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  Preface




  ISLAM WAS very much in the news when Among the Believers was published – it might even have seemed that I had written the book to

  capitalise on the mood and stirrings of the moment, and the book came in for a lot of attention, not all of it friendly. During the next few years I was often forced by this criticism to re-examine

  what I had written. Beyond Belief comes from that re-examination. It occurred to me that I had not stood back sufficiently from the material of the earlier book, and had taken it too much

  for granted. It occurred to me that there was a cause for wonder here, as much as there might have been in the classical world at the time of its takeover by something as removed as Christianity.

  Any number of books had been written about that takeover and it seemed to me that what I was witnessing was worthy of profounder examination. Instead of taking it for granted I should consider the

  effect on individuals of having their culture overtaken or overlaid by something else. And the theme of this book is accordingly the story of individuals caught up in the great historical change.

  It was harder to write than the earlier book. It was not easy to get the visas, and people, where not hostile, were cagey. The reader of the book will see how I proceeded.




  It was harder this time round to get entry visas, to Iran especially. When I had first gone in August 1979 I had needed no visas. Six months later I was admitted because I had been let in

  before. But now, in 1995, I was required to have an invitation from someone in the country. Somehow I managed this – I had a feeling that it was done for me. The trouble with this system is

  that when you went in you became a kind of official visitor, and people continued to keep their distance. You had to learn to distrust every offer of friendship.




  The virtue of this return trip was to show in close up the course of the revolution. In 1979 Ayatollah Khalkhalli had been the hangman of the movement, and the newspaper gave constant updates

  about the number of people hanged or killed. Now in 1995 he had for some reason been overthrown. He still had his house in the holy city of Qom, but he was not a man the authorities wanted you to

  meet. Perhaps he had killed too many people and given the revolution a bad name. Now my hotel offered a frank view of Evin prison with its strangely coloured blue gates. Why blue? Was there some

  significance in the colour? Those blue gates were the exit gates of the Evin and in 1979 it was said that every night, through these gates, trucks took away dead bodies. Probably it still happened.

  The mood in 1979 had been one of celebration: cheerful young men with guns drove around the city in jeeps, guardians of the revolution. But now in 1995 the mood of celebration was replaced by one

  of punishment; the city was altogether sombre, as though to match the Shia mood of punishment and grief.




  I was given the name of a cultivated man in Isfahan who would show me around the great city. He was charming and courteous. But he carried a sadness within him. His career had been in the

  diplomatic service, and he was used to travelling. Now, however, the Iranian passport was an embarrassment; it spoilt wherever pleasure he still had in travel. He made a big decision while the

  situation remained as it was, while the Iranian passport was suspect, he would stop travelling. He would stay home, in Isfahan. He had a little office in the city away from the splendours of the

  main square. I went to his house in the evening; he showed me a precious carpet, and at my request tried to show me in what its beauty lay. Later we walked beside the arches of the main river. We

  did a little more sightseeing the next day, and then I left. A few days later he was found dead in the street, and I could never be sure that my visit hadn’t been responsible for his

  calamity.




  Iran was not the whole story, however. There were Malaysia, Indonesia and Pakistan. There were careers there to follow, and the people were easier now. The reader will find in these pages what I

  discovered. In this way, though I was travelling now only for personal stories, I began to stumble on bigger events: the Islamic revolution had begun to feed on its children.




  I had got to know Anwar Ibrahim in 1979. He was a student leader then; later he was drawn into local politics and quickly rose. I saw him in his office this time. I don’t suppose he had

  any idea that he had begun to attract jealousy and was shortly going to be pulled down and humiliated.




  Even Pakistan, which could be said to be quite separate from the events of 1979, had begun to make Islam something that no one could absolutely achieve, and people were everywhere nervous; they

  might get out of their cars and pray at the roadside at the appointed hours but they could never be sure that it was enough.




  Beyond Belief is accordingly a true sequel to the earlier work. The future is contained in the past and the pain of the second book is contained in the first.
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  Prologue




  THIS IS a book about people. It is not a book of opinion. It is a book of stories. The stories were collected during five months of travel in 1995 in

  four non-Arab Muslim countries – Indonesia, Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia. So there is a context and a theme.




  Islam is in its origins an Arab religion. Everyone not an Arab who is a Muslim is a convert. Islam is not simply a matter of conscience or private belief. It makes imperial demands. A

  convert’s world view alters. His holy places are in Arab lands; his sacred language is Arabic. His idea of history alters. He rejects his own; he becomes, whether he likes it or not, a part

  of the Arab story. The convert has to turn away from everything that is his. The disturbance for societies is immense, and even after a thousand years can remain unresolved; the turning away has to

  be done again and again. People develop fantasies about who and what they are; and in the Islam of converted countries there is an element of neurosis and nihilism. These countries can be easily

  set on the boil.




  This book is a follow-up to a book I published seventeen years ago, Among the Believers, about a journey to the same four countries. When I started on that journey in 1979 I knew almost

  nothing about Islam – it is the best way to start on a venture – and that first book was an exploration of the details of the faith and what looked like its capacity for revolution. The

  theme of conversion was always there; but I didn’t see it as clearly as I saw it on this second journey.




  Beyond Belief adds to the earlier book, takes the story on. It also moves in a different way. It is less of a travel book; the writer is less present, less of an inquirer. He is in the

  background, trusting to his instinct, a discoverer of people, a finder-out of stories. These stories, opening out one from the other, make their own pattern and define each country and its

  promptings; and the four sections of the book make a whole.




  I began my writing career as a fiction writer, a manager of narrative; at that time I thought it the highest thing to be. When I was asked – nearly forty years ago – to travel about

  certain colonial territories in South America and the Caribbean and to write a book, I was delighted to do the travelling – taking small aeroplanes to strange places, going up South American

  rivers – but then I wasn’t sure how to write the book, how to make a pattern of what I was doing. That first time I got away with autobiography and landscape. It was years before I saw

  that the most important thing about travel, for the writer, was the people he found himself among.




  So in these travel books or cultural explorations of mine the writer as traveller steadily retreats; the people of the country come to the front; and I become again what I was at the beginning:

  a manager of narrative. In the nineteenth century the invented story was used to do things that other literary forms – the poem, the essay – couldn’t easily do: to give news about

  a changing society, to describe mental states. I find it strange that the travel form – in the beginning so far away from my own instincts – should have taken me back there, to looking

  for the story; though it would have undone the point of the book if the narratives were falsified or forced. There are complexities enough in these stories. They are the point of the book; the

  reader should not look for ‘conclusions’.




  It may be asked if different people and different stories in any section of the book would have created or suggested another kind of country. I think not: the train has many coaches, and

  different classes, but it passes through the same landscape. People are responding to the same political or religious and cultural pressures. The writer has only to listen very carefully and with a

  clear heart to what people say to him, and ask the next question, and the next.




  There is another way of considering the theme of conversion. It can be seen as a kind of crossover from old beliefs, earth religions, the cults of rulers and local deities, to the revealed

  religions – Christianity and Islam principally – with their larger philosophical and humanitarian and social concerns. Hindus say that Hinduism is less coercive and more

  ‘spiritual’; and they are right. But Gandhi got his social ideas from Christianity.




  The crossover from the classical world to Christianity is now history. It is not easy, reading the texts, imaginatively to enter the long disputes and anguishes of that crossover. But in some of

  the cultures described in this book the crossover to Islam – and sometimes Christianity – is still going on. It is the extra drama in the background, like a cultural big bang, the

  steady grinding down of the old world.
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  1




  The Man of the Moment




  IMADUDDIN WAS a lecturer in electrical engineering at the Bandung Institute of Technology. He was also an Islamic preacher. So in the 1960s and 1970s he

  was unusual: a man of science, one of the few in independent Indonesia, and at the same time a dedicated man of the faith. He could draw the student crowds to the Salman mosque in the grounds of

  the Bandung Institute.




  He worried the authorities. And when, on the last day of 1979, I went to Bandung to see him, driving up through the afternoon along the crowded smoky road from coastal Jakarta to the cooler

  plateau where Bandung was, I found that he was a man more or less on the run. He had not long before finished fourteen months in jail as a political prisoner. He still had his little staff house at

  the Bandung Institute, but he was not allowed to lecture there. And though he was still being defiant, giving his courses in Islamic ‘mental training’ to small groups of middle-class

  young people – holiday groups, really – he was, at the age of forty-eight, getting ready to go abroad.




  He was to spend many years abroad. But then his fortunes changed. And this time I found – going back to Indonesia more than fifteen years after that meeting with him in Bandung –

  that Imaduddin had money and was famous. He had an Islamic Sunday morning television programme. He had a Mercedes and a driver, a reasonable house in a reasonable part of Jakarta, and he was

  talking of moving to something a little better. The very mixture of science and Islam that had made him suspect to the authorities in the late 1970s now made him desirable, the model of the

  Indonesian new man, and had taken him up to the heights, had taken him very nearly to the fount of power.




  He had become close to Habibie, the minister for research and technology; and Habibie was closer than anyone else in the government to President Suharto, who had ruled for thirty years and was

  generally presented as the father of the nation.




  Habibie was an aeronautical man and his admirers said he was a prodigy. He was a man with a grand idea. It was that Indonesia should under his guidance build, or at any rate design, its own

  aeroplanes. The idea behind the idea – as I had read in some newspapers – was that such a venture wouldn’t only deliver aeroplanes. It would also give many thousands of people a

  high and varied technological training; out of this would come an Indonesian industrial revolution. Over nineteen years almost a billion and a half dollars – according to the Wall Street

  Journal – had been given to Habibie’s aerospace organisation. One kind of aeroplane had been built, the CN–235, in collaboration with a Spanish company; it hadn’t been

  commercially successful. But now something more exciting was about to fly, the N–250, a fifty-seat commuter turboprop, wholly designed by Habibie’s organisation.




  The aircraft’s inaugural flight was to be in time for the fiftieth anniversary of Indonesia’s independence, on 17 August, for which, for weeks before, the streets of Jakarta and

  other towns had been strung with the same kind of coloured lights and hung with flags and banners. Against this background of celebration – which was like the state’s gift to the people

  – the Jakarta Post, like a lecturer handling the beginners’ class, one day took its readers through stage by stage of the N–250’s trials: the taxi-ing at the low

  speed, to check ground manoeuvring; then at medium speed, to check wing and tail and brake systems; and then at high speed, to make sure that the N–250 could fly just above the ground for

  five or six minutes.




  Four days before the inaugural flight a generator shaft (whatever that was) broke down during a medium-speed taxi. A replacement was, however, to hand; and on the appointed day the N–250

  flew for an hour at 10,000 feet. The front page of the Jakarta Post showed President Suharto applauding and Habibie embracing a smiling Mrs Suharto. Plans were announced for a mid-range jet,

  the N–2130, for March 2004. It was going to cost two billion dollars. Since this programme stretched far into the future, Habibie’s 32-year-old son Ilham, who had done an apprenticeship

  course at Boeing, was going to be in charge.




  Three weeks later, after the climax of the fiftieth-anniversary independence celebrations: a great French-produced firework display, and in an atmosphere of national glory, Habibie proposed that

  August 10, the day on which the N–250 flew, should be observed as National Technological Reawakening Day. He made the proposal at the Twelfth Islam Unity Conference. Because there was another

  side to Habibie: he was a devout Muslim and a passionate defender of the faith. He was chairman of a new body, the aggressively named Association of Muslim Intellectuals. And when he told the Islam

  Unity Conference that mastery of science and technology had to be coupled with stronger faith in Allah, it was accepted that he was speaking with both religious and secular authority.




  If it wasn’t absolutely certain how the designing and building of aeroplanes with imported components could lead to a general technological or scientific breakthrough; so, too, it

  wasn’t absolutely clear how Islam had been ennobled by the success of the N–250, and the hundreds of millions that had gone to serve one man’s particular talent or interest.




  But this was precisely where Imaduddin’s faith – as scientist and believer – had coincided with Habibie’s, where the careers of the two men had crossed, and Imaduddin had

  been taken up by his new patron to the sky of presidential favour.




  Imaduddin, some time after his return from exile, had been one of the principal early movers behind the Association of Muslim Intellectuals. And now he served Habibie in a special way. Habibie,

  or his ministry, had sent very many students to study abroad. It was Imaduddin’s duty – as scientist and preacher – regularly to visit these students at their foreign

  universities, to remind them of their faith and where their loyalties should lie. In 1979, when he had been on the run, the Islamic mental training courses he had been doing at Bandung hadn’t

  been approved of by the government, nervous of the beginnings of any populist movement it couldn’t control. Now – in an extraordinary reversal – these mental training courses of

  Imaduddin’s, or something like them, were being used by the government to win the support of the important new intelligentsia or technocracy that Habibie was creating.




  It was out of his new freedom and security, the new closeness to power, which to Imaduddin was only like the proof of the rightness of the faith he had always served, that he told me how, in the

  bad old days of persecution, he had been picked up one night by the police from his little house at the Bandung Institute of Technology, and taken to jail for fourteen months.




  He didn’t want to make too much of it now, but he had been provocative, had brought trouble on his own head. He had spoken against some plan of President Suharto, the

  father of the nation, for a family mausoleum. Gold was to be used in some part of the mausoleum, and Imaduddin spoke now as though it was the use of gold more than anything else that had offended

  his Islamic puritanism.




  So he was expecting trouble, and it came. On 23 May 1978, at a quarter to midnight, someone rang the bell of his little house. He went out and saw three intelligence men in plain clothes.

  Imaduddin could see a gun on one of them. Many people were being arrested at that time.




  One of the men said, ‘We come from Jakarta. We would like to take you to Jakarta to get some information.’




  ‘What kind of information?’




  ‘We cannot tell you. You have to come with us immediately.’




  Imaduddin said, ‘Give me a few minutes.’




  And, being Imaduddin, he prayed for a while and washed, while his wife prepared a little prison bag for him. She didn’t forget his Koran.




  All at once Imaduddin felt that he didn’t want to go with the men. He felt that as a Muslim he couldn’t trust them. He believed that the intelligence people in Indonesia were under

  the control of the Catholics. He telephoned the rector of the Bandung Institute. The rector said, ‘Let me talk to them.’ He talked to them, but the intelligence men insisted that

  Imaduddin should go with them. The rector began to hurry over to Imaduddin’s house, but by the time he got there Imaduddin had been taken away in a taxi.




  The intelligence men left the house with Imaduddin about 12.30, forty-five minutes after they had rung the bell. Imaduddin sat at the back of the taxi between two of the men; the third man sat

  in the front. They got to the Central Intelligence Office in Jakarta at 4.30 in the morning. Imaduddin, with the serenity of the believer, had slept some of the way. It was time for the dawn

  prayers when they arrived, and they allowed Imaduddin to do the prayer. Then they asked him to wait in a kind of waiting room. They gave him breakfast.




  At eight he was taken to an office and he began to be interrogated by a lieutenant-colonel in uniform. There was no hint or threat of abuse or violence. As a lecturer at the Bandung Institute

  Imaduddin would have been considered of high official rank and had to be handled correctly.




  After the lieutenant-colonel there was a man in plain clothes. This man gave his name. Imaduddin recognised it as the name of a state prosecutor.




  He asked Imaduddin, ‘Are you a Muslim?’




  ‘I’m Muslim.’




  ‘Is that why you think this country is an Islamic state? Do you think so?’




  He was an educated man, a lawyer, perhaps five years younger than Imaduddin.




  Imaduddin said, ‘I don’t know what to say. I have never studied law. I am an engineer. You are a lawyer.’




  The prosecutor said, ‘The government has spent so much money building mosques and many other things for the Muslims. It has built the National Mosque. But still there are Muslims who would

  like to turn this country into an Islamic state. Are you one of those Muslims?’




  ‘You tell me what you think of this country.’




  ‘It is a secular state. Not a religious state.’




  Imaduddin said, ‘You are wrong. You are dead wrong.’




  ‘Why? You said that as an engineer you don’t know the law.’




  ‘Some things I know. Because I have studied in the States. The United States you can call a secular state. But you have told me that the government here has spent so much money to build

  things like the National Mosque. What kind of government is that?’




  For two hours they argued, saying the same things over and over. Then Imaduddin was taken to the headquarters of the Military Police. There they brought out his file, and from there he was taken

  with his file to the jail.




  The jail had been built for his political enemies by Sukarno, the first president of independent Indonesia; many famous people had been there before Imaduddin. It was a compound of six hectares,

  with a double wall and barbed wire and other jail apparatus. The buildings were of concrete.




  Imaduddin was given a large room, six metres square, with a special Muslim bathroom. There were eight such rooms in the jail. They were for people of rank, and Imaduddin was considered a person

  of rank. Imaduddin knew that he was going to spend a long time there. So, with the confidence and briskness of his great belief – and the curious simplicity: he could with equal ease have

  been an inquisitor or a martyr – he asked for a broom to clean the place up. He thought it was dirty: as a religious man he had certain standards of cleanliness. He even scrubbed the

  bathroom. Apart from everything else, the bathroom was important for his ritual wash before the five-times-a-day prayers.




  He settled into the jail routine. There was a small mosque in the middle of the prison. When he went there for the Friday prayer he met the jail’s most famous prisoner: Dr Subandrio, one

  of the Indonesian old guard, by profession a surgeon, a political associate of Sukarno’s, once Sukarno’s deputy prime minister, once foreign minister.




  Subandrio had been in prison since 1965 for his part in the very serious communist plot to kill the generals and take over the country. The crushing of that plot had altered the political

  balance of the country. It had brought the army and young Suharto to power; it had led to a bloodletting so widespread that at the end the Indonesian Communist Party, in 1965 one of the largest

  political groupings in the country, had been all but destroyed. Hundreds of thousands had been sent to labour camps and had later been denied full civic rights. The memory of the 1965 plot had not

  been allowed to fade; the strange paternalism of military rule under President Suharto, always set against this background of latent communist danger, had been institutionalised.




  Subandrio had originally been sentenced to death. But he told Imaduddin that on the day of his execution Queen Elizabeth had made a plea for his life – Subandrio had been the first

  Indonesian ambassador to Great Britain – and President Suharto had commuted the death sentence to imprisonment for life.




  And there, in the jail Sukarno had built for another kind of political person, Subandrio had been all this time, for thirteen years, simply living on, while the world outside changed, and

  Subandrio and his great adventure became part of the past, and he himself was taken further and further away from the man he had been. He who had once been at the centre of so much now depended for

  social stimulus on new arrivals at the prison, people like Imaduddin, a kind of human windfall from beyond the high double walls.




  The two men met every day. They went to each other’s rooms. There was a kind of freedom for prisoners before eight in the morning, and again in the afternoon when the warders went to their

  own quarters. The two men were not alike. Subandrio was about sixty-five, Imaduddin thought; Imaduddin himself was forty-seven. Imaduddin, describing Subandrio, mentioned the older man’s

  fitness, his small size, his training as a surgeon, his Javanese background. The background was important. The Javanese are known as feudal people with courtly manners and special ways of saying

  difficult things. Imaduddin was from North Sumatra, blunter in every way, and in the matter of Islam far more puritanical and aggressive than the Javanese.




  And Imaddudin would have had no sympathy for Subandrio’s pre-1965 politics. He had told me in 1979 that he could not have been a socialist when he was a young man, however generous the

  socialists were to him, because he was ‘already’ a Muslim. I believe he meant that all that was humane and attractive about socialism was also in Islam, and there was no need for him to

  take the secular way and risk his faith.




  Thirteen years before, Imaduddin and Subandrio would have been on opposite sides. But the jail was an equaliser. And Subandrio had also changed. He had become a religious man. He said to

  Imaduddin at their first meeting that he wanted to know more about the Koran, and he asked Imaduddin to help him. This was more than Javanese courtesy or the result of the social starvation of jail

  life. Subandrio was a true seeker. Imaduddin became his teacher.




  They also talked every day about politics. They talked specifically about politics in Javanese culture.




  Imaduddin said, ‘He learned from me how to read the Koran. I learned from him about Javanese culture.’




  ‘What did you learn?’




  ‘The importance of paternalism. Not in the Western sense, but a mix-up of feudalism, paternalism, and nepotism. You have to know what to say and what not to say. You have to know your

  position in the society. Your ability sometimes had nothing to do with it.’




  Subandrio also got to know Imaduddin’s story, and it was easy for him to see where Imaduddin was going wrong. Running together everything he had heard from Subandrio over fourteen months,

  Imaduddin put these words of political advice in Subandrio’s mouth: ‘In politics you must not expect honesty and morality right through. Keenness and smartness are not important. In

  politics the question of winning is the end result. So if you put your idea into the mind of your enemy, and he practises it, you are the winner. Above all, you must remember that you must never

  confront the Javanese.’




  Confrontation: Imaduddin recognised that it had been his own political method. This wasted time in jail was part of the price he was paying; so were the many years of exile that were to follow.

  During those years he never forgot Subandrio’s advice; and when his time of expiation was over, and he had come back to Indonesia, he set himself to learning the Javanese way of moving in an

  ordered society, the Javanese way of saying difficult things. He learned that he shouldn’t try to act on his own. He found a patron, Habibie; he shot up; and as if by magic people he had

  thought of as remote and hostile became sources of bounty and favour.




  On the day before the fiftieth anniversary of independence, and six days after the N–250 made its inaugural flight around Bandung, Dr Subandrio – now nearly eighty-two – was at

  last released from jail, after an unimaginable thirty years, and a full sixteen years after Imaduddin had been freed.




  The announcement had been made three weeks before by President Suharto. A Jakarta Post reporter went to the jail. He found Subandrio suffering from a hernia and blood pressure. The old

  man wished now only not to die in jail, and (a remnant of the fitness Imaduddin had noticed sixteen years before) he kept himself going – for the little freedom he might yet have, and the

  little life – with the help of yoga and long walks in the jail compound.




  The reporter asked Subandrio whether he intended to take up politics again when he was released.




  Subandrio said, ‘It is useless.’ His thoughts, he said, were only of the hereafter.




  The reporter asked whether he had an opinion about his release.




  He didn’t. He didn’t want to say anything at all until he was absolutely out of the jail. He said, ‘I’m afraid of a possible slip of the tongue, because it might backfire

  on me.’




  So now, almost at the very end, taking care to talk only of the benevolence of God and the generosity of President Suharto, Subandrio remained mindful of the Javanese advice he had given

  Imaduddin sixteen years before.




  Imaduddin gave un-Islamic and modern-sounding names to his Islamic ventures. So in Bandung in 1979 he gave ‘mental training’ courses to middle-class adolescent

  groups. One of the modern games he made them play was to sit in groups of five and attempt to make squares out of variously shaped pieces of paper that had been handed out in separate envelopes.

  The thing could be done only if the groups came together and exchanged pieces of paper. In this very attractive way they learned about the need for cooperation, perseverance, knowing one another,

  the sense of belonging. And since Imaduddin here was preaching to the converted – otherwise those adolescents, some of them from Jakarta, wouldn’t have been allowed by their parents to

  come to Bandung for those mixed, late-night sessions – everyone knew that those virtues were Islamic ones; and some of the young people even had supporting quotations from the Koran.




  If that, in 1979, was an aspect of mental training, it was possible for me, knowing about Imaduddin’s current success and glory, to have an idea what was behind YAASIN, which was the

  stylish Indonesian acronym Imaduddin had chosen for the foundation he now ran: Yayasan Pembina Sari Insan, the Foundation for the Development and Management of Human Resources. ‘Human

  resources’ would have meant people; their development meant their becoming devout Muslims; the management of those devout people would have meant weaning them away from old loyalties,

  whatever these were, and getting them to follow the technological-political line of Imaduddin and Habibie.




  The office of the foundation was on the ground floor of a small block some distance away from the centre of Jakarta. It wasn’t easy for the visitor to find. But Imaduddin was a busy man,

  with his weekly television programme and his work for the Association of Muslim Intellectuals – in a few days, besides, he would be going to the United States and Canada, and travelling there

  for two months, visiting twelve universities to do his mental training work among Indonesian students – and he thought that his office was the best place for us to meet.




  When he came out to the hall to greet me I didn’t absolutely recognise him. It wasn’t only the effect of the years. His manner had altered. In Bandung he had seemed to me to have the

  university lecturer’s manner, not unattractive, the semi-informal, semi-confiding manner of a man used to going around the seriousness or awkwardness of a subject to win the allegiance of

  people who were not yet his peers. Now he was like a man of affairs, without a jacket but quite staid: the green-striped shirt, the tie, the pen clipped to the shirt pocket, the beige trousers

  belted to hold back the firm beginnings of middle-age spread.




  In the office, the first open space, to the right as you entered, had a low raised platform, with cheap rumpled rugs; and on the floor were slippers and shoes. This was where Imaduddin’s

  visitors and employees or neighbours faced Mecca and prayed. Two or three people were already there, sitting quietly, waiting for the correct prayer time; in this setting they were a little like

  office trophies or diplomas, virtue on display.




  As we tiptoed past these still people, the woman diplomat who had come with me (and had provided the car for the difficult journey) asked whether we too shouldn’t take off our shoes before

  we went any further. Imaduddin, with something of the preacher’s bonhomie, said it wasn’t necessary. He spoke as though he knew, out of his experience of the outside world, that this

  taking off of shoes would be a burden for us, and he was half in sympathy with us; but he spoke at the same time as though what was a burden for us was pure pleasure for him.




  After this was the secretary’s office, with a flickering computer screen and shelves and files; and after this, at the end of the corridor, was Imaduddin’s office, against the outer

  wall of the building – the sunstruck street and the smoking traffic just outside. It looked like an office where a lot happened. There was a tarnished laptop on the glass-covered desk. On one

  side of the laptop was a well-handled Koran; on the other side was a pile of shoddily produced paperback books, perhaps a foot high, of similar size and in electric blue covers, which had been

  published in Egypt and might have been a very long commentary on the Koran: no doubt like meat and drink to Imaduddin.




  And it was there, in that atmosphere of mosque and office, that Imaduddin began to tell me of his adventures after 1979, and the changes in his thinking that had led him from persecution in

  Bandung, where he hadn’t been allowed to give his lectures on electrical engineering, to his success here in Jakarta, with his foundation and his ideas about human resources.




  Though in 1979 he was in his late forties, he still kept up with two international Muslim student organisations where he had held important positions. These organisations were known, in an

  impressive modern way, by their initials: IFSO of Kuwait, the International Islamic Federation of Student Organisations, and WAMY of Saudi Arabia, the World Association of Muslim Youth. It was

  through WAMY that he got a grant from the Faisal Foundation. He didn’t use this to go to a Muslim country, where as a defender of the faith he might have found solace of a sort. He went

  instead to the heart of the United States, to Iowa State University. Always out there, the United States, an unacknowledged part of the world picture of every kind of modern revolutionary: the

  country of law and rest, with which at the end of the day a man who had proclaimed himself to be on the other side – in politics, culture, or religion – could make peace and on whose

  goodwill he could throw himself.




  It was at Iowa that Imaduddin made the great break with his past. He found a new subject of study, industrial engineering, and he gave up electrical engineering, which he had taught for

  seventeen years. He had decided to go into electrical engineering when he was a young man, he said; it was part of the uncertainty of the time; he had the haziest idea how the country could be best

  developed. Now at Iowa he began to see more clearly.




  Imaduddin said, ‘I discovered at that time that this country needs human resource development rather than high technology. I realised that the problem of the country was not technology.

  Technology can be bought if you have the money. But you cannot buy human resources who are dedicated to doing things for their country. You cannot expect Americans to come here to do things for

  this country. As secretary-general of IFSO I travelled a lot. And one day in 1978, when I was in Saudi Arabia, I saw that they had established a very modern hospital, the King Faisal Hospital, but

  all the doctors, even the nurses, were non-Arab. The doctors were Americans, the nurses were Filipinos and Indians and Pakistanis. Saudi Arabia can buy Awacs, but the pilots are

  Americans.’




  ‘You hadn’t thought of that before?’




  ‘Not really. But approaching it.’




  Though I half knew that the scientific-sounding words Imaduddin was using would have a religious twist, I had also given them a half-scientific interpretation. I thought he was speaking as a

  scientist and was saying, very broadly, that technology without the supporting science was useless, and I thought he was using Saudi Arabia as an example of technological dependence. But the very

  next thing he said made me feel I had missed the true line of his argument.




  He said, ‘When I applied for the scholarship from Saudi Arabia I was thinking of shifting from electrical engineering. I thought there must be something more important than

  technology.’




  I had lost him for a while. He appeared to be saying that in order to develop technology it was necessary to give it up. I cast my mind back over what had been said. He talked on, and it was a

  little time before I saw that he was not speaking with detachment, laying down the principles of technological advance for Indonesia, but was speaking more personally, of his career, and of the

  intuitive stages by which he had given up electrical engineering, given up naked technology, and become a full-time preacher and missionary, and how, through this apparent professional surrender,

  he had reached the heights: the Association of Muslim Intellectuals, Habibie, the splendours of the N–250, and, indirectly, the president himself. In his mind there was no disjointedness or

  lack of logic. There was only clarity. A country could develop only if its human resources were developed: if the people, that is, became devout and good.




  My questions would not always have been to the point. He handled them civilly, but as interruptions; and, like the seasoned politician or preacher, always went back to his main story without

  losing his way.




  He said, ‘With the Saudi grant I shifted to industrial engineering. In electrical engineering we study just engineering. No human being is concerned. Except, when you study high voltage,

  of course you must think of safety. In industrial engineering you combine industrial system and human system, and management. I did this in Iowa. I met a very nice professor who is an expert in

  human behaviour. I asked this professor to be my major professor, and he very gladly agreed. Starting from this I concentrated my resources on behavioural approach.’




  He had no trouble giving up his old subject. ‘I am interested in something only when I am learning about it. Once I know everything about it I don’t like it any more. It’s one

  of my weaknesses or bad behaviours. An example. Show me any motor or electrical machine. I can tell you about the behaviour of this machine. An induction motor is an induction motor. It

  doesn’t matter where it comes from. I can tell you about it completely. When I get my two babies, each baby has its own individual behaviour. You cannot treat them like machines. Human beings

  are always enigmatic to me, always interesting.’




  Just outside the office wall, the bright light yellowed, turning the dust and smoke into gold: the hot afternoon on the turn, moving now towards dusk, the traffic as hectic as ever, full of

  event but (like a fountain seen from a distance) constant. Against this, but from within the office, no doubt from the carpeted and rumpled open space at the end of the corridor, hesitant scraping

  sounds developed into a shy chant.




  Imaduddin heard: it showed in his eyes. But, with the same kind of courtesy that had made him tell us earlier that it was not necessary to take off our shoes in the corridor, he appeared not to

  notice. He didn’t interrupt his story.




  After four years at Iowa he finished his course in industrial engineering. He received a letter from some friends in Indonesia advising him not to come back just then. He showed the letter to

  the American immigration people – he had to leave the country as soon as he had graduated – and they gave him an extension. He also showed the letter to his professor. The professor

  knew that Imaduddin’s Saudi grant had stopped with his graduation, and he offered Imaduddin a teaching job. Imaduddin taught at Iowa for two years.




  I said, ‘People have shown you a lot of kindness.’




  I was trying to make a point about people in Iowa, unbelievers. I believe Imaduddin understood. He said with a mischievous smile, ‘God loves me very much.’




  The chanting from the corridor became more confident. It couldn’t be denied now. I could see that Imaduddin wanted to be out there, with the chanters and the prayers. For a while longer,

  though, he stayed where he was and continued with his story.




  In 1986 an Indonesian friend, well placed, in fact a minister in the cabinet, made a plea to the Indonesian government on Imaduddin’s behalf. He gave a personal guarantee that Imaduddin

  would do no harm to the state. It was because of this that, after six years of exile, Imaduddin was allowed to go back home. He went to Bandung. He thought he still had his lecturing job at the

  Institute of Technology, but when he reported to the dean the dean told him he was dismissed. So – though Imaduddin didn’t make the point – it was just as well that he had turned

  away from electrical engineering.




  The chanting now filled the corridor. It was authoritative. It recalled Imaduddin from his narrative of times past. And now he couldn’t be held back. He rose with suddenness from his

  office chair, said in a businesslike way that he would be with us again in a few minutes, and went out towards the chanting.




  The room felt bereft. Without the man himself – his curious simplicity and openness, his love of speech, his humour – all his missionary paraphernalia felt oppressive: something

  being made out of nothing. It was only someone like Imaduddin who could give point and life to the electric-blue Egyptian paperbacks on the glass-topped desk.




  When he came back he had lost his restlessness. The prayers, the assuaging of habit, had set him up for the happiest part of his story. This was the part that dealt with the success –

  still with him – that had come after nearly a decade of jail and exile and being on the run.




  The success had followed on his coming to Jakarta, the capital, after the humiliation of Bandung. In Jakarta he was closer than he had been to the sources of power. For the first time he could

  act on the principles of Javanese statecraft he had heard about from Dr Subandrio eight to nine years before in the jail. They were simple but vital principles: knowing your place in the society

  and your relationship to authority; knowing what could or couldn’t be said; understanding the art of reverence.




  He said, ‘From 1987 I started to be active in Jakarta life. I learned very fast.’




  ‘What did you learn?’




  ‘The geo-politics of Indonesia. The rules of the game Suharto is playing.’




  Still, for all his new tact, he had a nasty stumble. It happened in his second year in Jakarta. He was working in a tentative way on his human resources idea.




  ‘I started collecting some friends to start a new organisation to be called Muslim Intellectuals Association – or something. We met at a small hotel in Yogyakarta. This was in

  January 1989. Four policemen came and dismissed the meeting. My name was still considered dirty. Suharto was still under the influence of the intelligence people.’




  The intelligence people, he was to tell me later, were under the influence of the Catholics, and they were nervous of the Muslim movement. The incident showed him that though the society was

  completely controlled, it wasn’t always easy to read. It would be full of ambushes like this. He saw that it was wrong for him to think – as his Sumatran upbringing and American

  training encouraged him to think – that he could act on his own. He needed a patron.




  ‘I learned more about the political situation. I read about Professor Habibie. I read cover stories in two magazines. I tried to learn more about him. I asked my friend’ –

  perhaps the minister who had made it possible for Imaduddin to come back to Indonesia – ‘to introduce us. I was accepted by Habibie in 1990.’




  ‘What actually happened?’




  ‘I sent a letter by a student to Professor Habibie. Then I went to his office, accompanied by the students, three of whom I had made my “pilots”. I met him on 23 August

  1990.’




  A full year, that is, after the police had broken up the meeting of intellectuals in the Yogyakarta hotel. Habibie agreed to be the chairman of the new body.




  ‘Why did you choose Habibie?’




  ‘Because he is very close to Suharto, and nothing can be done in this country without the approval of the first man. Habibie told me that I had to write a proposal, and that this had to be

  supported by at least twenty signatures of Ph.D.s all over the country. So I came back and for a fortnight went to work on the computer. I got forty-nine people to sign the letter. They were mostly

  university people. Habibie showed this letter to Suharto on 2 September 1990, and Suharto gave his approval immediately. He said to Habibie, “This is the first time the Muslim intellectuals

  have united. I want you to lead these intellectuals to build this country.” Of course this letter will become a national document.’




  At this point Imaduddin’s career took off. ‘After coming back from the meeting with Suharto Habibie established a committee to prepare a conference. The Association of Muslim

  Intellectuals was established by the beginning of December 1990. Suharto committed himself to opening the conference.’ And there was a further sign of presidential forgiveness. ‘When

  Suharto through Habibie wanted to find a name for the paper for ICMI, Habibie asked me to find a name. I gave him three choices: Res Publica, Republik, Republika. Suharto chose

  Republika. After that I began to gain my freedom. I can talk anywhere I like. When I came back in 1986 I wasn’t allowed to give any public lectures. So things have changed completely

  in Indonesia. Of course there has been opposition. Non-Islamic, Catholics.’




  ‘Why did Suharto change his mind?’




  ‘I don’t know. A puzzle to me. Maybe God changed his mind. In 1991 he went on haj to Mecca – the pilgrimage. His name now is Haji Mohamad Suharto. Before that he had no

  first name. He was just Suharto.’ And Imaduddin became a busy man. ‘Since 1991 I have been assigned by Habibie. He called me one day and said, “I would like you to do just one

  thing. Train these people. Make them become devout Muslims.”’




  ‘So you’ve given up engineering?’




  ‘Completely. Since 1991 I have been every year to European countries, United States, Australia, just to meet these students, especially those getting scholarships from Habibie. I train

  them to become good Muslims, good Indonesians. Next week, as I told you, I go to visit Canada and the United States. I will be there for two months. I will visit twelve campuses.’




  It was possible to see the political – or ‘geo-political’ – purpose of his work. The students were already dependent on Habibie and the government. Imaduddin’s

  mental training, taken to the students at their universities, would bind them even closer.




  He said of the students abroad, ‘When they become devout Muslims and good leaders of Indonesia they will not think about revolution but about accelerated evolution.’ It sounded like

  a slogan, something worked over, words, to be projected as part of the programme: development, but with minds somehow tethered. ‘We have to overcome our backwardness and become one of the new

  industrial countries by 2020.’




  So, starting from the point that in Indonesia there was something more important than technology, we had zigzagged back – through the human resources idea, which was the religious idea

  – to the need for technological advance. A special kind of advance, with the mind religiously controlled.




  This zigzag had followed the line of Imaduddin’s own career, from his troubles at Bandung to his importance in the Habibie programme. And in his mind there would have been no

  disjointedness. The most important thing in the world was the faith, and his first duty was to serve it. In 1979 he had had to express his opposition to the government. It was different now. The

  government served the faith; he could serve the government. The faith was large; he could fit it to the government’s needs. He had not moved to the government; rather, the government had

  moved towards him.




  ‘I felt in 1979 that the religion was under threat. The intelligence group at that time was under the influence of the Catholics, who were afraid of Islamic development here. They have

  what is called in psychology projection. They think that because they are a minority they will be treated like they treated the Muslims in other countries. Now I have my friends in the cabinet.

  It’s God’s will.’




  The Javanese way of reverence was now easy for him. He said of Habibie, his patron, ‘He’s a genius. He got summa cum laude in both master’s and doctorate in Germany, in

  Aachen. His second and third degrees were in aeronautical engineering. He’s an honest person. He’s never missed a prayer. Five times a day, and he also fasts twice a week, Monday and

  Thursday. Habibie’s son is smarter than his father. He went to Munich.’ And Imaduddin had also arrived at an awed understanding of President Suharto’s position as father of the

  nation. When Habibie had shown the president Imaduddin’s first letter about the Association of Muslim Intellectuals, the president, running his eye down the forty-nine signatures, had stopped

  at Imaduddin’s name and said in a matter-of-fact way, ‘He’s been in prison.’ Habibie reported this to Imaduddin, and Imaduddin was wonderstruck.




  He said to me, ‘One name. When you think of the hundreds of thousands who have been to jail here—’ He left the sentence unfinished.




  And now he had a stupendous vision of the future of the faith here.




  ‘I believe what the late Fazel-ur-Rehman told me. He passed away in 1980. He was one of the members of the National Islamic Academy in Pakistan. He was Professor of Islamic Studies at the

  University of Chicago. I invited him to Iowa to give a lecture.’ Interesting, this glimpse of the protected goings and comings of Islamic missionaries in the alien land. ‘I met him at

  the airport. He hugged me and said, “I have read many of your articles and books and I am happy to meet you today. You are Indonesian. I strongly believe that the Malay-speaking Muslims will

  lead the revival of Islam in the twenty-first century.” I picked up his bag and escorted him to the car and asked him why he believed that. He said, “I am serious. You will lead the

  revival. There are three reasons. First, the Malay-speaking Muslims have become the majority of the Muslim world, and you are the only Muslim people to remain united. We Pakistanis failed to do

  that. The Arabic world is divided into fifteen states. You have only Sunnis, no Shias. Second, you have a Muslim organisation, Muhammadiyah, with the slogan, Koran and Sunna.” Because

  Fazel-ur-Rehman strongly believed that only the Koran can answer modern questions. “Third, the position of women in Indonesia is just as at the time of the Prophet, according to the true

  teaching of Islam.”’




  I asked Imaduddin, ‘What are the modern questions that the Koran can solve?’




  ‘Human relations. Sense of equality. Freedom from want, freedom from fear. These are the two things people need, and this is the basic mission of the Prophet Mohammed.’




  He had told me in 1979 that he could not be a socialist when he was young because he was ‘already’ a Muslim. It could have been said then that devoutness did not provide the

  institutions. But this could not be said now that the faith alone did not bring about freedom from want and fear, because the faith Imaduddin propounded was anchored to Habibie’s

  technological programme, whose glory was expressed in the flight of the N–250.




  ‘Science is something inherent in Islamic teaching. If we are backward it’s because we were colonised by the Spanish, the British, the Dutch. Why were men created by God? To make the

  world prosperous. In order to make the world prosperous we have to master science. The first revelation revealed to the Prophet was “Read.”’




  It seemed part of what had gone before. But when I got to know a little more of the politics of Indonesia I was to see that this was where Imaduddin was taking the war to the enemy, and making

  an immense power play on behalf of the government.




  In Indonesia we were almost at the limit of the Islamic world. For a thousand years or so until 1400 this had been a cultural and religious part of Greater India: animist, Buddhist, Hindu. Islam

  had come here not long before Europe. It had not been the towering force it had been in other converted places. For the last two hundred years, in a colonial world, Islam had even been on the

  defensive, the religion of a subject people. It had not completely possessed the souls of people. It was still a missionary religion. It had been kept alive informally in colonial times, in simple

  village boarding schools, descended perhaps as an idea from Buddhist monasteries.




  To possess or control these schools was to possess power. And I began to feel that Imaduddin and the Association of Muslim Intellectuals – with their stress on science and technology, and

  their dismissing of old ritual ways – aimed at nothing less. The ambition was stupendous: to complete the Islamic take-over of this part of the world, and to take the islands to their destiny

  as the leader of Islamic revival in the twenty-first century.




  Imaduddin said, ‘Formerly they used to read the Koran without understanding the meaning. They were interested only in the correct pronunciation and a certain enchanted melody. We are

  changing this now. Now I’ve been given a chance to give lectures through TV.’




  Later we went out, past the now empty open space with the rumpled rugs. Imaduddin’s wife was there, waiting for him: a gracious and smiling Javanese beauty. It was something in

  Imaduddin’s favour that he had won the love of such a lady. It was she who had packed the jail bag for him seventeen years before, and she reminded me that I had come to their house in

  Bandung on the last day of 1979.




  I went to the bathroom. Ritual ablutions from a little concrete pool had left the place a mess, except for people who would take off their shoes and roll up their trousers.




  When I came back there was a tall middle-aged man in a grey suit standing with Imaduddin’s wife. As soon as this man saw Imaduddin he went to him and made as if to kiss his right hand.

  Imaduddin made a deflecting gesture.




  The man in the grey suit was in the Indonesian diplomatic service. He had met Imaduddin when Imaduddin had come to Germany to do his mental training courses for students. He looked at Imaduddin

  with smiling eyes, and said to me in English, ‘He is himself. He fears only God.’




  And I knew what he meant. And for a while we stood there, all smiling: Imaduddin, his wife, and the man in the grey suit.




  Imaduddin told me later that it was the custom of traditional Muslims to kiss the hand of a teacher. The diplomat looked upon Imaduddin as his teacher. Whenever he met Imaduddin he tried to kiss

  his hand. ‘But I never let him.’
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  History




  THE MAN whom Imaduddin and the Association of Muslim Intellectuals had in their sights more than anybody else was Mr Wahid.




  Mr Wahid didn’t care for Habibie’s ideas about religion and politics, and he was one of the few men in Indonesia who could say so. He was chairman of the Nahdlatul Ulama, the NU. The

  NU was a body based on the Islamic village boarding schools of Indonesia, and it was said to have thirty million members. Thirty million people resisting mental training and the Association of

  Muslim Intellectuals: this made Mr Wahid formidable. And Mr Wahid was no ordinary man. He had a pedigree. In Indonesia, and especially in Java, this mattered. His family had been connected with the

  village boarding schools of Java for more than a century, since the dark colonial days, when Java had been reduced by the Dutch to a plantation, and these Islamic boarding schools were among the

  few places to offer privacy and self-respect to people. And Mr Wahid’s father had been important in political and religious matters at the time of independence.




  The Jakarta Post, choosing its words with care, said in one report that Mr Wahid was controversial and enigmatic. There was a story behind the words. Imaduddin believed that it might have

  been God, no less, who had made President Suharto more of a believing Muslim in these past few years, had sent him on the pilgrimage to Mecca, and had made him a supporter of the

  technological-political-religious ideas of Habibie. Mr Wahid had other ideas about that. He believed that politics and religion should be kept separate, and he had allowed himself one day to do the

  unthinkable: he had criticised President Suharto to a foreign journalist. Only someone as strong and independent as Mr Wahid could have survived. He had, remarkably, been re-elected chairman of the

  NU. But in the eight months since then he had not once been received by President Suharto, and it was now known that Mr Wahid was in the line of fire.




  It was no doubt this scent of blood that made people say I should try to see Mr Wahid. One note from a foreign journalist described him as ‘a blind old cleric with a following of thirty

  million’. This gave Mr Wahid a comic-book character and confused him with somebody else in another country. Mr Wahid’s eyes were not good, but he wasn’t blind; he was only about

  fifty-two or fifty-three; and he wasn’t a cleric.




  Sixteen years before, people had been just as anxious for me to see Mr Wahid, but then it was for another reason.




  In 1979 Mr Wahid and his pesantren, the Islamic boarding-school movement, had been thought to be at the forefront of the modern Muslim movement. The pesantren had the additional

  glory at that time of having been visited by the educationist Ivan Illich and pronounced good examples of the ‘deschooling’ he favoured. Deschooling wasn’t perhaps the best idea

  to offer village people who had been barely schooled. But because of Illich’s admiration the pesantren of Indonesia seemed to be yet another example of Asia providing an unexpected

  light, after the obfuscations of colonialism. And a young businessman of Jakarta, a supporter of Mr Wahid’s, arranged for me to visit pesantrens near the city of Yogyakarta. One of the

  pesantrens was Mr Wahid’s own; it had been established by his family.




  There had followed two harrowing days: looking for the correct places first of all, moving along crowded country roads between crowded school compounds: usually quiet and sedate at the entrance,

  but then all at once – even in the evening – as jumping and thick with competitive life as a packed trout pond at feeding time: mobs of jeering boys and young men, some of them relaxed,

  in sarongs alone, breaking off from domestic chores to follow me, some of the mob shouting, ‘Illich! Illich!’




  With that kind of distraction I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, and I am sure I missed a lot. But deschooling didn’t seem an inappropriate word for what I had seen. I didn’t see

  the value of young villagers assembling in camps to learn village crafts and skills which they were going to pick up anyway. And I was worried by the religious side: the very simple texts, the very

  large classes, the learning by heart, and the pretence of private study afterwards. In the crowded yards at night I saw boys sitting in the darkness before open books and pretending to read.




  It wasn’t the kind of place I would have liked to go to myself. I said this to the young Indonesian who had come out with me from Jakarta as my guide and interpreter. He was bright and

  educated and friendly, always a little bit on my side in all our adventures. Now he dropped all courtesies and became downright irritated. Other people, when they heard what I had said about the

  pesantren, also became irritated.




  At the end of the two days I met Mr Wahid in his pesantren house. I wrote about our meeting, but it was strange that, until I re-read what I had written, I had no memory of the man or the

  occasion. It might have been the fatigue of the two days, or it might have been the shortness of our meeting: Mr Wahid, busy as ever on pesantren business, was going to Jakarta that evening,

  and couldn’t give me much time. Or – and this is most likely – it might have been because of the very dim light in Mr Wahid’s sitting room: it was a great strain to try to

  see him through the gloom, and I must have given up, been content with his voice, and remained without a picture.




  What he said explained much of what I felt about the pesantren. Before Islam they would have been Buddhist monasteries, supported by the people of the villages and in return reminding

  them of the eternal verities. In the early days of Islam here they would have remained spiritual places, Sufi centres. In the Dutch time they would have become Islamic schools. Later they would in

  addition have tried to become a more modern kind of school. Here, as elsewhere in Indonesia, where Islam was comparatively recent, the various layers of history could still be easily perceived. But

  – this was my idea, not Mr Wahid’s – the pesantren ran all the separate ideas together and created the kind of mishmash I had seen.




  While we talked there had been some chanting going on outside: an Arabic class. Mr Wahid and I went out at last to have a look. The chanting was coming from the verandah of a very small house at

  the bottom of the garden. The light was very dim; I could just make out the teacher and his class. The teacher was one of the most learned men in the neighbourhood, Mr Wahid said. The

  pesantren had built the little house for him; the villagers fed him; and he had, in addition, a stipend of five hundred rupiah a month, at that time about eighty cents. So, Islamic though he

  was, chanting without pause through his lesson in Arabic law, he was descended – as wise man and spiritual lightning-conductor, living off the bounty of the people he served – from the

  monks of the Buddhist monasteries.




  I was immensely excited by his eighty-cents-a-month stipend and, when Mr Wahid called him and he came and stood humbly before us in the great gloom, very small and pious and hunched, with very

  thick lenses to his glasses, I couldn’t get rid of the idea of the eighty cents and wondered how it was given and at what intervals.




  Mr Wahid praised him while he stood before us and said he was thirty and knew a lot of the Koran by heart. I said it was marvellous, knowing the Koran by heart. ‘Half,’ Mr Wahid

  said. ‘Half.’ And, considering the hunched man before us who had little else to do, I said with some sternness that it wasn’t good enough. He, the eighty-cents man, rounded his shoulders

  a little more, piously accepting and converting into religious merit whatever rebuke we might have offered him. And I feel that he was ready to round his shoulders a little more and a little more

  until he might have looked like a man whose head grew beneath his shoulders.




  It was he rather than Mr Wahid who survived in my memory of that evening.




  The Jakarta businessman who had sent me to the pesantren in 1979 was Adi Sasono. He had been a supporter of Mr Wahid then. But now he had moved away from him, and was on

  the other side, with the Association of Muslim Intellectuals. He had a big job with the Association, and had a big office, with every kind of modern corporate trapping, high up in a big block in

  central Jakarta.




  He wanted me to know, when I went to see him, that in spite of appearances he had remained loyal to his old ideas about village uplift; it was Mr Wahid who had been left behind. Once the

  pesantren schools were all right; now they weren’t.




  In the last century, in the Dutch time, the pesantren gave village people a kind of self-respect, and the pesantren heads, who were called kiyai, were a kind of informal

  local leader who could give some protection to village people. Times had changed; in the modern world the old system didn’t answer. The pesantren was owned by its kiyai;

  headship or ownership rights were passed down from father to son; so that, whatever the virtues of some kiyai, there was always the danger of ‘élitism’ or ‘religious

  feudalism’.




  Adi said, ‘This traditional method of mobilising people cannot be maintained in the long run. We need a more accountable process and a national collective decision-making.’ In 1979

  he had joined the pesantren movement to promote modern education – to complement traditional religious teaching – and to promote rural development. He thought now that that job

  was being better done by the Association of Muslim Intellectuals, ICMI in its Indonesian acronym (pronounced ‘itch-me’). ‘We develop the people to be more independent in making

  their own decision, especially concerning the challenge of big capital coming to the rural area. The kiyai – one man, and a man of privilege – cannot be the guarantee of the

  people’s life. So ICMI is more on the human resource development and the people’s economic development.’




  Adi had been moving towards it, and now at last it had come: Imaduddin’s missionary idea about the development and management of human resources.




  There had been nothing from Adi about deschooling and Ivan Illich – that was the modernity and academic line of yesterday. In Adi’s current analysis the huts and squawking yards of

  the pesantren were as rustic and limited as they might have appeared to an uncommitted visitor. And a whole new set of approved words or ideas – élitism, religious feudalism,

  accountability, collective decision-making, the mobilising of people, and, of course, human resources – were used, figuratively, to beat poor old Mr Wahid about the head.




  And to beat, too, but only in my own mind, the figure called up from memory: the small, hunched, white-capped and white-clad figure in the sight-baffling gloom of Mr Wahid’s backyard or

  garden, the eighty-cents-a-month man (at present rates of exchange more like a twenty-five-cents man), called from his very dim verandah and his chanting class in Islamic law to stand before us,

  and meekly with bowed head to accept my rebuke for knowing only half the Koran at the age of thirty, when he had so little to do, and the village had built his narrow little house for him and kept

  him in such food as met his modest needs: an unlikely successor, in half-converted Indonesia, of the early Islamic Sufis and, before them, the monks of Buddhist times.




  Islam and Europe had arrived here almost at the same time as competing imperialisms, and between them they had destroyed the long Buddhist-Hindu past. Islam had moved on here,

  to this part of Greater India, after its devastation of India proper, turning the religious-cultural light of the subcontinent, so far as this region was concerned, into the light of a dead star.

  Yet Europe had dominated so quickly here that Islam itself had begun to feel like a colonised culture. The family history that a cultivated and self-aware man like Mr Wahid carried in his head

  – a history that true family memory took back only a century and a quarter – was at the same time a history of European colonialism and of the recovery of Islam.




  The first time we met on this trip Mr Wahid talked, but only in a glancing way, of his family history. I was taken with what he said and I felt I wanted to hear more. I went to see him

  again.




  We met in the main offices of the NU. They were on the ground floor of a simple, old-fashioned building on a main road, with a cleared yard at the front for cars. The rooms – not at all

  like Adi Sasono’s – were like railway waiting rooms, full of that kind of heavy, dark furniture, and with that kind of tarnish.




  I wanted to sit on a high, straight-backed chair so that I could write. All the chairs in Mr Wahid’s office were very low. An assistant said that in another room there were chairs that

  would serve, but people were there, talking. Mr Wahid, like a man who had suffered for too long from these talkers, said they were to be chased away. And they were chased away with such suddenness

  that coils of warm, undissipated cigarette smoke still hung just above the middle air when we went to the room. The cigarettes were Indonesian clove cigarettes. The smoke was heavy with clove oil,

  and there had been so much of it in that room that after my afternoon there with Mr Wahid the clove smell remained on my hand and hair for days, resisting baths, like an anaesthetic after an

  operation; and it never left my jacket all the time I was in Indonesia.




  Nothing had remained in my memory of Mr Wahid from 1979. And I was surprised now to find that he was only fifty-one or fifty-two; so that in 1979, when he was already famous and of great

  authority, he would not have been forty. He was a short, plump man, perhaps about five feet three or four inches. As everyone said, his eyes were not good, but his physique and general appearance

  suggested someone with other problems as well, cardiac or respiratory. He was casually dressed, with an open-necked shirt. He would not have stood out in an Indonesian crowd. As soon as he began to

  speak, however, and his English was fluent and good and sensitive, his quality was apparent. He was a man to whom confidence and graces had been passed down over a couple of generations.




  Mr Wahid said, ‘My grandfather was born in 1869, in east Java, in a sugar plantation area called Jombang. He came of a peasant family who followed a tradition of Sufism. The Sufis in Java

  had been running pesantren for centuries. My ancestors had their pesantren for two centuries, for six or seven generations before my grandfather.




  ‘My great-grandfather came from central Java. He studied at a pesantren in Jombang, and was taken as a son-in-law by his teacher. This would have been in 1830, at the beginning of

  sugar planting in the area. That period was also the beginning of steamship travel via the Middle East. This was important for the haj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. It became easier. It also led

  to the emergence of rich new Muslim families growing cash crops. This new rich class could send their children to study in Mecca by the steamship lines. It was a coincidence, but history is often

  shaped by unconnected developments.




  ‘My great-grandfather was able to send my grandfather to Mecca in the last quarter of the last century. My grandfather went to Mecca perhaps in 1890, when he was twenty-one years old. He

  stayed there maybe five or six years. Because of the steamship lines you could send money to students. He came back and established his own pesantren. This was in 1898.




  ‘The story is that he established that with ten students only. At that time the establishing of a prayer house was considered as a challenge to prevailing values. In the vicinity of the

  sugar plantations there was an absence of religious life. The sugar factory made people depend on it by providing easy money to gamble, for drinking, for prostitution, all kinds of things frowned

  on by Islam. In the night in the first few months these ten students had to sleep in the middle of the prayer house. The walls of the prayer house were made of bamboo mats, and spears and all kinds

  of sharp weapons were thrust in from outside.




  ‘Maybe my grandfather was too strong in his criticism of people. He chose the sugar-cane area quite deliberately. Maybe he had done this with some spiritual insight into the future. The

  clear wish was there to transform the whole community there, to make them follow the Islamic way of life. In 1947, at the end of his life, my grandfather had a pesantren of four thousand

  students and twenty acres of land. In the beginning he only had four acres. The community now is totally transformed. There is still a sugar mill there, but the whole community has left that old

  way of life and now follows an Islamic way of life.




  ‘My grandfather had married many times. He married also before he left for Mecca. All his marriages ended in divorce or death of wives. Maybe at the beginning of this century he got this

  new wife from the nobility. The nobility here means from the line of the kings of Java, ruling in Solo. We share the same family line with the wife of President Suharto. The nobility was already a

  little bit secularised, westernised. This new wife of my grandfather’s was so proud of her noble origin she often said, according to my mother, “I want my children to have a different

  education. I don’t want them to follow the peasant way of life of my husband.”




  ‘Because of that she oriented my father and his younger brothers – eleven of them. They were given tutors from outside the area who taught things unknown in the pesantren

  – mathematics and Dutch language, general knowledge. My father even went through a course in typing. People wondered about that, because the Muslim community here still used the Arabic script

  for the local language. Later, when he went into public life, my father would sit in the back seat of the car and type as he was driven about. At the same time as he did those modern subjects my

  father had to study in the pesantren under his father and his brothers-in-law. And my grandmother invited a sheikh from Al Azhar in Cairo to come and educate my father and his younger

  brothers for seven years. That was unknown in Java. The Kurds provided very traditional education in Islam. The Egyptians through Al Afghani reformed the whole tradition of religious education in

  Al Azhar. So my father got the benefits of the two types of education. He was educated like a member of a royal family. That was why my father spoke flawless Arabic and knew Arabic literature very

  much. He subscribed to the famous periodicals of the Middle East.’




  Mr Wahid’s father also went to Mecca. He went in 1931, when he was fifteen, and he stayed for two years. It was when he came back – his formal education now complete, though Mr Wahid

  didn’t make the point – that he began to add to the curriculum of his pesantren, to make it a little more like the mixed curriculum he had himself gone through. He added

  geography and modern history. He also added, Mr Wahid said, the idea of the school: this meant that students were ‘drilled’ by the teacher.




  ‘Before, there was nothing like that. It was very polite. No questions. Everybody just listened to the teacher. With the introduction of the school system in the pesantren my father

  set up a series of incremental changes. There had been changes before of smaller scope but with no less impact. In 1923 my maternal grandfather instituted a new pesantren for girls. Now

  it’s so common everywhere.’




  The pesantren were essentially religious boarding houses. By their nature they could not rise much above the level of the people. The improvements Mr Wahid talked about

  seemed small: typing, geography modern history. But perhaps they were not small at the time. Perhaps, as Mr Wahid said, their effect was incremental.




  I asked him about the traditional side of pesantren teaching. He told me of his experiences of the late 1940s, many years after his father’s reforms.




  ‘When I was eight years old, after I completed the reading of the Koran, I was told to memorise this grammar book, Al Ajrumiyah. It was about fifteen pages. Every morning I was

  asked by my teacher to memorise a line or two. I was drilled in that. Later in the evening I had to take this book. A very basic text of religious laws: how to have ablution, how to do the right

  prayers.’




  This was the very thing I had seen in 1979 – thirty years later – in the late evening in the pesantren: boys sitting about bamboozling themselves with a simple textbook of

  religious laws which they would have known by heart, with some boys even sitting in the dark before open books and pretending to read.




  Perhaps religious teaching had to come with this repetitiveness, this isolating and beating down and stunning of the mind, this kind of pain. Perhaps out of this there came self-respect of a

  sort, and even an idea of learning which – in the general cultural depression – might never have otherwise existed. Because out of this religious education, whatever its sham

  scholarship and piety, and its real pain, there also came a political awakening.




  This was the other side of Mr Wahid’s family story. It was interwoven with the other story of pesantren success and reform.




  ‘In 1908 a local organisation was established in Solo called Sarekat Dagung Islam by a trader who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca. Four years later that organisation was

  transformed into a national organisation called Sarekat Islam. It was not confined to trade.




  ‘My grandfather had a cousin ten years younger, Wahab Hasbullah. Wahab had been sent to my grandfather to be educated. Wahab went to Mecca afterwards and took a friend, Bisri. After four

  years in Mecca they heard about Sarekat Islam. Wahab asked to open a Mecca branch of Sarekat. This was in 1913, the year after Sarekat Islam was founded. Bisri didn’t go along because he

  didn’t have the permission of my grandfather, who was also his teacher. Bisri became my maternal grandfather. Wahab was my great maternal uncle. When he returned from Mecca, in 1917, he went

  to Surabaya. In 1919 Sarekat Islam split. A Dutchman influenced two Sarekat Islam members to form the Red Sarekat Islam. In 1924 there was a Saudi congress for the new caliphate for the Muslims.

  Wahab joined the Surabaya committee.’




  In 1926 Sukarno appeared, and national politics were transformed. But Mr Wahid’s father and grandfather remained important in the religious movement.




  ‘In 1935 the Dutch, worried by the Japanese threat, made a call for a local militia to defend Indonesia or the empire from the impending Japanese threat. And a congress called by my

  grandfather debated this point: Is it obligatory for true Muslims to defend a country ruled by non-Muslims? The resounding answer was yes, because the Muslims in Indonesia in 1935 under the Dutch

  had the liberty to implement the teachings of their religion. This means in my thinking that my grandfather saw Islam as a moral force, not as a political force exercised by the state.’




  It was, it might be said, a colonial moral debate, among people who exercised no power, rather like the debate in India when the war came. And, as it happened, the militia in which Mr

  Wahid’s father served was the one set up by the Japanese, who overran Indonesia in 1942.




  ‘The Japanese established two kinds of militias, the Muslim ones and the nationalist ones. My father was the founder of the Hizbullah militia in 1944. The Japanese recruited young people

  from pesantren and religious schools. My father’s younger brother was trained and then appointed as battalion commander. With his headquarters situated right there in the

  pesantren, this involved the whole family in national affairs. They discussed the Japanese war, affairs in Germany, the independence movement.




  ‘In 1944–5 the Japanese established a committee to prepare for Indonesian independence. It was chaired by Sukarno. My father was on this committee. He and eight other members of the

  committee formed the nucleus of the group to draw up the five principles of the new state, the panchasila. In that way he became one of the founding fathers of this state. So when the

  independence war broke out my father was involved directly. First he became a minister and then later he became political adviser to the commander of the armed forces, General Sudirman.




  ‘My father went into hiding when the Dutch unleashed their aggression. I was evacuated to my maternal grandfather’s house. And there several times a week my father appeared, hiding

  in the house, not going out, treating his wounds, which were from diabetes, not from bullets. I had to get frogs to fry, to get oil from, for dressing those wounds. Ten to fifteen frogs a time, two

  or three times a week. After dressing his wounds he would go back to hiding in the nearby villages.




  ‘When the Dutch yielded sovereignty to our state my father was appointed minister of religious affairs. He held that position for three years. In the Japanese time there had been an office

  of religious affairs which had been entrusted to my grandfather, but headed by my father as chief executive director. That office was the embryo of the department of religious affairs.’




  And, as so often in narratives of this time, if the brutalities of their occupation could be set aside, the intelligence and speed – and the lasting effects – of the Japanese

  reorganisation of a vast and varied area had to be acknowledged.




  Mr Wahid, child though he was, began to live close to national politics.




  ‘My father took me when I was nine years old to this big rally in the Ikada stadium. Sukarno was to be there.’ This would have been in 1950. ‘The stadium had been built by the

  Japanese as a sop to us. It was where they now have this national monument.’ And it was the park where, before an audience of a million, the French government were to put on their big

  firework display for the fiftieth anniversary of Indonesian independence. ‘Up to sixty thousand people were in the stadium to hear Sukarno. He looked like a giant to me. He made this fiery

  speech against the imperialists. Asking the public to unite in this fight, this struggle. And the people responded so emotionally. I felt so elated, sensing this movement of people participating in

  this ecstasy. So I shouted as well. I jumped. My father calmed me down. He said, “Sit down. Don’t jump.” Maybe he didn’t want me to get tired. Otherwise he would have to

  carry me to the car.’




  I wanted to hear more about the physical appearance of Sukarno.




  Mr Wahid said, ‘The posture was good. The face showed not handsomeness, but steely will, a kind of strength. To be frank with you, his face was rough. Reflecting authority, strength of

  will. That’s why he was charismatic. Especially when he raised his hands and shouted. You could see his eyes then, very alive, as though he was staring the imperialists down. My father being

  a minister, we were seated not far from him, in the first row. Sukarno stood there, facing us.




  ‘My father died in 1953. He was thirty-nine years old. He had retired from the ministership in 1952 because our organisation had been voted out of the only Islamic party of the time. My

  father retired from the cabinet and formed the new party, the NU, in 1952. He was very active in establishing branches of the party. In one of those trips I was in the front seat and he was in the

  back seat, and we had this accident in which my father was seriously injured and one day later died. He fell out of the door and was hit by the spin of the car as it skidded.




  ‘My mother came in the night to Bandung, and a number of dignitaries accompanied his body in a hearse to Jakarta. What I saw impressed me deeply. Along the 180-kilometre route people stood

  waiting for his body, to bid farewell to him. Thousands of them in the house, in the night. The next morning Sukarno came. And then the body was taken to the airport and flown to Surabaya. In

  Surabaya we were received by this big throng, tens of thousands of them, crying, bidding their farewell. With my uncle – a major-general – on a motorcycle in front of the hearse, we

  passed through the crowd, three to four deep on each side of the road for eighty kilometres, to the family cemetery in Jombang.




  ‘Seeing all these people weeping and saying goodbye to him like that, the impression on me was like this: Is there anything greater in life than being loved by so many people? I was a

  child when Gandhi died. Later in life I saw pictures of Gandhi’s funeral. It reminded me of my father’s funeral. That sharpens my orientation.’




  This was the family story that Mr Wahid told, through much of a warm afternoon, in a room at ground level in his NU headquarters in Jakarta, in the cloying smell of stale

  clove-cigarette smoke, while the two-lane traffic roared and fumed outside just beyond the cleared front yard. The family story – compressed at my request in some places, and sometimes

  elsewhere made to jump about – contained, layer by layer, the history of the country over the last century and a quarter. It was the story which had dictated the course of Mr Wahid’s

  own life. It was the story to which he still referred his actions and attitudes.




  He had inherited the leadership of his father’s party, the NU. In 1984 he had taken the party out of politics.




  ‘We realised how detrimental the direct link had proved between Islam and politics – as in Pakistan, Iran, Sudan, Saudi Arabia – because people everywhere then saw Islam as a

  religion using violence, which in our thoughts is not so. In our thoughts Islam is a moral force which works through ethics and morality. This is not my thinking alone, but the collective decision

  of the ulamas educated by my grandfather. We had a bitter debate about it in 1983 with a Ph.D. in constitutional law.




  ‘In 1991 the Forum for Democracy was established. This totally rejects Islamic politics – political Islam as posed by, say, Mr Suharto and Professor Habibie. The competition between

  power centres in our country in the 1990s reflects the need on the president’s part for the widest possible support from the society. Which means from Islamic movements as well. To get that

  support, identification of national politics with Islam is necessary. My grandfather, by the 1935 decision’ – the decision of the congress that it was all right for Muslims to defend a

  Dutch-ruled Indonesia against the Japanese – ‘saw the need to differentiate between the functions of religion and the functions of politics. Now, the decision of Minister Habibie to

  take the route of Islamisation means that he sees politics as an integral part of Islam. I feel it personally because my father participated in the writing of the constitution which gives equal

  status to all citizens. People should practise Islam out of conscience, not out of fear. Habibie and his friends create a fear among non-Muslims and non-practising Muslims to show their identity.

  This is the first step to tyranny.’




  Mr Wahid was passionate about this point. He came back to it again and again and always seemed to be waiting for me to take down his words. I tried to get him to talk in a more direct way of

  Habibie. I wanted to get a picture, some conversation, a story. It wasn’t easy.




  ‘Habibie came to see me in hospital, and asked me to join ICMI, his Association of Muslim Intellectuals.’




  I liked the detail about the hospital: it seemed to corroborate what I felt about Mr Wahid’s health. But I couldn’t get more.




  ‘My answer was: “Instead of joining your respectable group, let me stay outside the street-corner intellectuals.”’




  This was what I noted down. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but later I decided that Mr Wahid was speaking with extreme irony from his hospital bed, that Habibie’s respectable group and

  the street-corner intellectuals were the same people. Imaduddin, the preacher, the man on television, whose brainchild ICMI had been, would have been among those street-corner intellectuals, though

  Mr Wahid hadn’t taken his name all afternoon.




  Adi Sasono, an old supporter, would also have been in the line of fire. But this became clear only later, after I had been to see them all, and had only my notes to go by.




  Adi said, near the end of our meeting in his fine office, ‘Mr Wahid travels too much. He is a lecturer and an intellectual rather than a kiyai.’ A kiyai, the head of a

  village pesantren: this would have been Adi’s way of twisting Mr Wahid’s reputation, and pulling him down a notch or two. ‘A kiyai usually sits in a certain village

  in the pesantren and village people can come to him to ask questions. He is always with the people.’




  Adi was chairman of the board of governors of CIDES, the acronym of an important ICMI ‘think-tank’ whose full name was the Centre for Information and Development Studies. This

  explained the splendour of Adi’s offices. The elegantly produced, large-format CIDES brochure that Adi gave me carried a foreword by Adi. This was from the first paragraph:




  

    

      

        

          

            The birth of the Indonesian Muslim Intellectual Association (ICMI) three years ago established increasingly our nation’s collective awareness of the importance

            of the human resources quality as a major renewable asset for development. This awareness should be manifested in big efforts based on development morality which emphasizes the centrality

            of human dimension in both the ideas and development practices. This view has also meant that a conscious and active participation of the nation as a whole is a very basic value . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  Here, remarkably blown up, was Imaduddin’s human resources, missionary idea, wrapped and wrapped again in modern-sounding words, corporate and academic. Words used like this were only

  wrapping. What was in the box was Imaduddin’s high idea of the destiny of Malay-speaking Muslims, his wish to complete a process of conversion that Europe had stayed for two or three hundred

  years, and finally on this far eastern frontier of the faith to raise the flag of Islam.
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  A Convert




  HE LIVED near the Heroes’ Cemetery, in the Jalan Masjid Baru, the Street of the New Mosque. This was where he wanted me to come and see him, two

  days after our first meeting, at ten in the morning. I wanted to hear a little more about his past – his ancestry, the Sumatran background – and this was the only time he could manage,

  because he was flying off any day now to the United States and Canada to do his mental training work.




  When he gave me the directions in his foundation office I knew I would have trouble finding the Street of the New Mosque. He wrote something on his card which he said would help the taxi-driver.

  It didn’t help when the time came. The hotel taxi-driver took me for many miles down a wrong road, against the inward-moving morning traffic, partly because he thought it was enough to aim in

  the general direction of the Heroes’ Cemetery, and partly for the pleasure in traffic-choked Jakarta of having a good long fast drive down a clear lane.




  In a kind of penance, then, we had to crawl back with the crawl we had ignored on the way out, and after this – asking for directions all the time, ten o’clock coming and going

  – we had to pick our way between highways. We moved down narrow, half-paved, many-angled lanes, in a constant close play of morning light and shadows, with small new houses in small plots,

  sometimes with flowering shrubs, food barrows in some of the deeper, shaded angles of the road, occasional patches of wet, dusty heaps of gathered-up leaves, children: the skyscraper wealth of

  Jakarta, with its global intimations, reduced here to a kind of local small change.




  We came at last to the Street of the New Mosque. We turned and twisted until we came to the number on Imaduddin’s card. I paid the enormous sum showing on the meter, and the driver left me

  immediately, as though he was worried that I might change my mind about the money. It was about 10.30.




  No one came out of the house. It was a small house, noticeably well kept. At the left a wide gateway led to a big, built-in garage with a sliding door: a tight fit in the narrow plot. To the

  right was a very narrow strip of lawn, and just beyond that, at ground level, the shiny red tiles of an open porch. I called from there, ‘Good morning.’ Still no one came out. I went

  through the open door into the sitting room. It was a low room, cool and dark after the sunlight of the porch. I called again. A serving girl in a brown frock leaned out from the kitchen to the

  left, beyond the dining area, allowed her eyes to rest on me, with something like fright, and then pulled herself back without a word.




  I said to the empty room, ‘Mr Imaduddin! Mr Imaduddin!’




  Another serving girl came shyly out of the kitchen. She, as though wishing only to see what the other had seen, took one frightened look at me, and she too melted back into some hiding place

  beyond the kitchen.




  I called, ‘Mr Imaduddin! Good morning, Mr Imaduddin!’




  The house remained silent. He had asked me to come at ten. I was half an hour late, but he should have been still in the house. A large framed piece of Arabic calligraphy on one wall was very

  much like Imaduddin – foreign travel among the faithful: a gift perhaps, a souvenir – but I began to wonder whether I had come to the right place. I also began to wonder how, without

  the language and a map, I could make my way back to a main road where taxis plied.




  Because of the silence I didn’t feel I should call out any more, and then I felt I shouldn’t walk too freely about the room. I stood where I was and waited and looked.




  The floor was tiled, with beautiful reed mats. The low ceiling, of a composite bagasse-like board, was stained where rain had once leaked through. In the dining area there was a microwave, next

  to some group photographs. On the pillars of the sitting room there were two or three decorative little flower pieces and, surprisingly, a picture of a sailing ship. About the sitting room were

  small mementoes of foreign travel, tourist souvenirs, showing a softer side of Imaduddin (or his wife), a side not connected with mental training, if indeed the house was theirs, and if these

  mementoes had truly tugged at their hearts (and did not, rather, preserve the memory of some pious giver): a number of Japanese things; an Eiffel Tower; above the water-cooler in a corner a Delft

  china plate with a simple, blurred, romantic view of a winding Dutch road and a farmhouse and a church; against a pillar a dwarf red maple growing out of a white dish, the dish on a silver-fringed

  doily, the whole thing resting – as if casually – on a slatted magazine stand. The back window of the dark room gave a view of a sunny little rock-walled garden, bounded by the red-tile

  roof of the neighbouring house: spaces were really small here.




  I considered these details one by one, as if committing them to memory, and almost with a separate part of my mind wondered how long I should stay where I was, violating the house, and how when

  the time came I might get away from the curious trap I appeared to have fallen into.




  Suddenly, after ten minutes, or perhaps fifteen minutes, a door to the left opened, and Imaduddin appeared, informal and unexpected in an ankle-length sarong and a dark-green shirt.




  He said in a preoccupied way, ‘I’m sorry. I have problems.’




  I thought they might have been bathroom problems, but then a tall brown-complexioned man came out behind him. The tall man had twinkling eyes and a shiny skin, and was in a sarong as well, but

  was less informal than Imaduddin. The bottom of his sarong moved elegantly with his slow, stately steps. He had a flat black Muslim cap and a glaucous-blue waistcoat-shirt with a pen clipped to the

  pocket.




  Imaduddin said, ‘I am having some massage.’




  That explained the shiny skin of the man in the black cap.




  The room from which they came out would have been next to the garage and would have overlooked the little lawn and the lane. They would have heard me arrive, and would have heard me call.




  Imaduddin said, ‘Getting old, you know.’




  As though that, and the trouble with his back, for which the masseur came every few days, was explanation enough. And, indeed, there appeared to be some formality about the masseur’s

  visit. Imaduddin’s farewell to him, some minutes later, and Imaduddin’s wife’s farewell, was full of ceremony.




  When he had dressed, and was belted and tight and firm in trousers and shirt, familiar again, we settled down to talk at the dining table, between the microwave and the group

  photographs on one side and the water-cooler and the Dutch china plate on the other side. The serving girls, one in a red frock, one in a brown, had recovered from their fright, and were busy once

  more about the house and kitchen.




  It was astonishing to me, considering their opposed positions now, how much his background was like Mr Wahid’s. But Imaduddin was from Sumatra. He was from the Sultanate of Landkat, an

  area which he said was larger than Holland, on the border of Aceh, which the Dutch had conquered only in 1908, a full century after their conquest of Java. That would have made a difference, would

  have given Imaduddin the forthright temperament which he recognised in himself as Sumatran.




  This was the story I reconstructed. In Landkat – perhaps in the latter part of the last century: Imaduddin gave no dates – there was a muezzin, a man who called the faithful to

  prayer. The muezzin died before his son was born. The muezzin’s widow married again, and when her son by the muezzin was six years old, he was sent by his stepfather to the house of the

  mufti of the sultan of Landkat. The mufti was a Muslim scholar and the six-year-old boy, following the traditional way, worked in the mufti’s house as a servant and was also a student there.

  The boy was very bright, and the mufti loved him.




  Ten years passed. The secretary of the sultan, who was something like the sultan’s vizier, and was the second highest man in the land, wanted someone to teach the Koran to his

  granddaughter. He talked to the sultan; the sultan talked to the mufti; and the mufti sent his servant and student, the old muezzin’s son, now aged seventeen or eighteen, to teach the

  secretary’s granddaughter. The boy didn’t teach the girl by herself, of course; that would have been improper; he taught her together with some family friends. He was a very good

  teacher and the secretary’s granddaughter fell in love with him. In due course – no date was given, and it didn’t occur to me to ask – they married. Their son was Imaduddin;

  he was born in 1931.




  By that time the old muezzin’s son, Imaduddin’s father, was truly launched in Landkat. In 1918, when travel became safe again after the Great War, the mufti persuaded the sultan to

  send the young man to Mecca to study Arabic for two years. After that the young man went for four years to Cairo, to the Islamic university of Al Azhar. His education so far had been like that of

  Mr Wahid’s grandfather and father. And the similarity continued even after that: when he came back to Sumatra from Al Azhar in 1924 the old muezzin’s son became principal of a

  well-known school which the sultan had set up.
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