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A truly fem nine femnist

Abdul I ah  Ahmad
IT was the astute Datuk Razak Hussein (later Tun) who in 1956 nmde a
remar kabl e decision: to recommend Fatinmah Hashim a relatively unknown 32-
year-ol d housew fe, to Tengku Abdul Rahman Putra as the new head of Kaum
| bu, Umo's unfl edged wonen's w ng.
Years later, Tun Razak told me his reason: "A wife of a senior civi

servant will not only be reliable but Fatinmah cones from an inpeccable
Umo background. She will present the right imge of Kaumlbu to the
country."

Fati mah did, indeed. She decisively sought rural Malay wonen to formthe
backbone of Kaum |bu, whose nmenbership until then conprised essentially
teachers, wives of civil servants and wormen in towns and suburbs.

Tan Sri Fatimah Hashi m was al ways, by her own admission, first a wife
and nother. Today's fire-breathing fem nists mght want to burn ne at the
stake for revelling in that statement, but Fatinmah's peerless political
career affirms rather than denies the qualities inherent in those two
donestic roles.

It was as the potentially iconic wife and nother that she inpressed
Tengku and he agreed to Tun Razak's choice. It turned out to be an
i nspired one.

Fati mah, then as now, at age 78, never |ooked |ike a politician. She has
al ways | ooked to ne |ike the made-to-nmeasure wife and nother - proper,
elegant and a little prim under the burden of husband and chil dren

Even in retirenent, after a substantial career in public service, she
appears mscast in the nmasculine arena of party politics.

Her choice was no less inspired for having been made under sone duress.
Her feisty predecessor Khatijah Sidek had just been expelled for "flouting
party discipline", and Umo had |ost one of its best canpaigners in the
field.

Khatijah, a legend in her day, was everything Fati mah was not. She was a
firebrand orator, garlanding her speeches wi th Sukarnoesque flourishes
and drew |large crowds from the multitudes influenced by I|Indonesia's
i ndependence.

She once fanpusly said in Parliament as an Cpposition MP. "If you men
have no guts, take ny selendang and | et nme wear your songkok." That sort
of confrontational stance, which aninmated her entire career, was bound to
rub Umo's genteel (and nale) |eadership the wong way.

Khatijah switched sides and becanme chairnman of the wonmen's wing of PMP,
the precursor of today's Pas. But her |lone assault at male domination was
doormed to fail. In the 1969 general election, she left the PMP after
again clashing with its top | eaders and contested as an independent. She
lost and is now renmenbered only by historians.

Khatijah, whom | got to know when she was PM P MP for Dungun, was nore
akin to Fatimh's successor, Aishah Chani (later Tan Sri), who was
educated in Indonesia and later in London

Khatijah's decline and Fatimah's rise illustrate the point that in
politics, organisation and nobilisation are nore inportant than the
charisma of |eaders or the power of ideol ogies.

Kaum | bu had to be nore than the sumof its (adnittedly col ourful)
personalities. To turn itself into a political force, the wonen's w ng had
to have an image and a message.

Fati mah provided them Recalling her appointnent, she told a news



magazine in 1994: "It had to be | eadership by exanple. To be a Ml ay

| eader, especially if you are a worman, your whole lifestyle nust be

bl amel ess. The husband and children nust be well taken care of, the house
must be in tip-top condition, and you yourself nust be well turned out on
all occasions."

Hardly | eadi ng-edge femnism but no |less worthy of emrulation by both
sexes in politics today, especially nmen. In her tinme, however, Fatinah
knew her pl ace.

She had followed her husband, Abdul Kadir Yusof (later Tan Sri
Attorney-Ceneral and Law Mnister), to |poh, where he was a nagi strate.

Born in Miar, Johor, she had been a nenber of Kaum I bu since 1947, aged
22, while Umo was under its first president Datuk Onn Jaafar, the State's
nost fanbus son and the party's foundi ng father

Working from home in Perak, a State she barely knew, she set out to turn
Kaum I bu into a mass novenent, following in the footsteps of its male
seni ors.

She started with a "slimfile" of names and by 1966 had fattened it to
100, 000 nenbers. She won her first election in 1959, not in Perak but in a
State even farther from her birthplace, Kedah

It wasn't just a matter of enlistment and recruitnment. Umo had rapidly
evolved froma party with [imted ains - to denolish the hated Ml ayan
Union, found the Federation of Ml aya and fight for independence, and
thence the formation of Malaysia - to one of possibly unlinited ones, as
the governing party of a new nation.

It could not rely on stunp speeches, rhetoric and the hypnosis of words
and sl ogans anynore. It had to forge an electoral machinery stretching
into every village and ham et across the country.

Fati mah, devoted wife and nurturing nother, had the talents necessary to
carry out the spadework from which lasting edifices are built. She set up
branches everywhere, travelling on foot, by boat and notorbi ke, even by
el ephant.

Setting up the structure of a national party network upon a largely
rural popul ace which knew nothing about politics was only the first step.
Fatimah had to fill it out and turn it into a working political apparatus.

This may sound quaint today, but Kaum I bu had to be given sonmething to
do in order to give value and purpose to itself and its menbers. Fatimah
and her cadres taught village wonmen how to hold neetings, keep mnutes
and records and canvass for el ections.

More fundanentally, they were taught to read and wite, given religious
instruction and self-inmprovenent |essons in cooking, donestic science,
dressnaki ng, knitting, housekeeping and health care.

These rustic tupperware parties becane the building blocks of the
noverment as it exists today. By 1972, Kaum | bu had outgrown itself. It was
no longer a collective of nothers, ancillary and subservient to the nen

Fati mah proposed a name-change to "Wanita Umo", both as a nore accurate
description of its nenbership and the partnership this represented with
the male half of the party.

Above all a gentlewonan, Fatimah recognised that the inage and nessage
she fostered had been eclipsed, both by the party's growh and the advance
in wonen's rights, which she herself had spearheaded as the first wonan
Cabi net Mnister (holding the Wl fare portfolio from 1959 to 1973).

Fati mah's outstandi ng success had left the old Kaum I bu | ooking rather
dowdy, just as Wanita Umo's progress left it |ooking over-maternal in
recent years, leading to the formation of Puteri Ummo

At the age of 49, she resigned fromthe Cabinet and stood down at the
1974 general election to mark the end of the "first wave" of wonen |eaders
in Umo and make way for her "children".



Dat uk Seri Rafidah Aziz, a protege of both Tun Razak and Fati mah, now
| eads the novenent.

Last Friday, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad | aunched Tan
Sri Fatimah: Portrait of a Leader, a biography witten by Dr N k Safiah
Karim and Dr Rokiah Talib. Though not definitive, | recommend it highly to
aspiring |eaders.

Since its formation nore than five decades ago, the legend of Wanita
Umo lives on and today Wanita and Puteri Umo face a greater chall enge
than ever before. Their contribution wll be crucial to Umo's and the
Bari san Nasional's victory in the next general election.
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