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018 saw the world turn what appeared
to be a new page on interactions and
relations with North Korea. There were
moments of inter-Korean interaction that
might never have been imagined. Rituals
and practices of friendship, connection
and relationship grown through centuries
of shared cultural development and growth.
Some exchanges seemed almost parodically
Korean, tangibly of the peninsula in a way
which was difficult to quite fathom. At the
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics, North Korea’s
extraordinary cultural gift of 250 colourful
cheerleaders confounded the world’s media
and attention. 250 energetic, brightly
coloured, snappily dressed North Korean
females moving with a synchronicity that
seemed both impressive and anachronistically
confusing at the same time. Surely the only
250 North Korean women together in one
place that many people watching would
have ever seen, they were both present and
unreachable at the same time. This is of
course one of the truisms of any moment
about North Korea, just as it might seem to
become accessible and knowable, its people
and politics confound the outside world.
Writing on North Korea is much the same,
so much at the present that is of the past, so
much grasping at straws, even with the great
opportunity available, so little creativity. How
much readers and thinkers would welcome its
rewriting anew for any changing situation.

Immanuel Kim’s Rewriting
Revolution: Women, Sexuality
and Memory in North Korean
Fiction is nothing therefore
if not ambitious in its aims to
offer something new on North
Korea, and specifically on the
place of women in that nation’s
revolution. Of course just as
North Koreans in North Korea,
even at the historical moment of
2018, are difficult to access, so
Rewriting Revolution encounters
the nation’s women in a context
in which they have become easier
to connect to and encounter,
its literary products. Kim’s work essentially
explores the place of women in North Korean
revolutionary society and politics through
elements of the nation’s cultural production.
It must be said at the outset that the book
primarily does so through literature produced
in North Korea during the 1980s, though it
does look backwards to work from earlier
decades. So readers looking for a particularly
current review of North Korean literature which
reflects or mirrors the era of the post-Arduous
March, byungjin (‘parallel development’),
donju (‘masters of money’), and Kim Jong Un
might be disappointed. Aside from the recent
publication of Immanuel Kim’s own translation
of Friend, a novel by the North Korean author
Paek Nam-nyong, and the academic work of
Sonja Ryang, Suzy Kim, Ruth Barraclough,
Hyaeweol Choi, and Sandra Fahy, few authors
have really sought to unpick or uncover the
lives and experiences of women in North Korea
and the activist and paramilitary communities
before it, which are claimed to have birthed its
politics. Kim’s Rewriting Revolution therefore
is surely one of the first works which seeks
to consider, at least even in passing, female
sexuality, women’s role in marriage and family
and divorce in North Korea.
For most readers North Korean writing and
literature is primarily the work of Kim Il Sung,
Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un, or is about them.
There is a voluminous body of material claiming
to be written by North Korea’s leaders, written
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on their behalf, or written about them.
This writing of course has North Korea’s
politics, and its social, cultural, and historical
messaging writ loudly and boldly through it.
North Korea’s politics, its charismatic politics
as Heonik Kwon and Byung-ho Chung have
termed it, is inescapable within the country
and is certainly seemingly omnipresent
in its cultural production. This has led to a
widely held opinion within academia that
this is so much the case that in fact there is
no cultural production in North Korea, it is
only political production by other means.
Essentially there is no art or culture in North
Korea, only politics. Scholarly work that has
focused on North Korean literature such as
the feisty B. R. Myers’s writing on Han Sorya
suggests that unlike other dictatorships
and autarkies like the Soviet Union under
Stalin, North Korea has not even been able
to produce a recognisable or authentic
socialist or autocratic realism in its cultural
products. In a nation where the only reality is
politics, how can there even be the reflection
necessary to create a cultural product,
at least for one that is removed from that
political reality.
In Rewriting Revolution, Immanuel Kim
suggests that not only are authentic cultural
products possible in North Korea, but in its
literature, what externally we term ‘subaltern’
experiences, opinions and possibilities can
be found. These experiences and possibilities
can even run counter or be disruptive to the
needs, ambitions and directions of North
Korea’s politics. A very careful parsing of
works such as Paek Nam-nyong’s Friend,
Kim Kyo-sŏp’s Heights of Life, Ch’oe
Sang-sun’s Morning Star and Ri Hui-nam’s
Eight Hours, Rewriting Revolution, is replete
with gaps, fissures, and potential ‘lines of
flight’ (as Deleuze would understand them)
for women and female experience in North
Korea. The reader must bear in mind that
since this is North Korean literature we are
talking about, passed by its authorities
and institutions of control and censorship
generally these experiences cannot be as
explicit as South Korean writing such as
Han Kang’s The Vegetarian. If the reader
is looking for an exploration of the outer
reaches of female sexuality in North Korea,
or earthy experiences of female donju, they
will be disappointed. It is worth saying that
for the most part Kim’s focus is on female roles
which are deeply embedded in conventional
North Korean political, social, and cultural
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hroughout the Islamic history, ummah
(the Muslim community) in general
perceives the authority of ulama
(religious scholars) in the context of the
ulama’s distance from the seat of power. In
other words, an ulama’s authority is highly
regarded if the ummah deems him capable
of exercising independent judgment free
from the self-serving sway of the rulers.
Nevertheless, starting in the late-1800s, the
expansion of modern bureaucracy provided
the ulama with a new coercive and deepreaching tool to exert their authority over
the ummah, in return for bestowing religious
imprimatur on the policies of the ruling
regime. Official ulama, as these religious
functionaries are known as, are conventionally
seen as ‘rubber stamps’ and ‘lackeys’ of the
ruling elites, who surrender their theological
independent judgment in exchange for
material rewards and status (p. 24).
However, Norshahril Saat’s empirically rich
and theoretically informed study of official
ulama in Malaysia and Indonesia illustrates

The State, Ulama and Islam
in Malaysia and Indonesia
Norshahril Saat. 2018.
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press
ISBN 9789462982932

that the power relations between official ulama
and their state patrons is not as clear-cut and
lopsided as it is conventionally believed. The
book argues through the theoretical lens of Joel
Migdal’s ‘state-in-society’ that official ulama in
Malaysia, despite the initial co-optation, have
managed to assert their independence and
agency, to an extent that they have successfully
captured some parts of the state. This stands in
contrast to the official ulama in Indonesia, who
have been less successful than their Malaysian
counterparts in doing so. Simply put, official
ulama are not as toothless and less influential
as they are made out to be since they are able
to employ the legitimized powers of the state
to extract compliance and respect for their
authority from the Muslim populace, albeit to
varying degrees of success.

In this book, official ulama in Malaysia
are represented by the National Fatwa
Committee [of the National Council for Islamic
Religious Affairs Malaysia] (Jawatankuasa
Fatwa Majlis Kebangsaan Bagi Hal Ugama
Islam Malaysia), the Department of Islamic
Development Malaysia (Jabatan Kemajuan
Islam Malaysia), and the Malaysian Institute
for Islamic Understanding (Institut Kefahaman
Islam Malaysia). Meanwhile, in Indonesia, the
Ulama Council of Indonesia (Majelis Ulama
Indonesia) forms the collective authority of
official ulama in the country. Even though the
aforementioned institutions can be considered
as official ulama in their respective countries,
their official roles and status vary, which
explain the differences in their capacities to
capture the state.

practice. The women of these works are
good North Korean women as Pyongyang
would understand what that means.
Rewriting Revolution thus encounters
female partners living and struggling under
the political and cultural weight of North
Korean expectation. Frustrated at their
husbands’ dreams of research success and
other futures, yet constrained in potential
critiques by both their social role and the
political demands upon individuals to
contribute to the greater socialist good. Like
all regular North Korean’s they are expected
to give up things, to subjugate desires for the
collective and for the wider success of the
nation, yet Kim’s analysis of their narratives,
demonstrates the cognitive dissonance,
psychological dislocations, and emotional
trouble experienced by the nation’s women.
It is not easy being a woman of North Korean
literature, and it is acceptable to Pyongyang’s
authorities and the wider framework of the
nation’s politics, that that dis-ease is at least
visible or knowable to the careful reader.
A careful reader of Rewriting Revolution
might also note the unease within the book
itself, perhaps the unease of the author.
Given its well organised and well edited
structure and form, Kim’s work on occasion,
seems to encounter its own struggle with
politics, strain to break its own tight reins.
In particular Chapter Five of Rewriting
Revolution includes some of the most erudite
and considered writing on the industries
of North Korean defector narratives and
publishing, this reviewer has yet read, and
which emerges in the middle of a chapter
focused on redefinitions of motherhood
in the North Korean context. There is a work,
influenced by the great Norman Finkelstein
in these ideas, but perhaps just as the
North Korean women of the literature Kim is
primarily tasked to write about, the politics
and cultural expectations of audience,
commissioner, and other authorities demand
that it is restricted and difficult to write
about. These strains are held in common
with the characters and stories Kim uncovers
in Rewriting Revolution, a careful work of
uncovering and encountering in North Korean
cultural production, a welcome contribution
to a growing body of writing which really
seeks to know the nation, and not just by
its fissures, ruptures, and collapses.
Robert Winstanley-Chesters,
University of Leeds, United Kingdom

The book puts forth three factors in
explaining why the official ulama in Malaysia
have been more successful in capturing the
state than their counterparts in Indonesia:
a clear institutional role, coherent ideology,
and organizational unity (p. 41). Firstly, the
official ulama in Malaysia have been deployed
by the state as agents of Islamization since
the onset of the Islamic resurgence in the late
1970s, which gives them a clear institutional
role, namely to defuse the political threat
posed by the Islamic opposition such as the
Pan-Malaysia Islamic Party (Parti Islam SeMalaysia). The Ulama Council of Indonesia does
not enjoy similar core clarity in institutional
role since the threat of political Islam to the
state legitimacy in Indonesia is not as dire as
it is in Malaysia. Secondly, official ulama in
Malaysia are institutionally stronger due to
their ability to rally around a coherent ideology
that propagates the interests of the regime
and the sultanates, particularly the five tenets
of the state philosophy Rukunegara and the
belief in Ketuanan Melayu (literally Malay
supremacy). In comparison, the religiously
neutral Indonesian state philosophy Pancasila
severely circumscribes the ability of official
ulama in Indonesia to advance their religious
agenda, and thus depriving them of a powerful
ideology with which they can instrumentalize.
Finally, by being organizationally cohesive the
official ulama in Malaysia are able to confront
threats to its interests and authority in a more
effective and forceful manner, in comparison to
the Ulama Council of Indonesia, which is riven
with ideological divisions and internal rivalries
that, in turn, weaken its authority.
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his book concerns the encounter between
western mode of image making and the
artistic output by artists of the Mughal
court between the 1580 and 1630. Mika Natif’s
goal is to reconsider this complex issue which
has long fascinated scholars. Rather than see
Mughal painting as a simple result of courtly
interest in western modes of artistic depiction,
she argues that Mughal contact with the west
occurred on multiple levels. Her text probes
these contacts giving Indian artists more
agency than done in previous scholarship.
Her goal is to the present a balance between
the role of the patron and the insight of
artists. Before defining her own choice of
the title and term Mughal Occidentalism
she details how previous scholars have used
the term occidentalism. She also provides
examples of how western art and its motifs
have been employed throughout Islamic
artistic production prior to the Mughal
period. She sees in the Mughal case that
the use of occidentalism is not pure copying
but that these are cases of cross-cultural
use. This book is a welcome addition to the

many books on Mughal painting that have
appeared in recent years. Here we see a more
clearly defined link between Akbar’s policy of
toleration and European elements in paintings
than has been suggested in previous works.
This volume opens with a detailed study of
Akbar’s policy of sulh-i kull (peace with all) and
its adoption by Akbar’s successor, Jahangir.
This policy of tolerance is the key, Natif argues,
to the Mughals’ acceptance of European and
particularly Jesuit presence at court. She
suggests that Europeans, rather than seen as
a wildly foreign element, were considered as
part of the varied multi-cultural multi-ethic
landscape of South Asia. She also suggests, as
have others, that Akbar and Jahangir may well
have been aware of differences between the
subcontinent and Europe through the material
culture they acquired as gifts as well as
political and economic reports through envoys.
This concern with sulh-i kull and encounters
with Europeans shifts to a consideration of
primary sources. Here Natif rightly warns
the reader to not take European accounts,

Mosque in Indonesia. Image reproduced under a creative commons license, courtesy of M. Timur on Flickr.

Two pivotal events led to the increased
role of official ulama in the governing affairs
of Indonesia and Malaysia: the wave of
Islamic resurgence in the late 1970s and
the Asian financial crisis in 1997. These
critical junctures opened the door to a
more competitive political environment,
which ramped up participation of various
civil society actors, including ulama and
Islamic political activists, many of whom
penetrated into the inner sanctum of the
state in order to effect changes from within.
Despite the empowerment of official ulama
in both countries, especially after 1997, their
objectives in exploiting the state apparatuses
as a means to express their authority differ
starkly. Official ulama in Malaysia use their

state-endowed coercive powers as a way to
consolidate their authority, sometimes to
the point of defying the wish of the regime.
Official ulama in Indonesia, by contrast,
find themselves in a tenuous position to seek
recognition for their authority in the postauthoritarian era, namely to break away from
their ‘rubberstamp’ (stempel pemerintah)
label and compete with other Islamic mass
organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama and
Muhammadiyah. In short, the empowerment
of official ulama in Malaysia allows them to
establish their own power base that is immune
to influences from the society, which is not the
case for their counterparts in Indonesia.
The rise of official ulama in Indonesia and
Malaysia also coincides with two interrelated
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especially those of the Jesuits, literally, for as
she argues, examples cited are often tropes
for conversion found in Jesuit texts from China
to Latin America. Part of the issue is what the
Jesuits wanted to believe; another part was
their incomprehension of Mughal tradition.
The Jesuits, as is well-known, brought
gifts to win favor with the Mughal emperors.
Among those most cited by scholars is the
multi-volume Polyglot Bible whose illustrations
have been seen as the source of much
Mughal Occidental visual content. However,
Natif argues that we do not know how long
this Bible stayed in the Mughal court for it
may have been returned to the Jesuits. Even
if it had remained she questions whether
a single source can be linked to Mughal
Occidentalism, arguing for a more nuanced
understanding of links between European
sources and Mughal output.
Natif also discussed depictions of Mary
and Jesus once seen on palace walls and
today in paintings in museum collections.
Her conclusion that such imagery is dynastic
in meaning is not new, but she argues her
case well. Following this is a discussion
of transmission and copying in the royal
workshop. Here Natif considers three Mughal
paintings which clearly are modeled on
well-known Europeans masterpieces. She
posits that the artists of these works, two
females and one male, were not copying at
all but recoding the style, identity, technique,
and subject matter (p.84). Natif’s analysis
for these illustrations is brilliant, removing all
the original Christian context and meaning,
replacing it with meaning that is specific
to the Persianate world and relates to each
work’s inscriptional content. It would be
instructive to see her observations extended
to other Mughal paintings often assumed to
be poor or inaccurate copies of western art.
Can her conclusions apply to all paintings
in which elements of Mughal Occidentalism
occur or are these examples limited?
Renaissance prints were adapted in two
different manners. One is the cutting of
parts of a European print and incorporating
them into a Mughal album page. The other is
including articles found in European art work
and including them into a Mughal painting.
Here Natif focuses on two particular articles:
globes and organs. She argues effectively that
both these modes change the article’s original
meaning – Christian most of the time – into
an image associated with reason and just
rule. Often her explanations involve complex

levels of understanding indicating a high
level of intellectual engagement for patron
and painter alike.
Landscape as Mughal allegory for the
virtuous city and ideal Mughal governance
is another focus. Natif argues that around
the 1580s, concurrent with the adaptation of
sulh-i kull, receding distance landscapes, akin
to those found in northern European painting,
begin to be incorporated into paintings of
a non-historical nature. These landscapes
are not found in pages of the Akbarnama or
other histories relating to the Mughal house,
but in manuscripts such as the Kulliyat of
Sa’adi or the Khamsa of Nizami. Not only
does the appearance of these landscapes
parallel the rise of sulh-i kull they also are
executed during a time when Tusi’s Akhlaqi
Nasiri (Ethics of Nasiri) was extremely popular.
Nasiri promoted the concept of the Virtuous
City akin to the ideal world seen in these
landscapes. European landscape is adapted
as were objects and images of Jesus and
Mary for specific Mughal ideological ends.
Diverse types of Mughal portraiture that
developed during the late-16th century.
Portraiture in Mughal India had multiple
purposes. It ranged from the practical to the
spiritual; some were made as diplomatic gifts
and others were worn by the elite to signify
their devotion to the ruler. Natif suggests
that the goal of the portraitist was to reveal
a man’s outer appearance and inner soul.
Artists focused attention on detail and used
European techniques of light, shade, depth
and profile-views to indicate the prowess and
nobility of the Mughal subject. The Mughals,
like other cultures, used portraiture to indicate
their superiority over lesser dynasties and
enemies of the state. Natif does not address
this commonality in the practice of portraiture
across cultures and it would be interesting
to hear her views on this.
This volume is beautifully illustrated with
over 100 color plates. Natif shows her erudition
in her extensive citations revealing a profound
knowledge of both Mughal and Islamic
painting in general. This book is a must read
for anyone interested in Mughal art, kingship
and concepts of state. Perhaps not everyone
will agree with all of Natif’s arguments but
certainly, she has given us new and exciting
ways to think about Renaissance art in the
Mughal milieu.

socio-economic factors: the sizeable group
of middle-class Muslims and the neo-liberal
economic policies. The white-hot economic
growth rate especially in the decades leading up
to the 1997 Asian financial crisis has produced
a significant population of largely conservative
middle-class Muslims, who require the culture
of modern consumption to accommodate
their strict religious way of life. The demand,
in turn, creates a niche in the economy for
syariah-compliant consumer activities to
thrive, in particular the halal-certification of
food and beverages and Islamic banking and
finance. The new market niche provides lucrative
opportunity for the official ulama to become
actors in the capitalist economy, chiefly to
exploit the insecurities of conservative middleclass Muslims who are looking for the official
certainty that their material consumption does
not run afoul of their religious beliefs. It is within
this socio-economic context that the authority
of official ulama in Malaysia and Indonesia
resonates the strongest.
While the book is meticulous and systematic
in structuring its argument, enriched by a host of
elite interviews, it under-discusses some aspects
of political Islam in Malaysia and Indonesia that
the reviewer believes warrant more emphasis
in order to provide a holistic narrative of ulama
authority in these two countries. In Malaysia,
electoral calculation played a crucial role in
moderating the Islamic views of the former
Barisan Nasional-led federal government,
which then constrains the authority of the
official ulama. The United Malay National
Organisation, the political patron of official
ulama in Malaysia, had to take into account

the religious sensitivities of Barisan Nasional’s
Borneo component parties, lest it would
squander the electoral vote bank it had long
depended on to remain in power. The haphazard
way the former Barisan Nasional government
dealt with the Malay bible hullabaloo and its
obvious foot-dragging when it came to passing
the RU355 (the so-called hudud law) proved
this point. In Indonesia, while the author does
discuss the tussle between the Ulama Council of
Indonesia and the Ministry of Religious Affairs on
the issue of halal certification, the discussion on
institutional tensions can be made more salient
by adding the fact that the two institutions
also diverge widely in ideological orientation,
with the Ulama Council of Indonesia being
more religiously conservative and dogmatic
than the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Apropos
to the author’s argument, the institutional
fragmentation divided along ideological fault
line can help to explain the weakness of the
Ulama Council of Indonesia’s authority vis-à-vis
other agencies of the state.
In all, this book is a welcome addition to
the comparative study of political Islam in
two Muslim-majority countries in Southeast
Asia. Not many books have been written that
compare these two countries in an equal,
empathetic, and substantive manner, and Saat’s
book is one of the very few that strive to fill this
knowledge lacuna. In this regard the author has
done splendidly in explicating the differences
between the two countries despite their many
shared characteristics.

Catherine B. Asher, University of
Minnesota, United States

Azmil Tayeb, Universiti Sains Malaysia,
Malaysia

