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Thi nk-tank a success, but grapples with inmage probl em

Jocel i ne Tan

DATUK Dr Ismail Ibrahimis of a deneanour kind and unassum ng. The
director-general of the Institute of Islam c Understandi ng Mal aysi a, or
Ikim rarely speaks out of turn and, |ike many Mal ays, is often rel uctant

to express al oud his unhappi ness on any issue.

Thus, his directness of speech during a recent sem nar on Mufti and
Fatwa cane as sonmewhat of a surprise to those famliar with his style.

Faci ng the neeting of sone 200, who included | eading |ights anong the
country's ul ama, he spoke out against the way individuals had used the
pul pit to criticise the Government and in attributing the haze to
"puni shnent fromAl | ah".

The haze, he said, may be a test by God but fires, he pointed out, are
man- made. He inplored themto search their consci ence before maki ng such
clains and not to question the faith and intentions of the Prine Mnister.

He says now. "They were using the kuliah mahgrib and kuliah subuh, even
the khutbah in al nost every nosque..., clainmng the Governnent had
rejected Islamc |law and that is why we are bei ng puni shed with the haze.

"I told them the Prime Mnister is a brave man, always frank. That is
why he says what npbst Musliml eaders nay not dare... because they are
afraid for their popularity and don't want to jeopardise their politica
careers."

Ismail's ardent defence of the Governnent ought to cone as little
surprise for Ikimis, after all, a creature of the Government. It was set
up with a generous endownent fromthe Government and, according to its
nmost current annual report, received a RMB.3 million allocation in 1994
fromthe Governnent for operating expenses.

It also has as its chairman former Chief Secretary to the Governnent Tan
Sri Ahmad Sarji Abdul Hanid.

Its purpose is adnmirable - to help place the inmage of Islaminits
rightful place anbng Muslins as well as non-Muslins.

And, to its credit, it is one of the few Islam c organi sations
endeavouring to explain Islamto non-Mislins wthout that perennial
under | ay of evangelism

A great deal of its work has been through research, publications and
sem nars or foruns.

The reading public would be fam liar by now w th the weekly |kimcolums
in several newspapers, discussing a variety of issues fromthe Islamc
viewpoint - fromthe econony and international affairs to abandoned babi es
and donestic nmaids.

Yet, in spite of its role and output, Ikimis seen to |ack that certain
credibility among Muslins, particularly Muslimintellectual s.
"I know they say we are a nout hpi ece (of the Governnent),"

adm ts.

Ikim sone Muslimintellectuals say, is too nmuch under the "Government's
tutel age" and that it has affected its standing as an |slanic think-tank

A think-tank, they point out, is perfectly entitled to think for the
Governnent but it should al so have a certain degree of intellectual
i ndependence.

I kim sone of themseemto suggest, tends to react to issues rather than
anticipate themas think-tanks are expected to.

"They pick issues here and there. Their work doesn't contradict |slam
but there is a certain lack of direction," says Universiti Ml aya Deputy

| smai |



Vi ce- Chancel | or (adni ssions) Prof Osman Bakar.

Associ ate Prof Mohanad Abu Bakar, also from Universiti Ml aya, adds:
"Most views expressed by Ikimare in line with that expressed by the
Gover nment . "

A good t hink-think, they say, woul d devise solutions to potenti al
probl ens before they even occur.

It is probable that there are nore than a few people who think the
"Mufti and Fatwa" sem nar was lIkims response to runblings within the
Musl imcl ergy over what has cone to be known as "the beauty queen issue”
as well as Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad' s controversial speech during
the Umo general assenbly.

But, says Isnmail, the sem nar was planned a year ago.

He insists: "The Governnent does not dictate what we do or not do
al t hough the PM did give us sone advice and opi nion on issues to be
addressed. Neither are we biased to any political party although, of
course, we support the Governnent's policy."

Ikim it is known, was designed to be an Islamc think-tank, on par with
the nore established Isis or Institute of Strategic and | nternationa
St udi es.

In fact, prior to the task of setting up shop for Ikim Isnmail had spent
six nonths at Isis, presumably | earning the ropes of think-tanking.

It is worthwhile renenbering that Isis, too, |aboured under the
reputati on of being a Government nout hpi ece before noving on to forge an
identity as an influential source of input to Governnent policy and
t hi nki ng.

But Ikimfaces a nore intricate situation than Isis ever did or will. It
is not nmerely dealing with issues but with Islamc issues. Its words and
deeds are judged not by the effectiveness of a policy or project but by
the Quran.

Issues it deals with are not sonme renote foreign policy or macro-
econom ¢ ponder abl es but touch on the very core of the spiritual and
emotional |ife of Mislins.

One such prickly issue concerned the position of Israel. Some Muslim
groups all eged that | kimwas responsible for laying out the justification
for establishing ties with Israel.

"It goes against the interests of the Misli mummah," says an opponent of
such a nove

But Ismail denies this: "W are not here to justify what the Governnent
does. W gave the CGovernment sone background on the Jews. |slam has
not hi ng agai nst Jews but the general opinion is that we are agai nst
Zionism" he says.

I ki mhas been grappling with its pro-CGovernment inmage fromday one of its
exi stence. Harakah, the Pas political organ, had earlier on declared that
| ki mwas set up to counter the opposition political party.

"Umo trusts |Ikimbut not Pas," says a Universiti |slam Antarabangsa
|l ecturer.

But, says Universiti Ml aya's Mohanad, Ikimhas in its brief years,
hel ped add a dinmension to the Government's efforts in pronoting an
under st andi ng of |slam

"Through Ikim the Governnent has been able to have a | ong-termvi ew of
Islam It is no longer seen in isolation fromglobalisation and world
events," says Mdhanmad

Its conferences and fora, he adds, have al so encouraged a degree of
intellectual discourse on |slamand social justice, econom c devel oprent,
ethnic relations and human rights, all of which have hel ped extend | sl am
in the world-view

More inportant, |kimhas quite successfully projected the noderate face



of Islamanong non-Misl i ns.

But here again, it has been pointed out that its activities are sonmewhat
elitist. That, inpressive as its string of conferences and publications
may be, they are accessible to only a limted group and, besides, the
effects of conferences tend to be over-rated.

The Muslimintelligentsia finds it odd too that an organi sation
chanpi oning the Islam c cause does not have within its intellectual mdst,
figures of authority in say, syariah or Islamc jurisprudence.

They say that apart from Datuk Dr Abdul Monir Yaacob, an authority on
Islamic law, and al so former Vice-Chancellor of Ordurman |Islamc
Uni versity, Miuddathir Abd Al -Rahim the rest are nostly "lightweight”

The Muslimintelligentsia al so suggest that the bulk of witing
emanating in such profusion fromlkimare "superficial"™ and "shal |l ow
"Little original work of substance," as one of themputs it.

Mohamad is nmore acconmmmodating: "I don't read them (lkimarticles
publ i shed i n newspapers) nyself but | can imagi ne they may be interesting
to those newin the subject."”

A large part of opinions comobnly expressed about |kimare not entirely
fair.

Ikim as Isnmail points out, is not a dakwah group

It aims to help shape the public's perception of a progressive |Islam of
an Islamthat is a way of life for its believers and for others a religion
that thrives on truth, dynani smand tol erance.

And the ways in which it hopes to bring about this are unpretentiously
sinmpl e and straightforward - research; publications for public consunption
and specific target groups; conferences, fora, discussions and dial ogues,
and joint projects with local and international groups.

Intell ectual snobbery anbng research institutions is not new and it
appears that Ikim as a relatively new kid on the block, is being made to
feel the heat.

It is probable that Ikimis a victimof sorts to the tendency - anong
certain Muslimgroups - of professing to be truer in faith than the other,
or what is known as the holier-than-thou attitude.

But Ikimcertainly cannot afford to i gnore peer comment about its
percei ved bondage to the Governnment's point-of-view, about its quality of
research and witing or its inability to attract figures of intellectua
repute to its fold if it wishes to hold high its head in the long term
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