uk Shei kh Kadir, the M nister of Culture, Arts and Tourism on
real politik and civilization.

Raf i dah used to deny that her gender had anything to do with who she was
(and i s) and what she wanted (and wants) to do or to be. Her effort to
separate t he expectations associated with her gender fromher work i s very
worthy and | do hope they are not in conflict.

"Where are the wonen | eaders?" asked Dat uk Paduka Mari na Mahathir in her
colum in the Star. She npbans as she pens her missive, "I griped that the
wonen | eaders we had never did nmuch for wonen. In fact in some cases, they
wer e def ensi ve about bei ng wonen, that sonehowt hey want ed everyone to
overl ook the fact that they were fenal e because they thought it was to
their di sadvantage to draw attention toit."

Rafi dah strictly cannot be an advocate for children, wonen's rights,
wel fare, nedicare and the rights of single parents while constantly
protesting she is no fenm nist. But right or wong, Rafidah is a fighter. |
am happy to read she had gat hered wonen politicians to bring themcl oser
with the Governnment and its agencies to ensure "greater and further
devel oprment for women".

That was a political coup. Inpolitics, as in war and | ove, everything
is fair. | know both Rafi dah and Dr Zaharah personal |y, though Rafi dah
| onger and better. Rafidah achi eved success via the Senate, while Dr
Zahar ah went straight into the Dewan Rakyat. Rafidah and Dr Zaharah are
both wel |l educated, happily marri ed and have stable famlies.

For all of her denials of the inportance of her womanhood, Rafi dah nust
remenber that her strongest political base is wonen, Wanita Umo, whomshe
is out to charmand seduce during the run-up to the May 10 poll.

Raf i dah has a reputati on as a person who speaks her m nd, a habit which
someti mes causes offence. | knowit is hard for her. It is difficult to
keep sil ent when you see i nefficiency and wast e bei ng per pet uat ed ar ound
you. Rafidah al so does not suffer fools gladly. Her acid tongue is feared;
many j ust avoi d her because she can often be utterly call ous.

Peopl e do strive, where possible, to keep a civil tongue in one's head,
don't they? How | wi sh sonetinmes | can hold back, be | ess straight
forward, and accept that perhaps discretionis the better part of val our.
Still, the nmobst inportant thing is result and Rafi dah does performwell in
her mnistry.

| lasted 14 years as Tun Abdul Razak Hussein's aide until his death
because he val ued results, which | would say | al ways delivered. Both
friends and foes woul d confirmthat.

| do not know Rafidah well enough to find a human story in her |ong
political career. | knew her late father, Abdul Aziz, a junior civil
servant, better. Perhaps, for a start, besides playing golf, Rafidah
should also try to learn to nake |ight social conversation, avoid
t al kat hons and not always be in a state of denial.

Certainly, thereis very little which has not been sai d about her. She



remai ns controversial and expl ai ning her i s not easy. Rafidah is, whether
one likes it or not, a changeabl e personality of a figure who is arguably
the nost abl e woman minister in the Mal aysi an political annals.

Rafidah is, for sure, a hard act for another woman minister to foll ow
Wani ta Umo this day requires soneone experienced, well-tested and as
har dwor ki ng as Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmmad hi nmsel f.
Because of that, they need a | eader of great grit and determination to
face new challenges in the first decade of the newnillenni um

Wanita Umo del egates have time to ponder and it will mirror their own
limtations if they fail to distinguish what is fat on canpai gning, thin
on political and noral profundity (using the nost conpl ex idions and
vagueness to tell or explain the sinplest things); and what is of rea
val ue and substantive to them Ummo and to the nation

Rafi dah woul d have | earned her | essons and past om ssions well. At the
begi nni ng of this new century, those who do not value ability for its own
sake rather than for its conforts, are unlikely to be tal ented t hensel ves,
and definitely lacking in vision and insight.

There i s not much in the way of change that can be perceived on the
hori zon unl ess Wanita Umo realises that it is, like Britain's Health
Service, sick itself.

In my 42 years of active involvenent in Umo politics, | have never seen
until now how di smal Wanita Umo's performance and contri butions are at
t he hi ghest political level. It is hightinme it nmet the demands and
expect ati ons of a nodernising Mal ay society.

What is relevant, and | agree entirely with Marina is that Ml aysi a
needs " true wonen | eaders, wonen who are in tune with the needs of
woren, who are cour ageous enough to chal | enge i nj ustices when they see
them who are original and creative and who conduct thensel ves with
hum ity and good hunour, and who think of political office as sinply a
means to do good and not an end in itself".

Mal aysi a does not need run-of-the mill or average characters as its
| eaders. What i s needed, and urgently, are genui ne, bold, principled,
uncal | ous and profound wonen | eaders.

( END)
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