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The indom table blonde warrior

Farish A. Noor

THE dead live on in the nmenory of the living. Fortunate are those whose
lives have been filled with events and experiences worth recounting

val uabl e enough to be fished out of the stream of historical flotsam and

rescued for the sake of posterity. Not many of us will be privileged
enough to fall into this category, but | can at least claimto have known
one who did: "lbu" Alijah Gordon: academ c, activist, traveller and

adventurer, the gutsiest woman | have ever net and the biggest chain-
snoker to boot.

Alijah Gordon - known to nany who knew her sinply as "lbu Alijah"
passed away on the night of Nov 18/23rd Ranmadan. She woul d have wanted ne
to include the date of the Arabic calendar as well, not for the sake of
cosnmetic exoticismor a false pretension to assunmed piety, but in order to
rem nd ourselves that there are always other dates, other places, other
t opogr aphi es and di scursive registers that need to be taken into account
as well.

A life-long advocate of cultural diversity and pluralism she |anented
t he honpgeni sation of the world brought about by globalisation and the
McDonal di sati on of popular culture. A nodernist who lived in the here-and-
now, she was nonethel ess di smayed at the erasure of the past, the
flattening of the world and its cultures thanks to capitalism and crass
consumeri sm

Fi ery-tempered and hard-headed, she was a hugely conpl ex and
controversial figure who courted confrontati on wherever she went. Born in
New Jersey, the US, in 1929, she left her country for the Arab world
shortly after her student days to "crack (her) head on the reality of the
people rather than intellectualise on socialism and revol ution".

When she turned to her famly for whatever financial support they could
give her, her father paid for a single ticket out of the US and told her
that she would have to find her own way back. She never did. Instead this
marked her departure further afield, to lands and places that few
Anericans had visited then. Wth only US$100 (RM380) in her pocket the
i dealistic (though never quiet) Anerican student from Col unmbia University
enbarked on a journey that would eventually consune her entire life and
work, bringing her into contact with sone of the greatest figures of the
post-war and post-colonial era

Before that, she had nade her mark in the arena of American student
politics when she took on the future Foreign Mnister of I|srael, Abba
Eban, in a television debate about the fate of the Pal estinians and the
mlitary aggression of Israel and its Zionist elite

This was in 1953, when she was just 24 years old. As a result of being
able to take on the Israeli |eader in public, she won the support and
adm ration of her student colleagues, not |east the Pal estinian and other
Arab students studying in the US. Soon after cane the offer to study in
Egypt, delivered by the Egyptian Governnment, no |ess.

Her travel to Egypt brought her face-to-face with the | eader of the
Egypti an noderni st-nationalist nmovenent, Ganmel Abdel Nasser. Her stay in
that country would mark her for life, for it was there that she w tnessed
the plight of a young nation struggling to free itself from neo-colonia
bondage and the shackles of the past.

Four decades |l ater her tinme in Egypt would be recounted in her book In
the Tinme of the Mshmsh. It's a poignant account of the political turnoil



and soci al devel opnents in Egypt under Nasser. Set at the time when the
star of the hero and "saviour of the Arab peopl es” was waning, it captured
the hopes and anxieties of a generation who were nesnerised by the

i ndom tabl e persona of the |eader whose ki ngdom was about to crunble
around him

In Mshnmish, Alijah's sweeping narrative spans Egyptian society - from
the Coptic Christians to the Mislim brotherhood, fromthe political elite
barri caded behind their fortress-mansions to the subaltern voices stirring
in the slums of the cities. It is a story of the courage and determ nation
of the ordinary man, struggling to win his freedom at whatever cost. It is
also a story of betrayal and intrigue, of conspiracies anong powerful
nations to bring down the soaring spirit of the wetched of the earth.

But Alijah was not one to record the events around her quietly. She
becamre drawn into the Byzantine world of Egyptian politics, as well as the
plight of the Kurds and Pal estinians that was hotly debated in the
country.

This earned her the suspicion of the Egyptian politicians and mlitary
elite, and it cost her dearly: she was expelled fromthe country and
forced to travel again.

She travelled to Lebanon, and arrived just in time to see the country
tear itself apart due to the rise of communitarian and religious-sectarian
politics that would put an end to the civilised life of the land that was
once regarded as the nbst npdern, denocratic and pluralist in the Arab
world. She failed to understand why Arabs could not |ive together as
Arabs, but instead chose to enphasise their religious differences when
their common cultural, linguistic and historical |egacy could and shoul d
have served as stronger bonds to bind them together.

From Lebanon, she travelled to Myanmar as the guest of its Prine
M ni ster U Ba Swe, who had been inpressed by her performance during the
1956 Asian Socialist Conference in Bonmbay. Struck by the the feisty young
wonan, U Ba Swe asked her: "What does a blonde-haired girl have to do with
this problenP" As she notes in the first volunme of her autobiography On
Becomi ng Alijah: "It was a question that would haunt ne through all ny
life: Wiy? It is not your bangsa - not your race - not your problem The
time of insan, the truly human being, is not upon us."

On Becoming Alijah is a book about such an insan (soul) in search of a
hone to call her own but never being able to find it. It is nore than an
account of the life of an individual who was a global citizen |ong before
the term becane fashionable: It is, in many ways, a suming up of the
hopes and dreans of an entire generation who longed for a better world as
the edifices of colonial rule and inperialism cane tunbling down.

In Alijah's narrative we encounter the |luninaries of Egypt, Lebanon,

Pal estine, India and Myanmar: Men and wonen |ike the Egyptian historian
Mohamed Mal i k Ghorbal, Wng Commander Ali Sabri - personal advisor to none
ot her than Nasser hinself, the anti-Zionist activist Tarek Shawaf, the

Zi mhabwean nationalist M Sipalo, the Kenyan |eader Joseph Mirunbi

Myanmar | eaders U Nu and U Ba Swe as well as a host of characters ranging
fromthe intellectual-activists of the Al gerian resistance novenent, Baath
party of Syria and the I|khwanul Muslimn (Mislim Brotherhood) of Egypt
down to the ordinary Arab peasant who braved the barbed wire and snipers
of the Israeli arny to serve a cup of coffee to passers-by, for "w thout
their culture, their adab, their politeness, where would they be?"

Alijah's vivid accounts of Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, India and Myannar
point to the internal contradictions, weaknesses and insecurities that
woul d one day consune these countries and lay their noble anbitions to
waste. From the Egypt of Nasser - a paranoid "cocooned" state where "the
non-entity was the star of the day" and the "freed" citizens were



constantly wary of the prying eyes of the secret police - to U Nu's
Myanmar, then Israel, that was on the verge of exploiting its vital
natural resources and interfering in its donestic politics, we watch as
the fateful events of the post-war years are played out before us.

Sadly her death has robbed us of the narrative that would have foll owed,
whi ch woul d have covered the period of her life fromthe 1960s onwards,
when she came to Malaysia and nade the country her hone - and ultinately,
her final resting place.

In 1959, she helped to set up the Ml aysian Soci ol ogi cal Research
Institute (MSRI), - then based in Singapore - which set out to show to the
world (and nore inportantly to Ml aysians thenselves) that Ml aysians were
capabl e of producing worl d-class acadeni c schol arshi p. The peopl e around
her then - Dr Zainal Abidin Ahnmad, Dr |Ishak Muhammad (Pak Sako) - were at
the forefront of progressive Malaysian witing and MSRI's journal Intisari
was regarded as the nost progressive journal of ideas in the country at
the tinme.

MSRI was equal |y concerned about the preservation of the country's past
as it was in protecting the country's future. Anpbng its earliest
publications was the study of the Ramayana Saga in Milay literature as
wel | as accounts of the early arrival of Islamto Southeast Asia. O the
latter, S. Q Fatim's study of the early Islamsation of the |Indon-Mlay
world entitled Islam Cones to Malaysia and Naquib al-Attas' Sonme Aspects
of Sufism as understood and practised by the Malays come to nind.

Alijah, however, was not the sort of person who could keep quiet and
stay out of trouble for long. Soon enough she found herself the recipient
of unwanted attention of Singaporean authorities. She was finally forced
to |l eave Singapore and settle again in Kuala Lumpur. The MSRI went with
her until 1973, when she was forced to | eave Malaysia as well. For those
with nenories that stretch back that far, they will recall that this was
the period of the great "anti-communist” witch hunts in the Governnent and
umo.

The talk of the 1970s was of a "hidden cabal" of alleged comunists
within the party. Soon enough a nunber of operations were carried out to
root out the leftists in the country. Alijah - long regarded as a radica
who was too anti-American for her own good - was cast in the sane group
and forced to | eave Malaysia. (Sone other Umo | eaders were not so |ucky
and ended up under the ISA during the tinme of Hussein Onn.)

Bet ween 1973 and 1982 Alijah found herself living in exile - again - in
Beirut. It was here that she w tnessed the degradation and humliation of
an entire people and an entire generation of Palestinian youth under the
onsl aught of the Israeli war machine. The experience left her with a great
di staste for Israel and its Zionist |eadership.In 1982 she wote to the
new Prinme Mnister of Malaysia - Tun Dr Mahathir Mhanad - and asked for
permission to come back to Malaysia. This was granted and as soon as when
she was back in the country she began to canpaign for the rights of
Pal esti nians and the Pal estinian state.

The MSRI then becane a humanitarian support group for Pal estinian
children, and ever since then, it has collected nmllions of dollars that
were sent to Pal estinian refugees and orphans in that war-torn country
that suffers till this very day. "The Zionists are fascists, just like the
Nazi s," she once told nme, "yet the world sits by and does nothing. I|f
Hitler came back to |ife today, would you not shoot hinP"

It was only in the 1990s that | cane to know Alijah. Wile studying in
Britain, | had read the books and journals of the MSRI, wondering who this
woman was. | read and re-read the witings of Fatinm, al-Attas, et al. and
was i npressed that Mal aysia could have produced such scholars in the past.

Who was this woman, | wondered? How on earth did she get to Mal aysia?



Was she still alive, was the question that came after that.

I met Alijah for the first tine in 1997, at a gathering organised by the
Mal aysi an |slamc Youth Movenent (ABIM on the Bosnian crisis. By then she
was al ready wheel chair-bound but still a incorrigible chain snoker who it
a new cigarette before the previous one was out. | could inmmediately
identify with that, and we hit it off fromthe start. "So you are that
troubl e-maker witing anti-American articles in the Press. Bet they hate
you by now. Good for you! Cone and see nme next week," she said, and | did

Alijah held court on the first floor of the MSRI office where she |ived
Her own "office" doubled as her bedroom and into this sacred precinct she
summoned her unwitting victins - mnyself included. Fromthe vantage point
of her bed (for she was bed-ridden nost of the time by then) she would
harangue all of us, shouting at us for not doing enough for those who were
suffering in Palestine, Bosnia, Kosovo, Kurdistan, Afghanistan, Kashmr
and el sewhere.

If and when | fell into a state of depression and self-pity (which
happens quite regularly) she would shut me up by saying "Stop feeling
sorry for yourself! Think of the kids in Palestine who are forced to dodge
bullets just to go out for a drink!" That woul d keep us quiet.

Despite the ups and downs of the institute and the many obstacl es that
she had to face, Alijah dedicated rmuch of her life towards academ c work
and the recovery of the marginalised voices of that "other" Ml aysia we
have forgotten.

In 1999, the MSRI published The Real Cry of Syed Shaykh al -Hady, which
brought back to life the long-forgotten life and works of one of the
greatest nodernist-refornist Islamic scholars of the country, Syed Sheikh
al-Hadi. Had it not been for her dogged deternination to follow through
with the project, the | egacy of Syed Shei kh al -Hadi woul d have been | ost
for good.

Speaki ng about the book later, she told ne: "I don't understand these
Mal ays. Way are they so obsessed with rituals and costunes when the real
fundanental values of I|slam are neglected? Wiy can't they see that what is
needed today is an Islamthat is cognisant of the needs of the age we live
in, an Islam that can confront globalisation, dictatorship, oppression?
VWhat we need now is an activist Islam”

It was Alijah who showed me, through her own exanple, that academnmic life
and activismoverlap and are in fact necessarily bound to each other
"What's the bloody point of you witing all that stuff if you don't use

it?" she would ask. "ldeas can't change the world unless we act on them
so get off your ass and get about doing it! The Quran tells us that God
wi Il not change the condition of a people unless they start going about

doing it thenselves first."

Nor does one have to be partisan in one's acadenic witing, as she
hersel f showed through her work. A firm believer in reason and the power
of truth above all else, she showed ne that witing objectively is enough
to break down the walls of prejudice and bigotry that exist in the world
"Wite, and wite well. But nost of all wite truthfully - that's enough,
for the truth always hurts the wi cked and evil."

Activism aside, Alijah was a keen and scrupul ous scholar. On this point
Prof Martin van Bruinessen had this to say of her: "In her attitude
towards scholarly work, besides stinmulating |local scholars she showed a
great appreciation of earlier Western schol arship. Two books that she
personally invested a great deal of tinme, energy and enotion in were D. A
Ri nkes' Nine Saints of Java (MSRI, 1996), which she had translated from
the Dutch, and The Propagation of Islamin the |Indonesian-Ml ay
Archi pelago (MSRI, 2001), a collection of older articles by nostly
colonial scholars that she edited. She believed these works were inportant



and needed to be known by Ml aysi ans and | ndonesi ans of our tine. She
wanted the translations to be perfect and all obscure passages to be

el uci dat ed; she corresponded with scholars around the world until she was
satisfied that the works were faithful to the original authors."

She could be harsh, dermanding and unbearable at tines, and she was a
terror to work with. | can say with a clear conscience that she was the
nost difficult and at tinmes even inpossible person | have ever had the
pl easure to work with, but | never doubted the value and sincerity of her
wor k and conmmitnents. Her rough manners woul d scare adult nmen, but she had
ot her endearing qualities as well, including an inpish sense of hunour and
a concern for the welfare of others that was not clothed in nock
sentinmentality or w shy-washy enotionalism

There were tinmes, however, when | pushed ny luck just to get back at her
for her ever-increasing and never-ending |ist of demands. Being a chain
snoker she was particularly fond of Davidoffs, but they had to be the ones
made in Germany. On one occasion | forgot to buy her a carton fromthe
duty-free shop abroad and just bought one from a Ml aysian shop. Upon ny
visit | presented her with the counterfeit offering and she sniled at
first. As soon as she took her first puff, she blurted out: "Phwuargh!!!
This is the disgusting |ocal one lah! Way didn't you get nme the inported
ones you stingy bugger??"

Alijah was as tough as old boots, hard as nails, had a mind as sharp as
a razor right till the end. My friend Ahmad Azzam president of ABIM
called ne in Berlin the night she died, and told ne that up till the end,
she was asking about the Palestinian children who were under the care of
the MBRI.

He assured her that all was well and that everything had been taken care
of. I was with him when she first fell ill and we read her the Surah al-

I khlas together, and for the first tinme we realised that we were about to
| ose her for good. That was a nmonth ago, and over the weeks that foll owed
her body finally gave in after suffering nunmerous bouts of pneunonia

I cannot, and will not, think of her as being dead. She woul d not have
wanted that and in any case | - and nany others, |'msure - still feel her
presence. The dead live on in the nmenories of the living, and Aijah has
| eft behind nmore than a share of nenories - all colourful, all vivid.

Her contribution to Ml aysian studies and historiography has been

nonunental, and one hopes that future generations will come to realise
this in time. Her struggle to speak and defend the rights of Palestinians
and oppressed people the world over will also not be forgotten, |east of

all by the Pal estinians whom she cane to know. She |eaves behind a body of
academc witing, historical narratives and activist work that few of us
could hope to match, though we will try to as that is what she would have
want ed.

During our final meeting, when | realised | would never see her alive
again, she nmade ne swear that | would not give up witing, acadenic work
and activism "Gve nme your word, swear on your life," she demanded.
answered in the affirmative and so | will have to live up to that prom se
knowing that if she is anywhere right now, she will be keeping a close eye
on me. Put in a good word for ne while you're up there, lbu. I'Il be
j 0i ning you soon enough, and with a genuine inported carton of Davidoffs,
| pronise!

I end with the opening lines of Alijah's In the Time of the M shm sh
where we find her, "the blonde of the Nordic fog", standing before the
sun- bl eached Egyptian | andscape, the first scene in a life that took a
turn for the epic and extraordinary: "Yet hope is born in dark places, in
the confusion of a mind, in the nud of a fellah home. Hope nixes itself
with dirty faces, seeps into the |ooking of trachoma-distorted eyes;



persists in canps; grows madly in prisons; in the obscurity and nediocrity
of an office clerk does it reside. Hope: man's condemnation and man's
rel ease. And they mirrored one another, the hope of the two, the blonde
out of the pal eness of an endless Nordic fog and the warm brown out of the
brilliance of a dry unmitigated Egyptian sun; a projection of self
multiplied by 22 mllion beings, a worthy ally."

* The witer can be contacted at features@stp.com ny
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