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Al'l despite its “vague i Mmensities

i ewed by Sall eh Ben Joned

LIKE the well-read Datuk Seri Anwar lbrahimin this book and his speeches,
| myself, being a bit of a showoff, can also be a conpul sive poetry
quoter. So | can't resist opening this review of his el oquent and very
readabl e book on an inportant subject with a quote.

The quote happens to be by the great Irish poet Yeats who Anwar hinsel f
al so quotes in The Asian Renaissance. Hs is fromthe nuch-debat ed
difficult poem The Statues' (sonething about "Asiatic vague
imensities"). Mne is from Ego Domi nus Tuus', one line of which, | nust
confess, |'ve taken the liberty of slightly mangling for a purpose
rel evant to the review

"The rhetorician woul d decei ve his nei ghbours/ The rabid idealist
hinself; while art/ |Is but a vision of reality." (Yeats has
"sentimentalist", not "rabid idealist"; my rude mangling is perhaps
unnecessary for it could be argued that there is no real difference
bet ween the two types.)

| begin with the quote because Anwar's book - whose chapters are
expanded versions of the speeches he has nade overseas and articles
published in international nmazagi nes has al ready provoked cynical conments
by his detractors that this is a book by a professed idealist who has

mastered quite a skill in the art of colourful political rhetoric with a
dazzling schol arly shine.
However, |'mnot going to waste tine on this because it involves matters

purely specul ati ve and personal. \Wat strikes me nost about this book is
how much | agree with many of the things he says in a nunber of essays -
especially in “The Primacy of Culture', " Synbiosis Between East and West,
“Islamin Southeast Asia' and, with some reservations, ~The Asia of the
Future'. Issues like multiculturalism open-m nded non-fundanentali st
Islamcomritted to this epheneral world as nmuch as the eternal Hereafter
the idea of a synbiosis between the best of the West and the East, and the
vi sion of an advanced technol ogical civilisation conposed of nations based
on the values of civil society and humane econoni c system

There is no space here to go into details, so please tolerate ny
i mmodesty by letting me say that quite a few of these viewpoints and ideas
are, in spirit or essentially at least, not different fromwhat | had
expressed in a nunber of my now safely-buried colum As | Pl ease. Shortage
of space also conpels nme to refer the reader to another recent piece of
m ne in which | applauded Anwar's rejection of ethnocentricism
chanpi oning of solidarity in a multicultural world as well as his tinely
chastising of the "culture of fear" that has beeen paral yzing the m nds of
our intellectuals and nedi a peopl e (see Journal One, COctober 1996).

| nust deal now in sone detail with the opening essay which gives the
book its title. This essay the author himself describes in the Preface as
expressing "the central thesis of ny vision for Asia", and the only one
which is not an el aboration of a previously delivered speech or published
essay.

"The Asi an Renai ssance' ... yes, nice soundi ng phrase suggestive of a
stirring clarion call to us Asiatics whose "essence" is supposedly nere
"vague i mensities" but sonehow, thanks to the Al mighty, who has bl essed
us with an econonic resurgence that makes the arrogant Wst envi ous of us,
we can envi sion a renai ssance of our own, a holistic one this tine, al
despite our "vague i mrensities".



Anwar says with charismatic el oquence that our econom ¢ boom shoul d be
the inpetus for a full-blooded holistic rebirth (renai ssance) of the
mul ti-di mensional glories of ancient Asia, the Asia before the rape of
Western inperialism The difference between his vision of an Asian
renai ssance and that of the renowned West is that our brand of renai ssance
must not repeat the disastrous |ong-termconsequences of the European one
whi ch eventual |y spawned that “root of all nmodern evils', secular
hurmani sm

How does our Yang Berhormat Datuk Seri conceive the idea of renai ssance,
Asi an style? Stressing the continuing inportance of religion as the
spiritual foundation of the envisioned cultural rebirth of Asia, he is
awar e enough of the heterogenous reality of that vast continent (one can't
talk of an Asian civilisation as one can of a European one) that he nakes
seem ngly clear his essentially |liberal vision of the hoped-for
renai ssance

"It is religion," he says, "rather than any other social forces which
makes Asia a continent of infinite variety. Thus, the renewal of faith and
the assertion of multiculturality is an integral conponent of the Asian
Renai ssance." Here he quotes fromthe Pakistani poet Igbal's Asrar-I-Khud
(The Secrets of the Self), a poemwi th strong N etzschean influence.

When | read the quoted verse (p. 19), it sounded a bit odd to ne.
Oiginally witten in Persian, not Udu, for the reason that |gbal wanted
to reach a much wi der Muslimaudience, it was first translated into
English by R A N cholson. The translation used in Anwar's book is the
same as the one | happen to have.

| gbal was one of the nearest to a renai ssance nman in nodern Asia (he was
a phil osopher and inportant statesman as well as a prolific mjor poet).
But I'mnot quite sure what Anwar precisely nmeans when he says that the
Paki st ani poet - phi | osopher enbodies the "spirit of Asian Renai ssance". My
uncertainty is reinforced by the sonething odd in the quoted verse
referred to above.

The last line of the quote in N cholson's version reads: "That | may
| ead hone the wanderer/ ... And advance hotly on a new quest/ And becone
known as the chanpion of a new spirit." In the version that appears in
Anwar's book the words "in Asia" are added to "a new spirit."” Is that
addition a slip induced by Anwar's idealistic enthusiasmfor multicultura
Asi an renai ssance?

| ask the question because Igbal, who authored a book called The
Reconstructi on of Religiouss Thought in Islam was well-known for his
ardent advocacy of the ideol ogy or vision of Pan-Islam sm a vision with
whi ch he becane di senchanted towards the end of his life.

This leads nme to ny sense of uncertainty about one of those seductively
i beral assertions Anwar makes in the book. There seens to be an anbiguity
in certain places when he chanpions the cause of unity in diversity in the
formof multiculturality, for exanple. Wen he tal ks about nulticultura
Asi an renai ssance is he referring only to nulticulturality anong the very
varied Asian nations or is he also chanpioning multiculturality within one
multi-ethnic, nulti-religious nation such as our Ml aysia? This
uncertainty and perception of anbiguity on nmy part puzzle ne a little.

Qur possible future PM has been trying with sonewhat " flanboyant'
tenacity, to project an inmage of the kind of national |eader rare in
contenporary Asia. A leader who not only has an inpressive agenda (however
many questions that agenda nmay beg), but also one who is a solid
intellectual as well. In this book the projecting of that inage, | feel,

i s sonewhat overdone

If I may say with due respect, is it really necessary to have so many

proofs of his w de-ranging reading by lacing the text with so many



literary and phil osophical quotations - not all, I'mafraid are strictly
necessary or even relevant to the text. And when | flick through the nine-
page Sel ect Bibliography, that includes nanes like T.S. Eliot (of course),
Ezra Pound, Janes Joyce, Gabriel Marquez and Lady Murasaki, | felt nyself
i n danger of being overinpressed. And note it's only a select biblio! I
feel it woul d have served the book better if the author had been a bit
nmore selective in his use of quotations and not |lift so many big or
esoteric names in the biblio.
* Anwar wi || autograph The Asian Renai ssance tonorrow at Ti mes Bookshop in
Starhill (Lot T.3), Jalan Bukit Bintang, Kuala Lunpur. Tinme: 4-5pm
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