20/ 06/ 2001
Lessons fromthe past

i ewed by Sharifah Al -Attas
"THOSE who forget their history,"™ pronounces the Prime Mnister,
condemed to repeat it."

The George Santayana-quoting premer is officiating at the June 5 | aunch
of The Propagation of Islamin the Indonesian- Ml ay Archi pel ago, edited
and annotated by Dr Alijah Gordon and published by the Ml aysi an
Soci ol ogi cal Research Institute of which she is chairman

Echoi ng Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, she rem nds the assenbly that
one "cannot step into the sanme river twice" - one cannot go back to the
begi nning. But we can - and nust, she and the prinme mnister agree - learn
the | essons of history.

To learn its | essons, of course, we nust |earn our history. Thus, this
book.

Portugal and Spain practised a policy, we are told, of "calcul ated
cruelty" in this part of the world. "The Spanish col oni sati on of the
i slands they were to nanme for their King Philip," wites Gordon in her
foreword, "led not only to the devastation of Muslim popul ations ... but
pol ari sed the islands. Christianised indi genous peoples ... were used as
foot-sol diers against the Muslins ..."

Descri bi ng 1580- 1600 Portuguese and Spani sh projects for the conquest of
this region, C.R Boxer observes "how often and how cl osely God and Manmon
go hand in hand ... This ideol ogy hel ps explain why a genuine desire for
the salvation of immortal souls was often acconpani ed by a determ nation
to secure the material wealth of |ands beyond the pale of Christendom"”

The Propagation of |Islamal so explores the contribution of Chinese
Muslims. "The fundanental text," wite Denys Lonbard and C audi ne Sal non,
"is that of the Chinese (Miuslim M Huan, who acconpani ed the fanopus
Admiral Zheng He (Cheng Ho) on his fourth expedition to the South Seas
(1413-1415) and reported at the tine of their passage through East Java
that the popul ati on was made up of natives, Muslins (Hui hui) as well as
Chi nese (Tangren), many of whomwere Mislins." And Tone Pires, they tel
us, asserts that "the religion of Muhanmad was w despread anong the
cosnopol i tan popul ati on of the coast (of Java), made up of Arabs, Chinese,
Gujaratis, Bengalis and other nationalities."

The authors will, they wite, be satisfied if their readers "renounce
the basic over-sinplification which disnisses all that is ~Chinese' as
foreign and insignificant."”

The book, in fact, owes its existence partly to the support of
Mal aysi a' s Chi nese conmunity - which is scrupul ously acknow edged. The Lee
Foundation, States of Ml aya, and a host of other donors is faithfully
listed, and representatives at the launch were presented with inscribed
copi es.

Such attention to detail - |ikewi se evident in endnotes, glossary and
i ndex - nmakes all the nore inconprehensible a serious om ssion; an entire
chapter of the book's first part is devoted to the Terengganu | nscription
- that tablet which has provided us with proof of the early Mislins of the
Mal ay Archi pel ago. And yet no nention is made of Syed Muhammad Naqui b al -
Attas, the scholar who in 1972 definitively deciphered the date of this
stone. Instead, the book contains the 1938 work of R A. Kern. The editor's
note that "sone of Kern's information and val ue judgments were superseded
by subsequent schol arshi p" does not renmedy this lack, all the nore
astonishing in light of the fact that Syed Muhamad Naqui b's 1958 worKk,

are



Sufismas Practised by the Mal ays, was the first book ever published by
VBRI .

The Prime M nister and Alijah, too, share a history.

Dr Mahathir and his w fe, she says, have been MSRI nenbers since the
"50s. In the '60s, both contributed by banker's order to keep the
i mpoveri shed office in Jalan Anrpang, Kual a Lunpur open. And Alijah - then
married to a prom nent person who afforded her the use of car and driver -
recalls that her fornmer husband "bitterly conplained that | was wasting
his petrol visiting “that no-account Umo politician'"!

The "no-account politician", confessing hinself surprised at her menory,
decl ares wyly that some things should remain forgotten

But not history. And not ours.

We nust know our past, he urges his audience, that we may be nore
confortable in our present. More rmust docunent our history - the | ack of
this is one of our probl ens.

As is the misconception that |slamand science are opposed.

"It is one of history's bitter ironies," we read in the foreword, "that
“without the inproved Arab/Morish astrol abe, the lateen sail, and the
advances nade by the Arabs in navigation, astronony and the nauti cal
sciences in general, the idea of sailing west to the “Indies' would never
have crystallised in ninds trapped in the thral domof nedieval
superstition ..."

| sl am accommbdat ed new i deas," continues Alijah, quoting Jan Carew
in The Curse of Colunbus, "with grace and a civilised tol erance. Mbori sh
schol ars believed there were fundamental |inks between mathematics and
religion ... They saw science not as a denial, but as an affirmation, of
faith."
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