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What now, Anwar | brahi n?

Rose | smai
ANWAR wasn't nmy hero. He was nmy rebel. And | like rebels. It appealed to
the rebel in ne that he - an outsider and a student radical - cane to the

notice of Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad sone 16 years ago
and took his place in Governnent.

It was around the same tinme that | began | earning about ny religion. The
I rani an Revol ution had just taken place and |Islamwas becom ng a powerf ul
political force in the world.

| also had the perfect teacher - an Anerican-Syrian Christian in Boston
Uni versity - who guided nme in the exploration of ny religion

Until then, | had given mininmal attention to faith, assuming that it was
nmerely the rituals that | needed to be concerned about.

My studi es reveal ed otherw se. Behind the religion was a wealth of
i nformation which | hadn't known.

Fromthe history to the philosophy of Islamto the Iife of the Prophet,
| found great confort in this religion that was ni ne.

If ny primary school religious teachers had frightened ne with the many
har sh puni shnents facing Miuslins who were lax in their duties to God, ny
studi es taught ne that |Islamwas fair and conpassi onate towards humanki nd.

Later, | learnt that it was also one of the first religions to
emanci pate wonen and of this, | was especially proud.

When | first heard about Anwar | was determined to neet the man but |
remenber at the tine worrying about the rise of the clergy in Iran.

Had the Irani ans substituted one authoritarian reginme for another,
wonder ed?

Wth himin Government, | was sure Ml aysia would not be foolish enough
to trudge down the sane route.

In early 1985, ny husband, infant son and | returned home. Things were
changi ng. | had been unsure about settling down in Ml aysia sone years
earlier when | returned fromAustralia but this time | was sure.

For this was honme and | was bi g- headed enough to believe that | could
hel p usher a nore enlightened, progressive Islaminto the country.

Wthin weeks of nmy return to work, | net himand was i nmedi ately bow ed
over by his candid ways.

He was certainly not the typical bush-jacketed politician | had grown
used to.

Al t hough friends were sceptical, insisting that he was full of
af fectations, that he nmerely skimmed the rhetorical surface in his crusade
for Islam that he was bringing an Arabised Islaminto the country, |
continued to like the man

In ny encounters with him he was al ways charm ng and attentive. He al so
had ideas - a refreshing change fromthe politicians | had known.

Dressed in his "mechanic" shirts and capal, he would talk easily and
fervently about |slanmisation of know edge. Because of the kind of stories
| was pursuing then, he shared with me his concerns about the spread of
medi ocrity in local academ c institutions.

Later, | was to discover that many of the articles and speeches he had
supposedly authored were witten by his smart young assistants. Still, |
had hopes that he woul d be the Renai ssance nan many had sai d he woul d be.

In ny eyes, Anwar stood out because of his ability to see beyond the
usual . He opened hinself to the world, was an enthusiastic proponent of
civil society, and al so an earnest Mislim



I was hopeful that he would one day gather sufficient courage to
resurrect the practice of ijtihad (independent reasoni ng) which woul d
breathe newlife into the religion and reduce the conspi cuous gap between
faith and our day-to-day realities.

By the early '90s, | had becone involved in non-governmental work,
spreadi ng through bookl ets the nessage that there is equality between nen
and wonen in Islamand that wonen have never been in any way inferior or
subordi nate to men.

Qur research showed that centuries of built-in male bias in the
interpretation of Islamhad skewed | aws and stigmati sed wonen, causing
enormous injustices to those needing help in Mislimcomunities.

Al though the Prine M nister showed nore interest in the work nmy friends
and | were doing, | still felt Anwar could be persuaded to |listen one day.
In the neantine, he was growing in stature. He had noved frommnistry
to mnistry and was now weari ng shoes; the sandals were nowhere to be

seen.

The last | heard, before | ast week's sacking and expul si on from Ummo,
hi s doubl e-breasted suits were hand-stitched, he had a hankering for the
opera and he enjoyed both Eastern and Wstern cl assical nusic.

Were these accoutrenents of wealth and success a sign that he had

changed?
| wondered about the rebel | once adm red, but these new bits of
information were still viewed with sone relief. His clothes, his

sophi stication, his dealings with | eaders of the world pointed to a
pragmati smthat was necessary in the ordering of a multi-racial, nulti-
religious society.

My non-Muslimfriends were anxious for nothing, | thought. They had been
afraid that his rise would dramatically reduce the spaces for them |
assured themthat this would not happen as he was too practical, too much
a politician to allow this.

I have grown so nuch older in the days since he was sacked. In the pit
of nmy stomach lies a heavy lunp of dismay. In nmy heart, a sense of
forebodi ng and sadness.

Two days ago, | drove past his house, wondering about himand his wife.
These t houghts ran through ny nmind: Wat is he thinking about? What of his
future and the future of a nore progressive Islamin this country? Wuld
it serve any purpose to suddenly plunge down the Reformasi path when he
was all along sailing with us in a somanbul ent state towards prosperity?

He i s now surrounded by peopl e who not only bear grudges agai nst the
Government but al so those said to be responsible for the Apcet fracas in
Novenber, 1996. These individuals reportedly spent a great deal of tinme in
Anwar' s house.

W live in contradi ctory and anbi val ent ti nes.

My hopes of seeing a nore progressive Islamnow |lie squarely on the
shoul ders of the Prinme Mnister. But, as he nust know, the renoval of
dogmatic views on Islamisn't easy.

The bigger worry nowis how we explain this to our children. Indeed,
what woul d they be thinking of the man, of his | eadership, of |eaders in
general ?

Anwar stood on high nmoral ground with his Islamc credentials and
what ever he says, it would require a strenuous act of will to renpve the
seeds of doubt now planted in the mnds of many.

When he joi ned Umo, he was accused of selling out. "I will change Umo
fromwithin," he had said.

What now?

Was he ever a rebel? Wiat of his dreans? Did they exist? Have they
remai ned the sane? O have they di ed al ongsi de m ne?
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