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In the pink, red and white
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UNTIL the inconparable drama of the president's resignation - short-1ived
as it may have been - Umo's 56th general assenbly had been speci al
because of the wonen.

There were one or two other matters of note, which this report hopes to
address presently, but first we nust shake from our bedazzl ed eyes the
st upendous spectacle of pink, red and white in what seenmed an awesone
archetype of the female condition

There are some gaspingly beautiful young Mal ay wonen anong Puteri's
cl ai ned 30,000 nmenbers. Pretty in Pink, you think? One of themglided past
in a stunningly di aphanous white kebaya |abuh with her Puteri Pink
restrained to her sarong and corset, making a breathtaking case for
transparency in politics.

It was, all told, an in-your-face performance, drenched in bravura
confidence, resolve and style; a living netaphor of the formative role
worren have played in the genesis of Malay nationalismand the fate and
fortunes of Umo.

"They're good for us,"” murmured party secretary-general Tan Sri Khali
Yaakob, as we watched anot her henna-haired honey's el oquent exposition
over the TV nonitors. "On things |ike gl obalisation, they know Kaum Ibu
never went overseas."

O course, in order to sanple the true feelings of Umo nen on the newy
formali sed young wonen's wing, it was advisable to ensure no wonman of any
description was within earshot. Not before a quick confirm ng glance al
around did one divisional delegate admt his msgivings: "From nowhere to
a vice-presidency in one year," he grunbled, "is maybe too fast."

He was referring to the new seat in the party's second echel on granted
as a matter of course to the |eader of Puteri Umo, now that the group is
a full-fledged wi ng of Umo.

Unduly rapid upward nobility has conme to be viewed askance in Umo, as
nowadays there seemto be only two ways for it to happen: either w nched
up from above by the top | eadership, or thrust up from bel ow by the
grassroots.

Umo Yout h | eader H shanmuddi n Hussein, for one, is still perceived as a
protected entity, as yet unproven (which is to say, alas, unbloodied) in
outright contest. His counterpart in Puteri Umo, Azalina O hman Said,
however, by now so battleworn as to seem al nost physically incapabl e of
smling, may be wondering if having successfully established Puteri will
prove worth her strenuous efforts not just in having run the gauntl et
between Puteri and the party's venerable "Kaum Il bu" - Wanita Umo - but in
havi ng had to do so while fending off the outrageous slings and arrows
aimed at her personality and personal life.

Still, she's done it. Puteri is a force to be reckoned with both within
the party and in the open arena of Ml aysian political activism and
Azal i na deserves nore genui ne appl ause than she's received. As with
H shanmuddi n' s | eadershi p of Umo Youth, however, there's no denying the
anbition that resides behind Puteri's perfect nake-up and expensive (and
as often as not, uncovered) hair.

Thi s havi ng been a non-el ectoral assenbly, observers were spared any
nore incisive appraisals of party | eaders or their presunptive successors.
Anmbition continues to percolate within Umo's body politic, but |istening
to the speeches fromthe assenbly floor, it would seemto be nmanifested



only in support for the party |eadership. Speakers attenpted to outdo each
other in finding synonynms for the sentinments of their president.

Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad excoriated the Ml ays for conpl acency;
they dutifully agreed. He slammed them for |aziness, inconpetence and
greed; they nodded gravely. He said he was only scolding themfor their
own good; they appl auded.

"But only my hands are appl auding,” muttered one del egate. "Not all
Mal ays are as he describes.”

Agreed another: "There are many Ml ays who succeed. Maybe they're not
around him™"

To be fair, the party president acknow edged this hinmself at a Press
conference on Friday. "Many Mal ays can conpete,” Dr Mahathir said. "It's
not that there's no success. But it's not enough.”

Seasoned Mahat hi r-wat chers woul d have detected an old ploy on the part
of the wily | eader: he spins prom ses as threats, and vice-versa. For
i nstance, the renmoval of preferential policies for the Mal ays was
articulated as a threat and warning, when in fact it stenmed fromthe
prom se of a fully conpetitive community. "When the Ml ays can build
skyscrapers and conpete on par with everyone el se,” he asked a Press
conference on Friday evening, "why should they be protected any nore?"

VWhat he's attacking is not Bumi putera rights and privil eges per se, but
their having becone intrinsic to Malay identity in this country at the
cost of the community's abilities and pride.

And so, what dissent there was prowl ed furtively about the crowded
corridors of the Putra Wrld Trade Centre, quietly distributing unsigned
leaflets criticising this or that party figure. The hapl ess rebel
journalist Ahmad Lutfi O hman and four of his coll eagues were collared for
passing out flyers item sing the alleged m sdeeds of Sel angor Menteri
Besar Mohd Khir Toyo.

The contents of another such document, taking up alleged cudgel s agai nst
party vice-president Datuk Seri Najib Razak, reportedly reached the man
hi nsel f but probably no further, nuch to the chagrin of the anonynous
aut hors.

And hardly anything was heard of the Senai Division's Adam Abdul Ham d,
whose fail ed no-confidence notion agai nst Educati on M nister Miusa Mohanmad
had provided the only drama in the run-up to this assenbly. But it was
short-lived and ultimately counter-productive. "H's action,” said Datuk
Shahrir Samad, "killed all discussion on this issue.”

More correctly: there will no |longer be any di scussion on whether or not
English will be re-introduced to school curricula or non-Ml ay students
admtted into Mara Juni or Col |l eges. However, no one's expecting a simlar
silence on how.

"There's no doubt we back the president's ideas on neritocracy and
English," said Datuk Kamarul bahrain Zai nuddi n of Tai ping. "W used to have
English, and then we dropped it. That led to | ong-term di sadvant ages. W
shoul d have it back. But maybe there are better ways to do it."

VWhen Mal ay becane the sole nmedium of instruction in Mlaysian schools a
generation ago, a host of teachers had to | eave the profession because, as
is recalled, "they sinply didn't have the tongue for it." A sinmlar
prospect now dangles alarmngly before today's teachers, stoking
opposition to the plan. "Don't forget," warned one Ml ay educationi st,
"the teachers have historically been at the forefront of Malay
nationalism"

Rebutted anot her del egate: "But that was when they were the only
educated Malays. It's right to be concerned about our children's
education, but kids can adapt. We did. They will. Their teachers are the
probl em ™



On these and other matters of Malay rights and privileges, Dr Mahathir's
adnmonitions fell on furrowed brows. The Umo general assenbly, pitched as
an annual celebration of Malay strength and pride, has becone instead a
yearly item sation of the comunity's failings. Dr Mahathir, fanously,
makes no apol ogies for his sentinments (although this time he did apol ogi se
for the tone in which he articulated then).

But what energed this year was a certain doubl e dysjunction: between the
m sgi vings of the party's president and the self-esteemof its rank-and-
file, and between Umo and the rest of the nation's Mal ays. To hear Dr
Mahat hir address his flock, it would seem al nost as though Umo had becone
the principal repository for Ml ay malingerers, opportunists and under-
achi evers.

Shahrir Samad decried what he called Umo's "ke-kita-an", the navel -
gazing self-referentialism the "us-ness", that threatens to make of Ummo
a closed shop, arrogating to itself the entirety of what it nmeans to be a
Mal aysi an Mal ay t hese days.

"What are the answers to his questions?" asked the Johor stalwart. "Are
we prepared to return excellence in all fields? There is the probl em of
the Malay being a political animal, while the non-Ml ays are econonic
There is a need to expand the Islamc world-view of the Ml ays."

I ndeed, overblown religiosity was another feature of the assenbly
noti ceabl e by its absence. Skullcaps, attenpted beards and Pal estini an
scarves were now scarcely evident, while songkoks were back in bl ack-
vel vet force, sone of themtruly towering

Del egates no |l onger wore their religion literally on their sleeves. Pas,
traditionally a shadow presence of Islam st sentinment at Umo's
assenblies, did not nake it this year.

O, if it did, it was keeping well out of the way of the |adies. For
Wanita and Puteri in particular, this year's assenbly marked a triunphant
st eppi ng-out of the Real Malay Wwman, henceforth to be ignored at
everyone's dire peril.

W observed the overt rapport between Wanita chief Datuk Paduka Rafidah
Aziz and her deputy Datuk Shahrizat Jalil, and noted Rafidah's scathing
di sm ssal as "rubbi sh" suggestions of any continuing disaffection between
the nmothers of Wanita and their daughters of Puteri

On those deep issues of Malay norality, the erosion of which underm nes
the entire bastion of Malay pride and dignity with the deterioration of
the famly and the rise of incest, prom scuity, the fecklessness of Malay
yout h and the corruption of their nen, Umo's wonen are ready to rock. We
betide their nmenfolk if they do not rise to the chall enge.

If Umo's 56th annual assenbly was a curtain-raiser for the next genera
election (and it surely was), Pas should take serious notice of what
they'd be up against in any purportedly "lIslamc" initiative that would
have the effect of dimnishing wonen's status or curtailing their roles in
politics, business and society in this country.

Agai nst the wonmen of Umo, they wouldn't stand a snowfl ake's chance in
hel I .
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