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Sisterhood in Islam
By: (Sat, 17 Jul 2004) 

SISTERS IN ISLAM (SIS) began in a living room
with a group of women who got together to study 
the Quran because they were concerned about the 
oppression women faced in the name of Islam.

Today, after much vilification and despite its 
detractors, the work of SIS has gained recognition 
and respect, both in Malaysia and internationally.

Founding member and executive director Zainah 
Anwar talks to JACQUELINE ANN SURIN
about the group's beginnings, its work and journey
since 1990, and the challenges it faces.

theSun: When, how and why was Sisters in Islam
[SIS] formed?
It began in 1988. At that time, it was a part of the 
Association of Women Lawyers. [It started] as a 
result of complaints we -- as individuals, lawyers, 
journalists, university academics -- were getting 
from so many women about the injustice that they 
faced in the Syariah court system and also from 
the religious department. [There were complaints 
about] the problems in getting a divorce, getting 
maintenance, dealing with the issue of polygamy, 
domestic violence. 

Because we began as a part of the Association of 
Women Lawyers, the first focus was looking at the 
implementation of the law. But, as we went on, we 
realised that working with [the] law alone was not
enough. We realised that so much of the problem that women faced was in the name of Islam. For 
example, a woman would call up and complain of being beaten up by her husband but would then say, "In
Islam, a man has the right to beat the wife, right?"

They would also call up to complain that their husbands had taken another wife, and was not visiting 
them or not paying maintenance but would say, "It's his right in Islam, isn't it? He has the right to a 
second wife." So, the injustice and suffering that Muslim women were going through were all justified in 
the name of Islam. And for us, it was totally unacceptable because we grew up with the idea that Islam is 
just, God is just, and suddenly, as adults, we are confronted by the reality -- we are told that Islam is not 
just.

So, there was a major conflict between what we grew up to believe in -- the kind of Islam that we believed 
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in, and a fundamental belief in a God that is just -- and the realities that are confronting us that seems to 
make Islam an unjust religion and God unjust. For us, that was really unacceptable, and that was how the
turn began really, when we decided that we needed to go back to the Quran. We really needed to read the 
Quran to find out whether the Quran itself, whether the text of the religion actually promotes injustice, 
domestic violence, oppression and discrimination against women. 

And when we did that, it was the most liberating experience for us. We discovered verses, messages, 
words in the Quran that really promote equality, justice, freedom, dignity. And the two issues that we 
dealt with as a start: one was the issue of domestic violence and the other was polygamy. Again, this was 
a result of the circumstances on the ground. Because the women's groups were campaigning for the 
Domestic Violence Act in the late 1980s early 1990s, and we were facing resistance from Pusat Islam 
representatives, who said that in Islam, a man has the right to beat his wife and therefore, the Domestic 
Violence Act cannot apply to Muslims.

So, there was [a] major negotiation process that was going on between us and the Attorney-General's 
Chambers on how to deal with this opposition from the religious authorities. So, one of the ways which 
we felt we needed to intervene was to educate the public that man does not have a right, Islam does not 
grant Muslim husbands the right to beat his wife. And so, that was how we dealt with the issue of 
domestic violence and came out with one of the two booklets -- Are Muslim men allowed to beat their 
wives? -- as part of that campaign to criminalise domestic violence.

The other issue was polygamy, again, because of the many, many complaints we got from women where 
the husbands took a second wife. In exercising his privilege to take a second wife, he neglected his 
responsibilities to the first wife and the children of the first wife. And then, you know, that is justified in 
the name of Islam. It is his right, he has a right to take a second wife even though he is a lorry driver, 
earns RM1,500, has six children with the first wife, and is about to marry [her voice gets louder] a 
woman who is 20 years younger than the first wife. 

So, where is the justice in Islam? That was the major question. If we believe Islam is just, if we believe 
God is just, how can such unjust practices be justified in the name of God, in the name of Islam? And for 
us as believers, rejecting Islam is not an option, it's unthinkable. So, that was when we decided to go back
to the Quran. Like on the issue of polygamy, it was a shock for all of us because we had all been brought 
up to believe that polygamy is a man's right in Islam.

But when we went back to the Quran, it was so explicit [laughs] in the Quran, the verse that says, "And if 
you fear you cannot do justice, marry only one, that would be best for you." So, the question that arose in 
our minds was, how come one half of the verse that says "marry two, three or four" is universally known, 
codified into law and recognised as a man's right? How come the other half of the verse that says "marry 
only one" is silenced, and not known, and not codified into law? 

So, in reading the verse, for us, as women, we saw God speaking to us and understanding the experience 
that we go through. And God says very clearly, that if you cannot do justice, marry only one. So, it's 
really not the religion. It's the whole process of interpretation. Then, of course, a natural question is: 
How come we didn't know, because I went to five years of religious school plus religious education in 
regular school, how come I never knew? How is it that I only knew that it is a man's right to have four 
wives, and never knew God actually explicitly said, "marry only one if you fear you cannot be just"?

I remember I was so excited about this discovery, I talked to a particular man in my office and he didn't 
believe it. He said, "No, it is not true. It's rubbish. It's a man's right to have four wives." He wouldn't 
believe me. And then I said, "Ok, I will bring the Quran to show you." So, the next day, I brought the 
Quran to the office and asked him to read it. He refused because his privileged status in life was not going
to be challenged, not going to be turned topsy-turvy. He's a lovely guy, a good friend of mine, but he said, 
"Nope. I don't want to read it. I don't want to read it." 

And then, I showed it to a secretary in the office. She was terrified. She said, "Eh, Cik Zainah, saya 
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takutlah. Saya tak tahu. Ini semua saya tak faham, Islam. Saya takut." So, why this reaction among 
Muslims? It is there in black and white. It's so explicit in the Quran but you are so scared of anything that
challenges what you've been brought up to believe is the norm. 

So, that's really how we began. And that's how we moved on from law alone to study sessions to 
understanding the Quran, the teachings of Islam, the methodology of interpretation and jurisprudence, of 
Islamic jurisprudence. And then to begin to challenge the discrimination and injustice that Muslim women
suffer through providing alternative interpretations, alternative opinions. 

So, 1988 was the date that SIS was registered as an organisation?
We didn't become Sisters in Islam until 1990. Many of the lawyers dropped out when we started reading 
the Quran. It just became this small group of about eight women, who met every week to read the Quran. 
And at that time, we were very lucky that we had [Muslim theologian and scholar] Dr Amina Wadud, who
had arrived to teach the Quran in UIA [International Islamic University]. 

She was teaching the Quran and she had done her PhD thesis on women and the Quran. And so, she 
helped us to go through the Quran, to go through the words, grammar, vocabulary, world view, the 
Quranic world view. So, she helped us develop this methodology and it was a great engagement because 
she's a scholar. But we bring our activist background. So, [it was] the interaction between her 
scholarship and our activism and questioning that really moved us to where we are today.

For two years, we met every week in my house to go through the different verses and issues in the Quran, 
until finally we went public. And our first outing was with a letter to the editor in 1990.

So, that was your first public statement in 1990?
Yes, on polygamy. There was a bit of a buzz. People would go, "Eh, did you read that?" We were going 
camping at Tasik Bera in Pahang, and this woman who was taking us there said, "Eh, did you read that 
interesting letter in the newspaper on polygamy? This group-lah, called Sisters in Islam." [Laughs 
heartily.] And then we said, "It's us-lah!"

How did you all come up with the name Sisters in Islam?
It's very funny. A few of us had attended a meeting on Quranic interpretation in Karachi, and there was a 
group called "Daughters in Islam". We really liked them. And then, when we wanted to go public with this
letter, we had to come up with a name, so we used "Daughters in Islam".

The Star printed the letter first, under "Daughters in Islam". NST [New Straits Times] was going to use 
the story the next day, but the editor there Zainon [Ahmad] said since it had already appeared in The 
Star, they would not be using it. And so, I was like begging and begging, "You gotta use, you gotta use 
our letter." And he said, "Okay, [but] you got to change the letter a little bit, and change the name."

He said change the name?
Yes, so that's how we became Sisters in Islam. And we preferred Sisters, anyway, because it's more like 
sisterhood, rather than daughter, which is like a dependent relationship. 

What has the journey been like for SIS since its early days?
It has always been challenging. We've had our many ups and downs, but I think it's always been growing, 
it's always a learning process, a growing process, you know, [a] very empowering process for all of us. 
And, I think a very liberating process. I love it. I thrive on it. 

It's my passion even though there are many downs. When people attack you, send pornographic pictures...
I mean, in the name of Islam, you send pornography [laughs in disbelief] to oppose what we are doing. 
Why? Because we are bad Muslims, and you're a good Muslim? [sarcastically] You send us 
pornographic pictures [laughs] to tell us what you think about our work? It was addressed to me during 
the "satu suami satu isteri" monogamy campaign.
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And what about the challenges the organisation currently faces?
It's interesting that especially post-Sept 11 -- and I'm sorry to make that a demarcation point -- there's 
[been] a lot more interest among Muslims to deal with the religion, to better understand the religion. And
also people of other faiths. I think the most important thing we have done is claiming the right for people 
like us, ordinary citizens like us, to speak on Islam.

If Islam is used as a source of law and public policy, then it can no longer be the exclusive preserve of the
ulama. Public law has to be debated and argued in public and citizens of a country have a right, to 
discuss, to question, to critique the law and its impact on us as citizens of a multi-racial, democratic, 
nation state. So, I think there's greater recognition of that now.

Our position is that this is a democracy and we have a right to talk openly about these things. If we 
citizens have a right to talk about politics, economics, social issues, why is it that when it comes to 
religion, suddenly, we are supposed to shut up, you know, and leave it to the ulama?

A lot of people ask what exactly is Sisters fighting for? Are you fighting for a secular state?
No, we are very clear. We are fighting for justice, [for] an Islam that is just, an Islam that upholds the 
principles of justice, equality, freedom and dignity of the human being, be it man or woman. But, 
certainly, given the experience that we've gone through, our focus is on the rights of Muslim women. So, 
the whole question of separation of state and religion?

SIS does not believe in the use of Islam as a political ideology to govern a state. This is dangerous as it 
leads to a theocratic dictatorship and the corruption of religious knowledge. Only one truth prevails and 
is imposed on everyone else as religion is transformed into a legitimising ideological base for political 
rule. And those who dissent will be criminalised and regarded as infidels or deviants.

This, we see happening around us already, in so many Muslim states. Which truth prevails is not based on
principles of justice or equality or public interest, but on who is in power and which religious truth serves
to maintain those in power. There are many lessons to learn from the failure of the Islamic state project in
countries like Iran, Saudi Arabia, Sudan and Afghanistan under the Taliban. We do not want to go 
[down] the same path and discover only 20 years later [that] it was all a big mistake.

The question to be debated is the place of religion in politics. I believe religion has a role to play as a 
source of ethical values in the way we conduct our politics. Laws and punishment are not the totality of 
Islam. The ethical values of Islam must prevail and we obey God's commands out of love for God and not 
out of fear of punishment by the state.

So, when politicians, for example, do certain things which suggest that we are no longer secular, that 
more and more there is an interference of religion into state administration, does SIS come out to take 
a position on that?
We have taken very clear positions on so many issues... on the hudud law, on dress, the arts, freedom of 
religion, freedom of expression. We opposed the government's attempt to introduce a one-year 
compulsory detention for those attempting to leave Islam, just as we opposed Ustaz Hadi's attempt to 
introduce the death penalty for apostasy in Parliament. 

We have been critical of the judiciary for its abdication of responsibility to uphold the constitutional 
guarantee of freedom of religion. We took the lead in mobilising civil society to defend freedom of 
expression when the PUM [Persatuan Ulama Malaysia] accused a number of us of insulting Islam.

What was SIS's response when PUM and seven other Islamic organisations submitted a memorandum 
to the Conference of Rulers, urging them to take action against Islamic writers and intellectuals?
We called the NGOs [non-governmental organisations], held a meeting to strategise what we were going 
to do. We wrote a statement on the importance of differences of opinion and freedom of expression in 
Islam, and we had 26 organisations and 29 individuals, including academics, several members of the 
Human Rights Commission, individuals, some MPs, many exjudges [sign the letter]. And we had some 
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academics like Hashim Kamali, Faisal Othman, Osman Bakar, Shad Faruqi, signing the letter. 

After that? 
We wrote to the prime minister, the deputy prime minister, to Jabatan Kemajuan Islam Malaysia, to all 
the sultans. We sent them reading materials and all that on the use of Islam as a political ideology 
because we felt that the attack was politically motivated. That it was not about Islam.

When you say politically motivated, by whom?
Well, you know, PUM is obviously aligned with PAS [Parti Islam Semalaysia]. And it was an effort to 
silence us. All of us, who had been critical of the obscurantist thinking and the discriminatory thinking in 
the name of Islam. 

So, what are the biggest challenges you face today?
First, the challenge of changing mindsets. So many Muslims are so conservative not because of conviction
and ideology, but because of lack of knowledge. We must urgently reform our Islamic Studies curriculum 
and expose young people to a more comprehensive approach to studying Islam. We should learn from 
what the Indonesians are doing at the state Islamic universities, where human rights, gender studies, 
social sciences and humanities are integrated into Islamic Studies. 

Ironically, there, those who know Islam best are at the forefront of the democracy and human rights 
movement, while it is the engineering and science graduates who are at the forefront of the militant and 
extremist Islamic groups pushing for an Islamic state and syariah law. 

I have met a number of graduates of Islamic faculties here, who attended international conferences and 
training who were bowled over by the progressive Islamic scholarship they were exposed to and 
complained that they heard no such ideas during all their years in the university.

Second is the challenge of law reform. It's frustratingly slow. Since 1996, we have submitted so many 
memorandums on Islamic family law, syariah criminal offences, the whole issue of discrimination against
Muslim women, and so little has changed. I mean, it's ridiculous and shameful that within the context of a
multi-racial country, civil laws have been amended to grant women of other faiths more rights but Muslim
women are excluded. 

[Take,] for example, the Domestic Violence Act. Attempts were made to exclude Muslims from this Act. 
The gazetting of the law was held up for two more years because the objections persisted. And the 
Guardianship [of Infants] Act was amended to give non-Muslim mothers the right to equal guardianship 
of their children but it does not apply to Muslim women. 

So, Muslim women are being treated as third-class citizens. First class are Muslim men, second class are 
the non-Muslims, and third class are the Muslim women. That's how we are discriminated against. So, 
because guardianship [for Muslims] is under Islamic Family Law, this is the other problem that we have 
where Islam is a state matter.

Trying to push for reform involves 14 different jurisdictions, and this is a problem. We want to push it to 
be a federal matter but this is one of the last bastions of state power. If we want to push for change, for 
reform, we have to change all the state laws, and it's really a problem. Because you have to get the 
agreement, and there are some states that are more conservative than other states, and so they resist 
change.

One way of dealing with this issue with the Guardianship Act was that we dealt with it as a policy matter, 
as an administrative matter for Muslim women. So, we then lobbied the deputy prime minister's office at 
that time to get a policy decision made, and it was brought up to the Cabinet and the Cabinet agreed. 

So, the way we got around it, was that this was not an Islamic matter under the jurisdiction of the states. 
What we did was to look at what were the greatest impediments when women don't have guardianship. 
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Women cannot sign for passports [of their children], registration in schools, transfer of schools, and so 
on. So, if marriages break down, mothers have custody of the children [but] they can't transfer them to a 
different school because they need the signature of the father. [For] surgery, as well.

All these official forms require the signature of the guardian, and under Islamic Family Law, the 
guardian is the father. We say all that should be changed to signature of father or mother or guardian, so 
that the mother [also] has the right. So many women were confronted with these problems and these are 
women who are divorced, separated, and their husbands are not in the picture anymore, and [the] kids 
can't get a passport [because] for as long as you are under 21, you can't get a passport without your 
father's signature.

Has that changed?
That's changed, although we still get complaints because 
[not all government department's] forms have been 
changed. So, it depends on the front-line officers. I had a 
friend who brought a newspaper cutting of [then deputy 
prime minister] Pak Lah's announcement and showed it. 
Then, she was allowed to sign. 

There has been a lot of debate on whether or not ours is 
an Islamic state. What are your views?
Well, nope. We are not an Islamic state. I think the 
announcement by [former prime minister Tun] Dr 

Mahathir [Mohamad] was a political decision to deal with the PAS challenge. I don't think we should be 
an Islamic state, you know, ideologically. I think we should be a state based on the principles of justice. 

You know, a just state is an Islamic state. So, I really don't think [we should] tie ourselves into knots 
[about] what is an Islamic state and what is not. Because I think religion should not be used as a political
ideology in order to govern a state. It's dangerous, it leads to totalitarianism. Because, if you govern in 
the name of Islam, then what view of Islam, what principles, what Islam is going to be codified as the law 
of the land? Who is going to decide on that one truth?

Only one truth will prevail, and who is going to decide that one truth? And what is going to happen? The 
understanding of Islam, practices of Islam throughout the history of Islam, has always respected 
differences. And you look at the experiment in Iran. How it has failed, 24 years after the revolution. 

I was in Iran two years ago. My friends in Iran say that people are turning against the religion. Because 
you govern in the name of religion and when the state fails to deliver on the aspirations of the people, it 
will be seen as the failure of Islam.

Do you agree that Islam is a "sensitive" issue and hence, should not be debated publicly?
I think that "sensitive" is an overrated word, really. Yes, it's sensitive in the sense that you don't speak 
about religion in an insulting manner. But, if the religion is used as a source of law and public policy, 
then you can no longer hide behind "sensitive", behind the sanctity of religion and the infallibility of God.
You cannot.

Because you are using it as a political ideology to govern, you are using it to make laws, to make policies,
to mobilise the crowds. So, how can it be "sensitive" anymore? Then it becomes like any other ideology 
that's open for debate, for criticisms.

You know, like secularism, like nationalism, like communism. You have turned it into an ideology, rather 
than a faith and belief in God. So, it's no longer a religion as a faith-belief system. You've turned religion 
into a political ideology.

Would you say that Umno and PAS are both equally responsible for having done this?
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Yes, of course, of course, of course! And the conservatism is not exclusive to PAS alone [laughs]. I mean, 
if you look at our "Letters to the Editor", only four of our letters specifically dealt with PAS positions.

Four out of?
Twenty-two. Eighteen of our letters dealt with the [Barisan Nasional] government's position. We had a 
letter on freedom of religion, where we criticised PAS, the next letter we wrote was also on freedom of 
religion, which criticised the government's position [on] a one-year compulsory rehabilitation [for those 
who try to leave the religion]. [The letter criticising] PAS was over the death penalty for apostasy, and 
the very next letter we wrote was on the government's position. We said, do not legislate on faith. 

There's a perception that Sisters is more involved in PAS-bashing than dealing with the conservatives 
within Umno itself. 
That's not true at all. You can see by the issues that we raise, these are the issues that are important, that 
we are dealing with [flips through compilation of SIS letters]. Domestic violence, polygamy, equality, 
dress, apostasy, freedom of religion, freedom of expression, hudud law, inheritance, Islamic family law, 
privacy. 

Eighteen of them were a critique of the government's position. So, how can people say that. We are guided
by the principles that we believe in. We believe in an Islam that is just, in an Islam that is 
non-discriminatory, in an Islam that is not oppressive. And whether it's from the government, whether the 
issues emanate from the government or from PAS, it's irrelevant to us.

Did you manage to read the Suaram [Human Rights 2003] report? Their conclusion is that there is 
growing Islamisation in Malaysia and there is encroachment into the living spaces of non-Muslims. 
Would you agree with those conclusions?
Well, certainly, but I'm not so sure where it's at now, especially with the new prime minister. Certainly, 
the encroachment into the lives of the non-Muslims and the shared spaces, certainly [it was happening]. I
mean, those who are pushing for an Islamic state, for Islamic law, like to tell the non-Muslims, "You don't
have to worry. This will affect only Muslims. It will not affect you. You are free to gamble, and to drink, 
and to pray to your Tua Pek Kong."

As if that's all that matters. I think it's an insult to non-Muslims. As if that's all that matters to the 
non-Muslims, that they are allowed to gamble and to drink, then they'd be happy to live in an Islamic 
state. But see what is happening, you know the arrest of young couples holding hands, the obsession with 
dressing, all these legitimise a certain mindset. You are imposing your values on the rest of society, and 
expect the rest of society to live according to your values. 

And if that does not gel with society's sense of what is just, what is right, what is wrong, then people will 
protest. What's the use of having rules and laws in which people don't believe? And people are not 
convinced that this is just and the best for the country? 

You look at Iran. This is why the young people and women turned against the hard liners, and voted 
Khatami in. Because they were just tired of living in a joyless, oppressive state, where they had no 
fundamental freedom to even dress in the way they want, to listen to the music they want, to go out with 
whomever they want. There was just so much state control.

I think the Suaram report lists several instances, where state governments make certain decisions, 
whether it's holding hands in the park, or what you can or cannot wear, and they use that as an 
indicator to say that there is growing Islamisation. Do you think that that is a fair indicator to say that 
there is growing Islamisation?
Well, certainly. The trend definitely has been growing conservatism, growing Islamisation. If you look at 
the amendments to the Islamic Family Law that further discriminates against women, if you look at the 
amendments made to the Syariah Criminal Offences Act. Suaram listed it, actually that came from us. All 
those... we did a study of the Act. The amendments made to the Terengganu Act.  And the existing syariah
laws for [the] Federal Territory and other states. 
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So many moral obligations have turned into legal obligations. Sins turned into crimes against the state 
and they conflict with fundamental liberties, the Federal Constitution, the United Nations Charter on 
Human Rights. We are very concerned about these trends. We hope that under the new prime minister, 
they will be reversed, and given the level of awareness, hopefully MPs will be more critical. 

What do you think of the new administration under Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad 
Badawi?
Certainly, in terms of values and principles, the new prime minister has captured the imagination of the 
people. But, there are critical issues he needs to deal with. After the 1999 general elections, I wrote a 
long piece in the NST. People were saying then that there was a green tide sweeping the country, but I 
argued that if you look at the election results, historically, PAS only makes gains when Umno is weak.

Muslims themselves don't want PAS's kind of Islamic state because it will be to their ruin. And the recent 
general election clearly shows that moderate and progressive Islam is what the people want. I guess right
now, the big challenge for the prime minister is to deliver. He has raised expectations. People like what 
he has to say, and the values and principles that he stands for. 

So now, he really has to build on the mechanisms to deliver. How do you build on the mechanisms to 
deliver on the promises made?

There's always a running debate which goes on between non-Muslims and Muslims, especially those 
people who are in positions of power. That, you are a non-Muslim, you have no right to talk about this 
issue. Historically, what was it like in Islam, what was the responsibility and role that non-Muslims 
could play in the discourse on Islam?
SIS believes that all citizens have a right to engage in the discourse on Islam, including people of other 
faiths. This is because we live in a democratic society where Islam is used as a source of law and public 
policy. So, all citizens have a right to engage in any public discussion on how this impacts their lives and 
the shape and direction of the nation state.

I mean, first of all, if you say Islam is universal, it's for everyone, for all times, why are you so scared 
about others not liking your religion. So, if you have faith in your religion and confidence in your 
religion, then you're not scared to engage with others. In fact, during the medieval period, Islam 
developed because of engagement with those of other faiths, the scholars were engaging with the scholars
of Christianity, and new knowledge and thinking, and understanding and arguments developed as a result
of the engagement with those of other faiths. 

They criticised Islam, so the Muslim scholars then had to come up, how do you deal with the criticisms? 
That public space was there for debate, discussions, criticisms, so that you strengthen your own thinking, 
your knowledge and understanding of the religion. 

Your thinking, your ideas, should be up there for public challenge so that you will make yourself more 
relevant, you will make your religion more relevant. If you isolate your religion from the realities of life, 
then in the end, your religion will become irrelevant. If your religion cannot provide the answers for the 
challenges that people face in today's world, then you just make your religion irrelevant, and you make 
yourself irrelevant to other people. If you are not a source of solutions, you become a source of problems. 

So, why are we so scared to engage publicly? I mean, research has shown that the best solutions come not
from experts, actually, but from a public engagement between experts and ordinary people. Because the 
errors cancel themselves out when you have a public, democratic discussion on issues where there is 
respect for diversity of opinion, where there is respect for independence of opinion, when people know 
they are not going to suffer, they are not going to be penalised for offering an independent view.

In those circumstances, the best solutions and the best ideas emerge. But, why in this day and age, you 
want to isolate the religion not just from non-Muslims, [but] even from Muslims? You know, how can you 
search for solutions to the problems and challenges we face if you want to keep that search so exclusive to
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just a tiny group of people who very often are isolated from the reality of the lives of the peoples that they 
are supposedly trying to help.

What are some of the toughest issues that SIS has had to deal with? And are there any issues, for 
example, homosexuality, that you haven't dealt with publicly for strategic reasons?
Ya, the whole issue of sexuality that's now emerging in the public sphere and of course, we are dealing 
with it. We are having study sessions, some of our members are doing their readings and doing their 
research and are engaged in international discussions on this issue.

Basically, we take the position that nobody deserves to be discriminated against on the basis of their 
sexuality. Because, really, what is the reality if you say that you want to penalise those who have different
sexual orientation? Are you going to round up all the homosexuals, and the lesbians, and the 
transvestites, and the transsexuals and put them in jail? 

Ah, certainly that is not the way I would want... non-Muslims may say it doesn't affect non-Muslims, [but]
would non-Muslims want to live in a country where such people are sent to jail? Or sent to rehabilitation 
camps? So, basically, that's where we are at now while we do our readings, and there's a lot of new 
scholarship that's coming out on this issue. Lots of meetings being organised on the whole issue of 
sexuality, Islam and sexuality, sexuality in Muslim countries and all that.

But, when we had to deal with it with the WAC [Women's Agenda for Change] statement --  there' s a
chapter on sexuality -- that was a position that we all could live with, that nobody should be 
discriminated against. So, that means the state should not have laws and policies that's going to 
discriminate, or penalise, or criminalise sexual orientation.

Are there any other tough issues that privately, you may be doing your own searching, but publicly, 
you don't take a stand on it? 
Even on the issue of freedom of religion, we had a lot of internal [debate]. People think that we come out 
with these positions so easily, [but] we don't. A lot of labour, sweat goes into these positions that we take,
because we have to be convinced, because we are doing it within the Islamic framework and we have to 
be convinced that this is within the framework.

And we have lots of debate, for example, on freedom of religion even though some of us believe in 
freedom of religion, we felt that it's so controversial that we shouldn't take a public position on it. But 
there were others in the group, who felt very strongly that we need to take a public position on this issue 
because this is a very fundamental issue of faith. Faith cannot be faith when there's compulsion, when 
there's force.

What is belief if you are forced to believe? Faith has to come from inside you and has to be voluntary. So, 
for us it was a very fundamental issue, for many of us that we felt that we needed to take a public position 
on the subject even though it opened ourselves up for attack, of course.

And did you take a public position?
Yes, we took so many on apostasy, both the PAS position on apostasy and the government's position on 
apostasy. That was [in] 1999 and 2000, we took a position on it. 

There are some who say that they are disappointed in SIS when former deputy prime minister Datuk 
Seri Anwar Ibrahim was taken in and vilified and all that. And obviously, his wife, Datin Seri Wan 
Azizah Wan Ismail and her daughters were going through a really, really tough time, and if SIS was 
set up to help Muslim women, why was it that SIS was quiet at that point and didn't go to the aid of 
Wan Azizah and the children?
Actually, I was in the group of women NGO leaders who went to see Wan Azizah to give her support and 
all that. We shared our experiences about 1987, and the women who were detained in 1987 [under the 
Internal Security Act as part of Operasi Lallang], Cecilia [Ng] and [Chee] Heng Leng, we all went 
together to give her moral support. And talked to her about 1987 and what happened, and she had no clue
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what 1987 was about. 

But then the other thing about it being a partisan political issue. So, people are disappointed we didn't 
join the reformasi movement? Is that what they are disappointed about, that we didn't become a part of 
the reformasi movement? No, I certainly went over. I went to Anwar's house before he was taken in as 
well, just to show him support. But I certainly didn't want to be a part of the reformasi movement because 
I didn't believe it was a genuine reformasi. 

It was very different from the Indonesian reformasi movement. And I certainly can't imagine myself 
working with PAS. And I really didn't feel that the people who suddenly used the language of human 
rights, justice and democracy really believed in it, all these political types -- I'm not talking about the
NGOs  -- I'm talking about the Umno people and the PAS people, who suddenly began to use this
language [of reforms].

--- end ---


