











also received a subscription to 7he New
Yorker. But there were times when he
would have given anything to hear a
human voice, even to be scolded by a
guard. Family visits were always brief.
His children would sing old pop songs to
him. Anwar looked wistfully out the
window as he sang the first bars of Frank
Sinatra’s “My Way.”

The experience seems to have made
him a humbler man. In an interview
given three months after his release from
prison, he told the Malaysian writer
Eddin Khoo, “T'o be frank and honest, I
cannot absolve myself entirely of the ex-
cesses of [Mahathir's] administration.
There were some things that were be-
yond our control, other things we simply
did not have the courage to address at
that time.”

A retired Indian civil servant told me
about hearing Anwar speak in the dis-
trict contested by his daughter in 2008.
It was near midnight and pouring down
rain, yet more than a thousand people
waited until Anwar arrived, on the back
of a motorcycle, drenched. When he
spoke, the crowd fell silent, listening to
every word. Then, suddenly, a number
of Indians began to shout, in Tamil,
“Makkal Sakti’—People Power! Peo-
ple Power!” And the Malays and Chi-
nese repeated it after them, louder and
louder—an unusual demonstration of
multi-ethnic solidarity.

Anwar was arrested again, in the
summer of 2008, for “sexual assault” on
a strapping male aide, but it made no
difference to his popularity. Allegations
of sexual misconduct had become so
clearly political that few people believed
them, and the legal proceedings were far-
cical. Anwar was seized near his home by
twenty commandos in balaclavas. The
putative victim, who remains under “po-
lice protection,” is rather strong to be
overwhelmed by the much less physically
imposing Anwar. The aide swore in a
mosque, over the Koran, that he was
speaking the truth. When an imam later
claimed that he had been forced by supe-
riors to witness these proceedings, he was
dismissed. The offense was then changed
from “sexual assault” to “consensual sex
against the order of nature,” even though
the aide has yet to be charged. Anwar is
not worried. “They just used it to embar-
rass me, but it did no good,” he said.
“They lost the elections anyway.”

“Hey, investor fears need calming over here, too.”

Anwar has not entirely shed his ten-
dency toward arrogance. Weeks after the
opposition won its victory in March of
2008, he announced that he was ready to
take over the government that year. This
was premature. It’s true that the National
Front government no longer commands
a two-thirds majority in parliament, but
there are many problems to overcome
before Anwar’s coalition of opposition
parties is ready to rule the country. It
could be another year or two before the
next general election. And the current
prime minister, Najib Tun Razak, has
the image of being a more ruthless oper-
ator than his predecessor, the ineffectual
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi.

Najib has been involved in a scandal of
his own. A young Mongolian model who
was a former mistress of a political crony
was found blown to pieces in a jungle
clearing near Kuala Lumpur in 2006. At
first, it looked like a sordid case of black-
mail: she wanted money from her lover,
and he, in desperation, had her killed.
Then things got more complicated. The
men convicted of killing her were police
officers in charge of security for top
officials. The blogger Raja Petra signed a
“statutory declaration” alleging that Na-
jib’s wife had been at the scene of the
murder. He has since been charged with
criminal defamation. Najib has denied
any wrongdoing. For the two main con-
tenders of leadership of Malaysia, the
truth of the matter might prove to be less
important than the public perception.

The fact that Anwar appears to be less
vulnerable than Najib suggests that the
Malaysian public is more inclined to be-
lieve a popular blogger than their unpop-
ular Prime Minister.

One man who is desperate for Najib
to succeed is Mahathir. When I spoke to
Mahathir’s confidant Tan Sri Abdullah
Ahmad, who is a veteran UMNO political
operator, about his party’s fortunes, he
sounded gloomy. UMNO, he told me,
is like Chiang Kai-sheK’s corrupt nation-
alists in Shanghai in the nineteen-thir-
ties. He ticked off the Party’s many ills on
his fingers: “corruption, ostentatious liv-
ing, abuse of power, rank stupidity at the
top ...” So was Anwar going to win? “He
will if Najib fails to deliver great changes,”
Abdullah Ahmad predicted. “Najib
wants to, but he can’t. He’s surrounded
by corrupt people.”

It's not clear that Najib wants to make
big changes, despite recent speeches de-
nouncing corruption in Malaysian poli-
tics. Anwar does, but it's unclear whether
he will be able to. The entrenched in-
terests—Malay bureaucrats, Army offi-
cers, policemen, judges, businessmen,
and politicians—will fight to hold on
to their privileges. When I asked An-
war about this, he said that such resis-
tance could be managed by reformulating
the quotas rather than abolishing them.
“Affirmative action would still be accept-
able, but based on need, not on race,” he
said. “I tell PAS that Malays won't lose
out. But there are poor Indians, and poor
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Chinese, too, who should be helped.”

Class rather than race, then? Anwar
laughed. “I don’t like the word ‘class,” he
said. “T'm nota Marxist.” He paused, and
added, “But Adam Smith mentioned
equality many times in his books, too.”

An advantage of replacing the rheto-
ric of race with that of class is that all op-
position parties can agree on the ideal of
equality. Religion is a more contentious
matter. How to reconcile the Islamists
and the secularists? Anwar prefers to
finesse the problem, by “concentrating
on what we have in common, not what
divides us.” But PAS has stated its desire
to introduce Audud laws for Muslim citi-
zens—punishing criminal offenses with
stoning, whipping, and amputation. Sec-
ularist partners in a federal government
would find that hard to accept.

“Any party should be free to articulate
its ideas,” Anwar says. “But no issue
should be forced on non-Muslims. When
TIargue with Muslims, I cannot sound de-
tached from rural Malays, like a typical
Malay liberal, or sound like Kemal
Atatiirk. I would not reject Islamic law
out of hand. But without the consent of
the majority there is no way you can im-
plement Islamic law as national law.”

I mentioned the case of a young Malay
woman who no longer believed in Islam
and wanted to marry a Christian. To do
s0, she would have to change her religious
status. The secular authorites ruled that
this was a matter for the Islamic court, but,
of course, no Islamic court (whose author-
ity she, as a nonbeliever, no longer recog-
nized) would ever accede to apostasy. Her
predicament has become a test case on the
issue of Malay identity. After receiving
death threats, she is now in hiding.

Anwar rolled his eyes. “Islamically, it
is indefensible that all Malays should
have to be Muslims,” he told me. “Not all
Arabs are Muslims, after all. But this case
has become too political. It is better not
to dwell on this issue. We should deal
with poverty, rule of law, democracy. ...
I must have looked unsatisfied. “Look,”
he said, “I have Malay friends who no
longer believe, who drink. But they don’t

make an issue out of it.”

decided to visit the state of Kelantan,
where PAS has been in power since
1990. Islamic laws have been introduced
there for Muslims, though they are not al-
ways enforced. Muslims cannot drink al-
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cohol. The lights must stay on in movie
houses, and only morally acceptable films
can be shown. (Some movie houses have
gone out of business.) But nobody has
been stoned for adultery or had limbs am-
putated. I drove across the country, through
a succession of palm-oil plantations, in the
company of Zaid Ibrahim, a wealthy lib-
eral Malay lawyer who had resigned his
post as minister of legal affairs in the Prime
Minister’s office on a matter of principle—
the first Malaysian cabinet minister to do
so. He was against the arrests of political
opponents, including Raja Petra, under the
Internal Security Act.

We had met on a Sunday night in
Kuala Lumpur a week before we em-
barked on our trip north. Zaid was happy,
because PAS had scored an important by-
election victory in the coastal city of
Kuala Terengganu, dealing another blow
to the National Front. He decided to cel-
ebrate the success of the Islamists with a
lavish dinner in a fine restaurant. “A
good result,” Zaid murmured, raising his
glass to the men who wanted an Islamic
state.

Although PAS won in the city, the
state of Terengganu is still in National
Front hands. “Look at those buildings,”
Zaid said, as we drove through Tereng-
ganu on the way to Kelantan. We passed
avast stadium, a huge new airport, a gi-
gantic new mosque, a convention cen-
ter, a university, an “integrity institute.”
All around these grandiose testimonies
to human greed (and generous kick-
backs) were typical Third World shan-
tytowns: wooden shacks with corru-
gated iron roofs. “T'here is no money to
be made out of building proper sewage
systems or water supplies,” Zaid ob-
served, with the dry chuckle of bitter
experience.

Kelantan has hardly any huge build-
ings. Everything in the state capital,
Kota Bharu, near the border with Thai-
land, is built on a modest scale. I met
the PAS vice-president, Husam Musa,
at the Party headquarters. Husam, an
economist by training, is not an imam
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but one of the new breed of profession-
als in Islamist politics. He was polite, if
a little defensive. On the question of an
Islamic state, he said this goal was often
misunderstood: “We don’t mean a state
ruled by clerics but one guided by the
holy books. Without the books, we'd be
like UMNO and just grab the money.
The difference between us and them is
that we believe we will be judged in the
afterlife.”

He said that Islam was “pro-prog-
ress,” and that American democracy was
a good model. (“Unfriendly people will
accuse me of being pro-American for
making this statement.”) He also said
that discriminating against ethnic mi-
norities was “un-Islamic,” as was gov-
ernment corruption. “People should be
treated the same, and that includes the
freedom of religion,” he said.

What about Muslims—were they
free to renounce their faith? He averted
his eyes. “I have my own opinion about
that, but I will reserve it,” he said. “Media
in Malaysia will interpret it in the wrong
way. Everything here is turned to poli-
tics.” He used “politics” as a pejorative
term. “T am nota politician,” he said. “T'm
a Muslim activist.”

Few people in Kelantan, even the
Chinese, openly complain about the
PAS government. Non-Muslims don’t
feel hampered by religious rules that
don’t apply to them, and the lack of cor-
ruption is widely acknowledged. Still,
given the chance, many young people
leave for Kuala Lumpur. Several young
Malays told me that it was “no fun” liv-
ing in a place where you can get arrested
for buying a beer. “This is a place for old
men,” an unemployed building contrac-
tor said. “They can sit around and pray
all day.”

The real Malay dilemma today is
that democrats need the Islamists: Ma-
lay liberals and secular Chinese and
Indians cannot form a governing alli-
ance without religious and rural Ma-
lays. And the only serious contender
who can patch over the differences be-
tween secularists and Islamists for the
sake of reform is Anwar, a liberal Malay
with impeccable Muslim credentials.
“He is our last chance,” Zaid told me, as
he celebrated the victory of PAS in Kuala
Terengganu. When I repeated this to
Anwar, he looked thoughtful and said,
“Yes, and that's what worries me.” ¢



