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PART I: INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE
Embodied Contestations in a Changing Nation
The political downfall of the Suharto administration in 1998 marked the end of the
“New Order”, a period characterized by 32 years of authoritarian rule. Opening the
way for democracy, it included the unlocking of Indonesian politics to the
influence and participation of political Islam, which the New Order discouraged or
banned. This shift led to a proliferation of Islamic issues in the public and political
sphere. Many of them concerned issues of gender and the body and have triggered
profound debates about women’s rights, female political representation, sexuality,
pornography, veiling, and polygamy. This study examines these public concerns
over “Islam and gender” and assesses how processes of Islamization and
democratization have shaped gender relations in post-authoritarian Indonesia and
how, in turn, gender has informed these socio-political and cultural processes. It
examines four different debates that have been at the forefront of public attention
in the past decade.
The first concerns the debate on a female presidency, which commenced
as soon as the first democratic elections were anticipated. It evolved around the
figure of Megawati Sukarnoputri and the question whether – as a woman – she was
capable of becoming president. The second case study involves the debate on
“Inul”, the popular singer-dancer of dangdut music who was attacked for the
ostensible eroticism displayed in her dancing. According to Islamic groups, her
moves were a disgrace to the integrity of the Muslim nation. The third case
concerns the phenomenon of new veiling. Increasingly, Indonesian women have
donned the veil thereby changing the secular public sphere. Although this process
developed quite smoothly, contestations over the way in which women
“performed” public piety were ubiquitous. Finally, I examine the case of a propolygamy campaign. This campaign involved events and discussions organized by
the notorious entrepreneur Puspo Wardoyo. As the owner of a well-known
restaurant-chain in Indonesia, Wardoyo organized the so-called “Polygamy
Award”, an event designed to award men who manage successful polygamous
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marriages. His events have triggered profound debates on the practice of polygamy
in Indonesia today.
At first sight, the first two cases involve phenomena associated with
“western modernity” and “democracy” (women as leaders and public expression of
sexuality) that are contested by Muslim groups in society. The latter two cases,
conversely, seem to exemplify phenomena associated with “Islam” and “Muslim
politics” (veiling and polygamy) that are, in turn, contested by secular groups. Seen
in this way, Islamization and democratization are perceived as two separate
processes and regarded as conflicting forces. They reflect the idea that Islam and
democracy are not compatible. These approaches have often been utilized by
western countries where the influx of Muslim immigrants has provoked moral
panic over secular public spaces and the safety of the democratic polity. The
attacks on the World Trade Center in New York on September 11, 2001, have
intensified these public emotions and have deepened Islamophobic attitudes in
politics and everyday life. Conflating Islam with Islamism, fundamentalism, or
terrorism, has become a reflexive habit and represents Islam as a danger to liberal
democracy.
The “incompatibility” claim was often supported by deploying the
“gender issue”. This was not only reflected in public but also in academic
discourse. In the humanities as well as in the social sciences, studies have
investigated the so-called “woman question” in Islam. Looking at the ways in
which Islam affects women, women’s rights and gender justice, questions have
frequently centered on two overlapping issues: whether Islam restrains women’s
emancipation and whether Islam is compatible with liberal democracy or liberal
movements such as feminism. Echoing earlier feminist claims that culture (or
multiculturalism) is “bad for women”, some feminist theorists have insinuated the
incompatibility of Islam with gender justice and the universal project of feminism.1
Yet, is this claim of incompatibility legitimate? Empirically, we can ask
what this assertion means for situations in which Islam has enhanced women’s
emancipation or conditions in which feminism has joined hands with Islam and
Islamism? Epistemologically, we can ask what this claim reveals about western
academic theory and in particular about feminist theory and the political project of
feminism. Which ideologies and political conventions underpin these paradigms
and how are we to interpret them? More importantly, we need to examine how
exclusively focusing on the incompatibility of Islam and democracy or the
1

The earlier debate was initiated by the political scientist Susan Moller Okin (1999), who
addressed the ways in which group-rights in a multicultural society created problems for women’s
emancipation. Okin’s stance answers affirmatively to the question whether multiculturalism is
bad for women. She asserts that the West is complicit to misogynist practices of “barbaric”
cultures if it prioritizes the rights of minority cultures over that of liberal women’s rights in
western society. Cultural difference, she argues, will ultimately lead to relativism, and relativism
is bad for women because it weakens “our” claims to gender justice.
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incompatibility of Islam and feminism holds us back from a more multifaceted or
polyvalent analysis of how processes of Islamization and democratization in
Muslim societies interact through issues of identity and politics.
As this study illustrates, analysis of the different events, debates, and
phenomena show a far more complex picture than the claims of incompatibility.
While carrying the banner of Islam, the debates that I investigate in this
dissertation, relate to multiple issues of identity and politics intersecting, but also
exceeding, Islam and gender. On a broader level, therefore, this research project
focuses on configurations of gender relations informed by postcoloniality,
modernity, religion, nationality, and globalization. It is primarily through the prism
of gender that this study aims to understand the complexity of a transiting
Indonesia greatly affected by processes of Islamization and democratization.
This first introductory chapter maps out the theoretical and
methodological framework of my research project. Starting out with a critical
appraisal of the academic literature on Islam and gender, I argue for the necessity
to go beyond naturalized dichotomies between Islam or Muslim politics and
democracy. I discuss my commitments, hesitations, and detachments from
particular theoretical viewpoints and articulate my own theoretical standpoint. I
also give an account of my fieldwork and research techniques – explicating the
various demarcations of the research field. Finally, this introduction concludes with
a brief outline of the contents of my respective chapters.

Islam and Gender
Studies concerning Islam and gender have relied heavily on the notion of a
“woman question” in Islam. A strong discourse in this field of studies claims the
incompatibility of Islam with women’s emancipation. Looking at how Islam
affects women’s lives, women’s rights and gender justice, these studies have
centered on two overlapping feminist questions, namely whether Islam restrains
women’s freedom and mobility (Is Islam bad for women?) and whether Islam is
compatible with liberal democracy or liberal movements such as feminism (Is
Islam bad for feminism?).2 Central to these discussions are matters pertaining to
religion and patriarchy; civilization and modernity; and the meaning of Islamism
and fundamentalism. Ultimately, these issues refer back to the subject matter of
agency in feminist theory.
First, a consistent argument involves the belief that Islam as a religion,
just like any other religion, should be seen as inherently oppressive to women (see
2

See especially the academic discussions in the Journal of Women’s History initiated by the
feminist scholar Bronwyn Winter (2001) and the discussions in Feminist Review on Islamic
Feminism initiated by Shahrzad Mojab (2001). See also Cooke 2000; Moghadam 2002, and
Moghissi 1999; Okin 1999; and Shahidian 1994.
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for instance Winter 2001: 33). These studies contend that – similar to Christianity,
Judaism, or Hinduism – Islam is a patriarchal belief system and as such, religion is
a cultural mechanism designed to ensure men’s political domination of women.
Second, early anthropological studies on women in Muslim countries have referred
to the “backwardness” and “primitiveness” of a society which submits itself to
Islamic law (Mohanty 1988; Notermans 2002). These studies “reveal” to what
extent Muslim women are curtailed in their rights and movements. Comparing,
subsequently, the oppression of Muslim women to the freedom of western women
in a “progressive” and “modern” West, these studies suggest the necessity for
Muslim societies not only to develop economically, but also to develop
democratically toward modernity and liberalism. It is in the making of a liberal
democracy that women can work toward freedom. The third issue central to
arguing that Islam is bad for women involves the status of Islamism in
contemporary politics – often subsumed in the question of fundamentalism. In this
perspective, feminist scholars have compared Islamist movements with
fundamentalist and extreme right movements (Moghissi 1999; Winter 2001: 10).
Conservatism and fundamentalism, they argue, are inherently misogynist. In
situations where reactionary and dogmatic rules are applied and sustained,
women’s rights can never prevail.
Proponents of the “incompatibility thesis” have related this type of
arguments above with the way in which Islam has affected women’s collective
agencies. Because of the oppressive ideological structures of Islam (as religion),
Islamism (as fundamentalism), or the Islamic state (as theocratic polity), they
understand women to lack freedom, agency, and the ability to resist these
structures. By opposing the counter claims of Muslim women who do not feel they
are discredited by Islam, but who argue that it is through Islam that they define
their emancipated Self, this perspective rests on the idea that Muslim women suffer
from a “false consciousness”. Thus, aiding Muslim women to incorporate a more
feminist consciousness will allow them to acknowledge these oppressive practices
and ideologies.
Many have critiqued the assertion that Islam is incompatible with
women’s rights and gender equality. Empirical studies by anthropologists and
sociologists have demonstrated that Islam cannot be conflated with patriarchy
(Abu-Lughod 1998a; Ahmed 1992; Hale 1995; Madhavan 2002). From a feminist
theological perspective, researchers concerned with Islamic theology and matters
attending to women’s emancipation have argued that the Qur’an, as a holy text, is
inherently gender equal but that its interpretation by male Islamic clerics have
often been misogynistic (Barlas 2002; Mernissi 1991; Wadud 1999). The challenge
for reform lies in a so-called ijtihad, an independent reasoning or religious
interpretation of the Qur’an. In this respect, it would concern a re-interpretation of
holy texts from a woman’s or a more gender-egalitarian perspective.
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Others have argued from a more socio-cultural framework of Islam.
Gender inequality is a social rather than a natural or divine phenomenon. Insisting
that gender equality is possible within an Islamic framework, this perspective
focuses on the reconfiguration of gender relations from social groups and
movements in society. Most of these studies are concerned with the paradoxical
ways in which the whole process of debating Islam and gender has come to
empower women and create a more mainstream, but also an indigenous and local
feminist consciousness (Abu-Lughod 1998b, 2001; Cooke 2000; Najmabadi 1998;
Tohidi 1998). They also illustrate, for example, how women’s groups have
operated successfully independent of – or in resistance to – the (theocratic) state
(for instance in Iran or Malaysia) thereby suggesting that the existence of an
authoritarian state does not necessarily imply the passivity of women with respect
to women’s emancipation (Ong 1999b; Mir-Hosseini 1999).
The equation of Islamism with conservatism, fundamentalism, or rightwing extremism, has been challenged by important studies which have indicated
that Islamist movements are to be regarded as social movements that have
protested against authoritarian and nationalist regimes (Bayat 2005a, 2007;
Esposito 1992; Göle 1996; Kepel 2002, Roy 1994; Wiktorowicz 2004). Often, as
the sociologist Bryan Turner argues, “Islamic themes of collective justice and
equality were mobilized against those regimes that were corrupt, bankrupt and
authoritarian, and often supported by the West in the Cold War confrontation with
the Soviet empire” (2003: 140-141). Hence, rather than a mere resurgence of
religious radicalism, socio-historical factors contributed to the rise (and decline) of
Islamist movements around the world. The sociologist Asef Bayat rightly argues
that Islamist movements do not form homogenized or static entities, instead they
are dynamic, internally fluid, fragmented, and differentiated (2005: 901). Although
acknowledging that some projects of Islamist movements discipline and deploy
women’s bodies for a greater political project (Ong 1990; Göle 1996) – as other
political groups have done elsewhere – recent studies have also shown how
Islamist women shape their own ethics and agency in negotiating their bodies
within the greater ideological framework of the movement (Brenner 1996;
Mahmood 2005).
Poststructuralist feminist theorists argue for the need to be wary of
universal projects, even feminists ones, for they are embedded in traditions of
humanism and the legacy of the Enlightenment, projects that have privileged male
western knowledge with a range of universalist claims, thereby marginalizing other
“situated knowledges” (Bulbeck 1998; Butler and Scott 1992; Haraway 1988;
Eisenstein 2004; Nash 2002). Following this, postcolonial perspectives in feminist
theory have debunked the natural equation of Islam with the idea of a backward
civilization. Here, critics uncovered the epistemic violence underpinning the
project of enlightenment, modernity, and humanism in relation to the knowledge
western scholarship had produced on the “Orient”, “the East”, the “non-West”, or
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the “Third World” (Said 1978; 1981).3 Postcolonial scholars have intervened in
western feminist theory by confronting scholarship on culture, religion, and gender
in non-western societies, with its ethnocentric, orientalist, and colonialist roots
(Loomba 1998; Mohanty 1988; Shohat and Stam 1994; Yegenoglu 1998).
Postcolonial scholars have also critiqued the ways in which colonial or
imperial power dynamics are maintained through modern assumptions of
development (Abu-Lughod 2002; Ahmed 1992; Mies and Shiva 1993; Saunders
2002). Conditions of women in developing countries, for example, were used as
ultimate litmus tests to measure the degree of development, freedom, or modernity
(Mohanty 1988; Spivak 1990). In “civilizing” women in third world countries, the
global project of feminism alludes to feminist ideologies in which “white women
are saving brown women from brown men” (Abu-Lughod 2002; Spivak 1985).
Disguised as a form of universalism, these forms of feminist discourses have been
regarded as reproducing ethnocentric, orientalist, and imperialist ideologies.
The problem of agency is perhaps the most discussed issue within the
field of Islam and gender, and more generally, it is also one of the most important
concerns of contemporary feminist theory (Butler 1997; McNay 2000, 2004,
Mahmood 2001; 2005). Many studies, both in and outside the poststructuralist
framework, have specified the multiple ways in which Muslim women have
vocally agitated against, actively resisted, or bargained with Islamic patriarchy.
Going against the claim that these women are merely passive victims of religious
ideology, these studies have illustrated that women do have agency in negotiating
religious practices and identities. We see this perspective returning in much of the
work on the representation and meaning of the veil. In these studies, scholars
illustrate how the signification or experience of the veil is hardly univocal. While
some studies present the phenomenon of veiling as “accommodating resistance”
(MacLeod 1991; 1992), others point out how veiling enhances a feeling of piety
important in the modern and political configuration of female Muslimness (AbuLughod 1995; Göle 1996).
Moreover, a range of studies have indicated that Muslim women need not
to be either passive or resisting: while some “bargain” with Islamic patriarchy
(Kandiyoti 1988), others identify with “revivalist ideals of motherhood, male
authority, and the imagines of the body politic” (Ong 1990: 258). In her analysis of
Egyptian women in Mosque movements, the anthropologist Saba Mahmood (2005)
goes a step further, and dismisses feminism’s universality of “women’s
emancipation” or “gender equality”. She argues that secular reason and morality –
3
Most clearly this was formulated in the work of the theorist Edward Said (1978). In short, his
argument encompassed the existence of a dynamic and productive dichotomy between the East
and West throughout the colonial past until present that (re)presents the Orient as mysterious,
effeminate, primitive, backward, barbaric, and the West as progressive, liberated, rational, and
modern. His work also illustrated in what ways these orientalist assumptions were projected onto
the idea and project of Islam (1981).
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as proclaimed by the philosophy of Enlightenment and the paradigm of modernity
– are not the sole anchors through which notions of self and agency are constituted.
As such, the assumed basic goals of “freedom” or “empowerment” might very well
not be basic goals for everyone (2005: 13). Feminist theory, she asserts, without
exception of poststructuralist feminist theory, is still embedded in the project of
modernism which privileges progressivist narratives (2004: 14). Consequently, it is
complicit in imposing their (western-inflected) ethical particularities onto alien
bodies.
This perspective is radical in that it insists on the need for the notion of
agency to be detached from the goals of a progressive politics. However, seriously
engaging this perspective poses critical problems for the project of feminism as we
have come to define it. Resembling earlier voices, responding to poststructural
perspectives on issues of Islam and gender, scholars have argued that these
approaches have paralyzed the politics of feminism (Moghissi 1999; Mojab 2001).
The sociologist Haideh Moghissi argues for instance, that the new and dominant
paradigm of postmodern feminist theory has blurred the clarity of political and
ideological contexts:
At philosophical and political levels there is a profound failure to draw a
clearer distinction between the position of fundamentalists and that of a
large number of anti-representational post-colonial feminists. At a
tremendous cost to women in the Islamic world, concepts of universality,
equality, modernity and human rights are lost, as the differences between
the vocabulary and the stance of these two positions become less visible
(Moghissi 1999: 47).
According to this perspective, postmodern feminist theory ultimately leads to a
fragmentation of the women’s movement and enhances a cultural relativist attitude
that closes possibilities of an (international) feminist politics.

Beyond the “Woman Question”
Research which focuses primarily on the “woman question” in Islam poses several
problems. Often, as indicated above, this particularly applies to studies
emphasizing the incompatibility thesis. Here, the “woman question” draws us into
oppositional binaries of “East” and “West”. It is conducive to “framing” inquiries
of women’s well-being into dichotomies of Muslim and Non-Muslim, oppressed
and liberated, backward and modern, producing as the anthropologist Lila AbuLughod succinctly describes, “neat cultural icons like the Muslim woman over
messy historical and political dynamics” (2002: 783). The sociologist Deniz
Kandiyoti succinctly argues that this focus on the East/West dichotomy – inherent
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in the “clash-of-civilization-thesis”4 takes away the attention on internal dynamics
of gender in Muslim societies where national, cultural and local institutions play a
role (1996: 18). Additionally, the East/West dichotomy has often dismissed
African and Asian contexts – especially Southeast-Asia has been neglected in the
study of Islam and gender. Not only does this mode of producing false dichotomies
lead to violent effects in local and global politics, it also contributes to an epistemic
violence in knowledge production.
Discussions emanating from the “woman question” are inextricably linked
to issues of Islam and feminism and here (western) secular feminism is often set
against (non-western) religious feminism. Yet, the dichotomy secular feminists
(albeit liberal, socialist, or radical) versus Muslim, Islamic, or Islamist feminists is
a misleading and problematic one. Besides the fact that there are secular Muslim
women’s groups, Muslim feminists also integrate nationalist perspectives, or
international human rights perspectives in their approach to counter gender
inequality from within an Islamic framework (Karam 2001; Badran 2001). Also,
distinguishing between western secular and non-western religious feminism
dismisses the work of western feminist theologians, who have worked within the
confines of Judaism or Christianity. These studies both critique and also overlap
with much of the liberal, socialist, and radical strategies in feminism – but much of
this work has been underexposed in feminist discussions. If we understand
feminism as an oppositional practice to patriarchal forces in society shaped by its
historical, political, and cultural contexts, and if we define feminists by their praxis
rather than by a strict ideology, we can agree, along with the sociologist Valentine
Moghadam that it is necessary to include all forms of feminisms (Moghadam
2002:45).
Moreover, by dichotomizing secular and the non-secular, it seems as if we
are dealing with incommensurable differences where women and feminists are
forced to “choose a side”. What happens to women in-between, or theories
evolving from different traditions and historical locations? What is to be made of
concepts that travel, adapt, and work productively? And how do we go about
practices in both the West and the non-West that represent “alternative
4

The “clash of civilization” is a much cited thesis formulated by the political scientist Samuel P.
Huntington (1993). This thesis claims that post-Cold War conflicts are characterized by cultural
rather than ideological conflicts. Rather than approaching conflict from the perspective of
sovereign states, Huntington insists that conflicts should be examined through the perspective of
cultural organizations. He is most pessimistic about the functioning of democracy in Muslim
societies, arguing that Islamism represents the new Cold War threatening western civilization
(1993: 29). According to critics, his perception on the world order is dependent on essentialist
views of cultures. Edward Said, for instance, argued that his motivations to divide the world in
eight different “civilisations” is often arbitrary and dismisses internal dynamics within cultures
and civilizations (Said 2001). The events of “9/11” however, have re-invigorated Huntington’s
thesis leading many western observers and Islamic fundamentalists to see the attack on the World
Trade Center in New York as an attack by Islam against western civilization.
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modernities” (Abu-Lughod 1998a: 4). Insisting on the distinction between secular
and non-secular actively contributes to forgetting that “the secular” did not evolve
out of a vacuum (Asad 2003). The secular is not a “neutral” space. It is not
detached from political projects, and so, should be examined from the same critical
plane as Islamism.
The problems are not only confined to research dependent on the
incompatibility thesis. Focusing solely on women, studies emanating from the
“woman question” dismiss the role of men, manhood and masculinities in the
dynamic of Muslim politics and the process of Islamization. As scholars have
argued (Connel 1995; Davis 1997; Ong and Peletz 1995) we cannot understand
gender relations or the power relations underpinning gender dynamics without
taking into account masculinities. Only a few studies have focused on masculinities
in Muslim or postcolonial societies.5 My study on embodied contestations in
Indonesia attempts to complement this body of scholarship by looking into issues
of masculinity but also by analyzing the way in which constructions of femininity
are dialectically informed by constructions of masculinities.
Many scholarly investigations, in which the “woman question” is central
in setting up a research-inquiry into Muslim societies, are premised on feminist
assumptions that prioritize women’s well-being. Although fully legitimate when
the aim is to examine the social position of women in Muslim society, it creates
difficulties when attempting to say something about Islam or Muslim politics as
such. Scholars arguing, for instance, that Islam is not bad for women (or even good
for women) are sometimes equally dependent on the incompatibility thesis by their
commitment to resist ethnocentric, orientalist, and imperialist assumptions. This
includes for instance studies from some Islamic scholars and postcolonial
academics who through their political commitments conveniently disregard the fact
that Islam and Muslim politics are – just as Christianity and Christian politics –
inherently embedded in other structures of power. Although sharing their political
commitment and convinced that this stance is crucial and most effective as a
critique of representation, I do not believe, that in itself, the anti-orientalist and
anti-imperialist idiom necessarily helps us illuminate the complex dynamics
involved in discussing issues of Islam and gender. In grasping a deep
understanding of these dynamics we need to take into account their unique sociohistorical locations. This does not mean that I am claiming an anti-normative
position in conducting research: in taking a clear theoretical perspective one is
already implicated in a normative standpoint. What I am referring to, however, is
the importance of empirical research, which takes into account spatio-temporal
factors and which enables the de-orientalization and de-essentialization of binary
logics.

5

See Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb 2000; Ouzgane and Coleman 1998; Ouzgane 2003; Peletz
1996; Sinha 1995; Stanovsky 1998.
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In conclusion, the question of whether Islam is compatible with gender
equality or democracy reflects a heightened concern not about political or social
realities, but about anxieties of secular existence in an age of religionization. As
Asef Bayat (2005b) articulates, when the aim is to understand Muslim society and
politics, the incompatibility claim merely replicates a “perverse charm of an
irrelevant question”. Instead, he argues, it is important that “the question is not
whether Islam is or is not compatible with democracy or by extension modernity
(however understood), but rather under what conditions Muslims can make them
compatible” (2007: 10, emphasis in original). Research on Islam and gender has
proven to be complicated and convoluted by many different, complex, and
sensitive issues of religion, cultural identity, nationalism, violence,
(post)colonialism, racism, and orientalism: “the possibilities for confusion,
manipulation, and muddy thinking are endless” (Winter 2001: 10). Nonetheless,
rather than conflating these multilayered levels to an examination of the “woman
question” in Islam, it is necessary to analyze their “processes of entanglement”
(Abu-Lughod 1998b: 16; Badran 1995). Hence, in studying Islam and gender,
especially when these studies pertain to empirical contexts involving processes of
Muslim democratization, I argue that we need to go beyond the “woman question”.
This does not mean dismissing important questions of uneven gender relations.
Yet, it does attempt to disengage the woman question as a primary focus of
research informing and facilitating the way in which we analyze our context-bound
research material. Although the woman question has helped scholars to formulate a
critical inquiry into male-dominated power structures and belief-systems, it has
also blinded some scholars in seeing other power-relations at play that are vital in
evaluating how issues pertaining to Islam and gender are embedded and embodied
in historical, social, cultural and political contexts. This dissertation therefore, aims
to shift the attention from the original feminist inquiry to a study of “messy”
contexts and histories in which issues of Islam and gender have been initiated,
debated, and reworked.6

6

To attend to a feminist engagement within the context of a wider articulation of demands, it is
necessary to develop feminist strategies that are based on a “politics of partiality” (Ang 2001).
Instead of a politics based on universal representation, the “politics of partiality” acknowledges
that the category of “women” is highly ambiguous. More radically, it acknowledges that other
“identifications are sometimes more important and more politically pressing than, or even
incompatible with, those relating to their being women” (Ibid: 192).
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Toward a Study of Public Phenomena
Friday, March 18, 2005. Amina Wadud leads the Friday Muslim congregation in
an Anglican Church Hall in Upper Manhattan, New York. It is the first Friday
congregation ever held in the United States that is lead by a woman in front of a
mixed audience. The news about the congregation traveled around the world at a
rapid pace and while liberal Muslims across the globe embraced this event,
conservatives saw the event as religious heresy and as discrediting Islam. Islamic
clerics indicated women’s incompetence in becoming a prayer leader –
substantiating their arguments with quotes from the Qur’an, the hadith (traditions
of the prophet), and the fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence).
In addition to being a female imam, Amina Wadud is professor of Islamic
Studies at Virginia Commonwealth University. During the past decade she has
become known for her academic and activist work regarding issues of women and
Islam. Qur’an and Woman (1999) is her renowned work. In this book she returns
to Qur’anic texts to revise and reinterpret misogynist interpretations. She pleads for
the inclusion of women’s interpretation – tafsir – in Islamic knowledge production,
drawing on the firm belief that the Qur’an does not define moral personality in
terms of gender or that it uses gender to establish hierarchies between women and
men. She is wary of the term feminist because of the way in which white and
colonial women have claimed this in the past and have used it to impose their own
agenda on non-white women. Hence, although many categorize her as such, she
prefers to see herself as pro-gender-equality and pro-faith rather than feminist.
In reading the Wadud-case, we can distinguish two levels of debate. First,
the Wadud-case can be read through the prism of the “woman question”. The
occurrence of a female imam leading a Friday prayer in the United States signaled
issues concerning theology and how scripture relates to women’s emancipation. On
the one hand questions highlighting women’s role in Islam from a Muslim and
theological framework can be raised: Can a woman, according to Islamic
teachings, become imam, a leader of a prayer? Can a woman lead men or a mixed
audience in a prayer? Can she recite the prayer call – azan – before a prayer? Can
she do this without donning the veil, the hijab? On the other hand, other questions
related to women’s emancipation, feminism, and gender equality can be posed:
Can we speak here of Islamic feminism? What does the event entail for the
emancipation of women in Islam? How does this affect the status of Muslim
women in Western and Muslim societies? And does it contribute or complicate the
project of (global) feminism?
However, besides issues concerning women and Islam, the Wadud-case is
an exemplary instance to point out that other vital issues are at stake. Questions
arise, for instance, as to why this event took place at this particular moment in
history. Why in the “free” West, namely New York, and not in a “Muslim”
country? And how does this relate to the dynamic of East/West politics –
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especially in a post 9/11 world? How did the media play a role in the event? How
was this event “framed” and how are these frames ideologically informed? And
with respect to identity politics, how does Wadud’s status as a religious convert, or
as a Black American, play a role in the debate? To what extent does ethnicity or
race affect the reception of the event in which her image of Self played so
prominently a role.7
Reading the debate from this perspective, from the dynamic of a public
phenomenon, is what I refer to as the second level of debate. Here, questions are
raised that address the way in which the debate is cast rather than concentrate on
the way in which the contents of the debate are communicated. Issues attending to
local, national, and global politics, issues of class privilege, media representation
and performance, changing gender relations, issues that deal with the status of the
postcolonial nation-state, ethnicity and race, issues of cultural translation and
(Islamic) globalization are all included when probing deeper into the Wadud-case.
This does not mean that the issues concerning women’s emancipation and Islam or
Islamic reform from the first level described above are absent in the overall
analysis. On the contrary, they are still very central to the discussion. However,
rather than placing them at the heart of the inquiry informing the analytical
framework, they are placed within the web of multiple discourses informing the
public phenomena. In the Wadud-case, this requires, for instance, a focus on
debates pertaining to liberal Islam, conservative Islam, and feminism. Yet, these
discourses are intersected by discourses of race, relating for example to the status
of Islam in the tradition of US slavery; discourses of civilization based on
orientalist frameworks and used by neo-conservative Republicans; and ultimately
American discourses concerning “terrorism”, which were often associated with
Islam and Islamism. Hence, matters on the subject of women and Islam are

7
Two months after the congregation in New York, I participated at an event in Amsterdam called
“Islam & Feminism: New Perspectives, New Practices” organized by the Working Group for
Islam and Feminism. Amina Wadud talked to a Dutch audience among others about the aftermath
of the event in New York. The workshop was aimed at anticipating a fruitful dialogue between
western feminists on the one side and Muslim women or self-proclaimed Muslim feminists on the
other. While most of the (white) Dutch feminists embraced Wadud’s courage and fervour in
resisting patriarchal understandings of religion, a number of Muslim women had trouble
accepting her. In the meantime, the discussion also exploded in Indonesia. As soon as the news
reached the archipelago, the polemic erupted in religious communities throughout major cities.
Various accounts and perspectives were covered in the major newspapers, religious journals
devoted pages on the controversy, and different Islamic blogs (discussion boards on the internet)
were keen on informing why the event was to be seen as an act of heterodoxy. During my stay in
Jakarta later in May that year, I observed that the topic of Amina Wadud often popped up and that
it triggered strong emotional responses. I also noticed, that – similar to the Netherlands – the
sensitivity of the topic pertained more to socio-political dimensions rather than the actual
theological message she conveyed.
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approached as entangled in different relations of power and dependent on
particular spatio-temporal contexts.
Using the Wadud case as an illustration, my approach in this study
follows the second level of analysis and concentrates on the dynamic of public
phenomena. In investigating issues of women’s political participation, sexuality,
and practices of veiling and polygamy within an Islamic framework, my study on
Islam and gender in Indonesia might at the outset give the impression that it is
concerned with the “woman question” in Islam. However, similar to the Wadudcase, the four different cases examined in this research disclose that other concerns
are at stake in discussing Islam and gender. My study aims to explore the gender
dynamics involved in these events and attempts to explain why these events,
debates, or phenomena are surfacing at a particular moment and place. In
anticipation of going beyond “the Woman question” and beyond persistent
dichotomies of Islam and democracy, this project proposes an interdisciplinary
analysis of public phenomena in order to fully comprehend the complexities and
the meaning behind debates of Islam and gender in a postcolonial nation-state.
A study of public phenomena rests on the idea that these occurrences,
events, or debates in society are central in the process of making meaning. One
could compare these public phenomena with that which the anthropologist Claude
Levi-Strauss has conceptualized as “hot moments” (1966). These moments do not
necessarily exist as objective realities, but instead “result from the individuals and
groups whose discourses assign meanings and social significance to events
regarded as benchmark moments or historically notable occasions” (1966: 259).
They mark important moments in narration through which cultural groups in
society, or the nation as a whole, make an inventory of their own positions. Similar
to the Wadud-case, the four cases central to this project can be seen as “hot
moments”, representing public phenomena that have triggered strong emotions in
society – arousing fear, anger, disgust, pride, joy, and indifference. Their subject
matters are controversial and have prompted heated public debates. When asked
about Islam and gender in the Indonesian political transition, these cases have been
the first that people have mentioned as being significant in their recollection.
Central to my research project is the process of untangling sociohistorical, political, and cultural discourses projected onto these public phenomena.
This implies the necessity to examine how political processes such as Islamization
and democratization have informed gender relations – and vice versa – how gender
relations have in turn informed political processes. I use the term Islamization in
the same way as democratization. Whereas the first refers to processes in which
Indonesian citizens increasingly appeal to religious practices, Islamic virtues,
Muslim symbols, and Muslim (life) styles, the latter refers to processes in which
Indonesian citizens increasingly adhere to civic virtues, democratic deliberation,
and pluralist values. Although democratization and Islamization are distinct
discursive processes, this does not mean that they are opposing forces.
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Democratization does not equate with “secular” nor does Islamization equate with
“religious”. As this study will confirm, practices of democratization in Indonesia
are deeply intertwined with Islam and Muslim politics, so too are practices of
Islamization profoundly entangled with democratic politicking. It is against this
background that I employ interchangeably conceptions of Muslim democratization
and democratic Islamization.
Hence, three assumptions underpin this study: that gender plays a
significant role in shaping socio-political and cultural processes; that primary
processes shaping gender in Indonesia today are processes of Islamization and
democratization; and that these processes inform rather than exclude each other.
These assumptions lead to other specific questions: How have gender relations
changed over the past decade? How do these changes relate to the phenomena in
public discourse? What links gender and sexuality with political processes in
Indonesian society? How are new notions of femininity and masculinity
constructed through processes of Islamization and democratization? And what are
the relations between these new constructions and the way in which Indonesians
imagine the nation? To answer these questions I turn to several theoretical
frameworks that will inform my analysis of gender contestations in public
discourse.

Contesting Bodies
This study assumes that bodies and sexualities represent important sites and
symbols of socio-cultural and political change, and that these sites and symbols are
reworked through complex interaction of discourses and ideologies (Ong and
Peletz 1995).8 This means that I look at how bodies are contested entities in
Indonesian public discourse on Islam and gender and assess how, by whom, and
through which discourses these bodies are evaluated, judged and redefined. The
four cases discussed in this study are first and foremost informed by their relation
to gender as the primary reason as to why they are contested. The notions of
femininity and masculinity are therefore central to my analysis of body politics.
I approach gender as a relational concept. I take into full account notions
of femininity and masculinity and their entanglements with one another and other
axes of identity and power. Femininity and masculinity are categories that are
strongly dependent on their situational contexts. Hence, rather than attempting to
define femininity or masculinity by leaping into an ahistorical morass, I search for
the ways in which female and male bodies are represented in socially and
historically constituted public discourse and investigate how femininities and
masculinities are attached to a particular group of these bodies. Subsequently,
8

For further discussion on “body politics” in feminist literature see Zarkov 1999 and Davis 1997.
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examining the grounds for contestation will illuminate how these ideas are
evaluated by different groups in society. For instance, the issue of sexuality and
femininity are discussed in chapter four. Here the sensuous and sexualized body of
a singer-dancer is contested by Muslim groups. How is the singer-dancer
represented? What notions of femininity are attached to her presence and are there
any relations to other axes of identity? How does the history of dangdut music or
ronggeng dancing inform contemporary reactions to Inul? How do the Muslim
groups that contest her presence define the “feminine” or the “sexual” in reading
her body? What are the ideas concerning femininity and sexuality of the different
groups defending her? And how do the different attitudes towards the openness of
sexuality relate to other social or cultural discourses? In chapter six I address these
same issues but in relation to masculinity and male sexuality.
In Indonesia, but also elsewhere, the state plays an important role in
constructing ideas of gender relations, masculinities and femininities, albeit
imposed unevenly on different classes, races, and ethnicities. At the same time,
gender is also discursively deployed in political struggles. Here, gender is
understood as either an ideology or a rhetoric, practiced by institutions, groups, or
communities, in which notions of masculinity and femininity are the subject of
discussion for political meaning-making. The symbolic component of gender
politics is important because it can be organized and positioned as an instrument of
persuasion and coercion – the basis of politics (Eickelman and Piscatory 1996: 11).
In my study, this meaning-making component concerns especially to the discourse
of Islamization and democratization and how the body, often the female body, is
used in the political struggles for power. The subject of new veiling in Islamist
movements in chapter five, for instance, attends to this gender dynamic. As some
women in the movement have articulated, their veiled bodies have often functioned
as pawns collateral in a male political struggle. This does not mean however, that
men and women are impervious to these gender ideologies; on the contrary, they
actively negotiate images of ideal man- and womanhood.
As the British writer Marina Warner so eloquently describes, the body is a
map on which we mark our meanings: “it is chief among metaphors used to see
and present ourselves” (Warner 1985: 331). As metaphors and symbols, the body is
also attached to the imagination of the nation-state. While the state is often
rendered masculine (Enloe 1989), the nation is habitually imagined through the
female body (Yuval-Davis 1997). Furthermore, as the postcolonial scholar Anne
McClintock (1993) indicates, nations are symbolically shaped through domestic
genealogies. As such, nations carry with them symbolic metaphors attached, for
example, to notions of motherhood.
Research has shown how central family law was and is in keeping the
unity of religion and in forging its boundaries (Eickelman and Piscatory 1996:
chapter 4; Kandiyoti 1991). These issues relate mostly to women in their roles as
mothers, wives, and daughters. This has also been the case in Indonesia. Debates of
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family law have been among the most heated in Indonesian history, especially
regarding issues of polygamy (Locher-Scholten 2000: 188; Martyn 2005; Wieringa
2002). Although not directly engaging with formal issues of family law, this study
does engage with the symbolic representation of women as mothers, sisters, and
daughters in the imagination of Islam and the nation. The chapter dealing with the
way in which Megawati Sukarnoputri was contested in her campaign for the
presidency (chapter three) looks into the significance of her role as the nation’s
mother and her role as the daughter of the nationalist icon Sukarno. Here I discuss
in what ways male and female bodies are attached to ideas of nation-building and
to ideologies of Indonesian nationalism. In the discussion on masculinity and
polygamy (chapter six), I analyze the meaning of the male body as contributing to
national family metaphors. In both cases I also investigate how these national
narratives of manhood and womanhood compete with Islamic narratives.
Because gender produces other forms of identity, changing perceptions on
gendered bodies cannot be analyzed without taking into account other axes of
difference such as ethnicity, culture, and class. These axes of difference play a
crucial role in Indonesian body politics and feed directly into discussions on
gender. It is crucial therefore to employ an intersectional approach in which these
axes of difference can be analyzed.9 Ethnicity and culture, for instance, have been
important factors in resisting Islamist discourses on sexuality. At best this is
illustrated in chapter four in which issues pertaining to overt sexuality have been
contested by Muslim groups and authorities. In addition, Javanism as an
articulation of both ethnicity and culturalism, has historically belonged to the loci
of hegemonic powers in Indonesia. With the growth of new forms of Islamism, the
status of Javanism is challenged by the process of denouncing culturalism. This is
illustrated most poignantly in the crisis of Javanese masculinity described in
chapter six.
As will become apparent throughout the whole dissertation, class
constantly intersects with gender. I follow the anthropologist Aihwa Ong in
asserting that the social construction of gender and the family is “always classspecific in its effects” (1990: 272). In her study of Malaysian body politics, these
effects constitute new ways of belonging in a changing Malaysia. Looking at how
class operates in Indonesian politics, we see how issues of nationalism and
Islamism cannot be evaluated without taking into account class relations in society.
This is especially true when analyzing representations of new veiling habits among
Indonesian women. Influences of Islamist movements are significant in
contributing to the phenomenon of new veiling. These movements are embedded in
lower middle class milieus and have evolved as a reaction to authoritarian
nationalist regimes that have privileged secular middle classes and crony

9

For a critical discussion on the method and perspective of intersectionality, see Pattynama and
Phoenix 2006.
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capitalism. As such, comparing ways of veiling in the last decade illustrates not
only the effects of Islamization, but also the way in which class dynamics are
played out in outward appearances.
The matter of class relates closely to the gendered body in consumerist
culture. According to Turner (1984), the rise of consumer culture has shifted the
paradigm of the body as a social concern, to the body as an individualized
enterprise swayed by personal consumption and consumerist lifestyles. These
paradigm shifts have also reverberated in Southeast Asia where the effects of
modernity have greatly influenced Indonesian bodies and their relations to modern
identity (Brenner 1998; Budianta 2000a; Stivens 1998; Van Leeuwen 2005). In this
study I will focus on how Muslim discourses either challenge or conform to
modern identities and consumer cultures. Articulations of consumer identity,
status, and masculinity are found in the discussions of the pro-polygamy campaign
initiated by the controversial entrepreneur Puspo Wardoyo in chapter six. Here,
strategies deployed by the businessman to promote polygamy draw upon modern
consumer techniques and intersect with the way in which he displays his masculine
self. Consumerism and modern Muslim femininities are discussed in chapter five
in which I have investigated the commodification of veils and pious lifestyles.
Throughout the research, I approach these different components not as
separate entities alongside gender, but as informing gender dynamics and body
politics in Indonesian public debates on Islam and gender. In order to come to an
understanding of how these sites of contestation have influenced society at large, a
comprehensive account and discussion of three interlocking fields need to be
presented, namely the field of the media, the public sphere, and citizenship.

Media and the Politics of Representation
The downfall of President Suharto brought monumental changes to the
organization and politics of the media in modern Indonesia. In October 1999,
President Abdurrahman Wahid abolished the ministry of Communication and
Information, which according to Sen and Hill had become a powerful instrument
for government censorship during the New Order regime (2000). The new freedom
of the press was much applauded, both nationally and internationally, prompting
new critical media to mushroom. One of the salient changes was the manner in
which sensitive issues – such as religion – were now openly discussed in the print
media, proliferated on television, and became regular subject of radio talk-shows.
With respect to issues of Islam and gender, many discussion programs invited
Islamic clerics, feminists, and nationalists together to debate matters attending to
issues like polygamy and sexuality. A decade earlier, this could not have taken
place in such a manner. The mediated phenomena represented in this study should
be set against this background.
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The four phenomena to be analyzed in this research project were all massmediated. Through print and electronic media – newspapers, television, radio, and
internet – initial events developed into media phenomena prompting individuals,
groups, and communities to fiercely debate topics they deemed controversial.
Following the sociologist Sally Westwood, I approach media forms as makers of
the social. They are practices “that construct imagination and stories that are part of
the common sense, traversing hegemonic and counter-hegemonic resistances,
designed to coerce and to seduce as forms of power” (2002: 132). Hence, media
do not merely dictate the social; it is a dynamic. Pursuing recent anthropological
scholarship (see especially Lila Abu-Lughod 1997; 2005; George Marcus 1996;
Debra Spitulnik 1993), mass media is also understood to represent and shape
cultural values of society. This perspective attempts to see mass media “not so
much as definers of ‘reality’, but as dynamic sites of struggle over representation,
and complex spaces in which subjectivities are constructed and identities are
contested” (Spitulnik 1993: 296). Rather than merely transmitting information,
media help to trigger and channel public responses to public events, and contribute
to shaping culture and politics in society.
It is useful to employ Appadurai’s concept of “mediascape” (1996) to
illustrate the ways in which the world of commodities and the world of news and
politics are profoundly mixed. Indonesian mediascapes have been modern, local,
and global. In such a way, media should not only be viewed as an element of state
apparatus that influences its citizens, but as a mode of interaction of media
producers and consumers. As Appadurai argues: “these images of the world
involve many complicated inflections, depending on their mode (documentary or
entertainment), their hardware (electronic or pre-electronic), their audiences (local,
national, or transnational), and the interests of those who own and control them”
(1990: 33). Mediascapes therefore, involve both the distribution of electronic
capabilities to produce and disseminate information, and the images of the world
created by these media.
In the analysis of the respective debates and phenomena, I zoom into
specific “media texts” – textual narratives and visual images – in the changing
Indonesian mediascape that portray or relate to issues of Islam and gender. I am
particularly interested in media as a “representational practice” (Hall 1997). Rather
than focusing on media production or consumption as such, I examine how certain
images or narratives relate to and (re-)produce cultural meanings and relations of
power. By employing a discursive approach to media, this study not only examines
constructions of meaning but is also concerned with the production of knowledge
(Ibid: 42-43). It is important – especially with respect to visual analysis in general
and photography in particular – to scrutinize representation shaped and produced
by “the disciplinary gaze, the capillary extension of specific power-knowledge
conjunctures, and the forces and institutions which have deployed photography for
purposes of oppression and control” (Spyer 2001: 182). Hence, images and texts
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are inextricably connected to the material and political world and should be
understood within a dialectical relation (Kappeler 1986; Meijer 1993). Effects of
“framing” are central to understanding these representational politics. By
consistently relating back to historical and cultural specificities, the particular
discourses examined through media texts are grounded in their spatio-temporal
locations. In the section on methodology I will go deeper into the more concrete
matters of discursive and representational analysis.
More broadly, the approaches in this study correspond with theoretical
frameworks recently developed in the field of media and communication
scholarship. The sociologist Simon Cottle conceptualized the term “mediatized
rituals” which he defined as follows:
Mediatized rituals are those exceptional and performative media
phenomena that serve to sustain and/or mobilize collective sentiments and
solidarities on the basis of symbolization and a subjunctive orientation to
what should or ought to be (2004: 31).10
I view the phenomena presented and interrogated in this dissertation as
“mediatized rituals”. First, the mediated events are exceptional; they have had very
high media exposure over a broad range of media outlets. Unlike short-term media
events, these mediated phenomena have lingering effects because of their symbolic
weight and by “troubling” gender definitions in public discourse. The phenomena
are performative in that they have prompted different “publics” to engage in a
wider discussion, to participate in controversy, or in some instance, to contribute to
public turmoil or even conflict. In such a way, these phenomena are related to a
wider context of power dynamics in which cultural and political forces are
contending for recognition By staging mediatized rituals, media sustains or
mobilizes collective sentiments and solidarities with differentiated publics (Cottle
2004: 43). Having been affected in complex emotional ways, these publics actively
contribute to reconfiguring socio-political and cultural dynamics in society.

Religion and the Public Sphere
In contrast to the secularization thesis which predicted that religion would become
more and more a private matter, scholars have argued that increasingly new forms
of religiosities are emerging in public spaces previously marked as secular (Asad
10

Cottle’s definition draws on earlier work engaged with “moral panic” (Cohen 1972),
“celebratory media events” (Dayan and Katz 1992), “conflicted media events” (Fiske 1994; Hunt
1999), “media scandals” (Lull and Hinerman 1997; Thompson 2000) and “mediatised public
crises” (Alexander and Jacobs 1998). For a separate account of all these approaches to
“mediatised rituals” see Cottle 2004, page 31-41.
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2003; George and Willford 2005).11 This is not to say that this development signals
a return to pre-modern times or that the secular disappears from the public sphere.
On the contrary, following the sociologist Jeremy Stolow:
[I]t is not sufficient simply to ask how, with the rise of modern nationstates, religious senses have been circumscribed by, say, the logic of the
state apparatus, or the performative demands of public conduct in our
contemporary, media-saturated age of global capitalism. One must further
inquire whether and how religious publics themselves come into being
alongside, underneath, against, across, or within the embodied regimens
and imagined landscapes of modern nation-states, and to what extent their
conditions of emergence, growth, differentiation or decline follow rules
distinct from those of their ‘secular’ counterparts (2005: 133).
Hence, the emergence of public religion should be seen in conjunction with
processes of democracy, secularism, political civility, and globalization (Casanova
1994; Meyer and Moors 2006). Media is the medium through which these newly
diverse forms of religiosity find their ways into the public sphere. It is therefore not
coincidental that the issue of Islam has been taken up as a significant interest in
studies of communication and mass media (Abu-Lughod 1997, 2005; Eickelman
and Anderson 1999). This recent research has been informed by new theoretical
reflections that involve the multiple ways in which religion engages in and with the
media: for instance how Islamic authorities – or “media mufti’s” – have been using
forms of mass media to give Islamic advice (Messick 1996); how Islamist
movements have instrumentalized different forms of media for proselytizing and
jihadist activities (Hefner 1999); how ordinary Muslims have consumed Islamic
broadcasts in their search for religious identity (Roy 2004); and ultimately the
ways in which western media – especially in the aftermath of the September 11
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center – have framed Islam and Muslims in
their coverage of or around terrorism (Hafez 2000; Van der Veer and Munshi
2004; Norris, Montague and Kern 2003).
While anthropological examinations of Islam and gender have often
focused on the private realm by describing ethnographies of family and everyday
life, sociological or political science research has frequently concentrated on
formal structures of power and authority through an analyses of legal arrangements
and their relationship to the state and religious authorities. Accordingly, I agree
with the anthropologist Jon Anderson, who has noted that it is the public sphere
11

Social sciences have mostly studied religion from the perspective of the secularization thesis.
According to Casanova (1994) this thesis is made up of three (uneven) assumptions, namely
secularization as a separating force from religious institutions, secularization as marginalization
of religion, and secularization as limiting religion to the private domain (1994: 211). For an
elaboration, see Casanova 1994, especially chapter one and two.

20

Embodied Contestations in a Changing Nation

“that needs thick description now” (2003: 901). In this dissertation I intend to link
a wide range of mediated processes to the dynamics of the public sphere. The
concept of the “public sphere” as developed by Habermas (1989), and in particular
its Anglo-American reception and feminist reworking (Calhoun 1992; Fraser
1992), provides a significant framework for my conceptualization of mediated
processes.12 This literature will allow me to understand more fully the dynamics of
public phenomena pertaining to Islam and gender at the present historical juncture.
It will also enable me to explore the ways in which these phenomena make
interventions into ongoing debates on culture, politics, and society.
Alongside changes in the organization of the media, the composition of
“publics” has been constantly changing as well. The public sphere of the
authoritarian New Order regime guided by President Suharto was largely delegated
to the control and tailored for the consumption of a secular elite minority. With the
transformation of the authoritarian state to a tentative democracy, different groups
are now openly discussing matters concerning religiosity, secularism, culture,
democracy, and identity – issues that were banned from public discourse during the
New Order era. In such a way, the public sphere became a place where things
could openly be debated and where discussions and topics were relatively free
from state control. These groups have taken the opportunities to organize
themselves, but also, to seriously contend with other groups. All these new (and
old) groups are struggling for visibility, public recognition, and political power.
My research engages with a public sphere that is marked by its location in
a Southeast Asian postcolonial nation-state. The term postcolonial in this respect,
refers to “actual situations of postcolonial sites, caught up between colonial
legacies, efforts to achieve consciousness of nationhood, and the politics of cultural
struggles, in which different groups at once attempt to fashion their own identities
in relation to each other and are heavily influenced by global hegemonies” (Ong
and Peletz 1995: 2).13 With respect to the latter, one of the ideas that has nurtured
this project is to understand how global flows of images and ideas have resonated
in Indonesian public debates on Islam and gender. How have global images of
entertainment and leisure, for instance, influenced practices of veiling and
polygamy? Or how have global ideas and ideologies of religion, secularism, and
feminism been deployed by old and new publics and how have they been translated
and adapted? These questions go against the idea that globalization leads to
cultural homogenization; instead, I want to propose that transnational processes
12

As critiqued by a number of scholars, the Habermasian notion of the public sphere relies too
much on a rationalized communicative process. As such, it does not acknowledge symbols,
emotions, rhetoric, or performance (see Cottle 2004: 27). It also ignores non-verbal
communication (see Moors 2006).
13
Ong and Peletz refer here to another definition of postcoloniality then the one defined by
subaltern, feminist, and cultural studies which critique colonialist and imperialist master
narratives of the West (See Ong and Peletz 1995:13).
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include practices of translation or “vernacularization” (Appadurai 1996) and that
discourses of culture – even under globalization – remain place-bound (Jackson
2003: 3; Rafael 1999). Indeed, as with public culture, global culture ought to be
considered as a site of struggle rather than one homogenous culture (Featherstone
1995: 13). Translation, then, involves the constant reworking of meaning – leading
to paradoxical and ambivalent explorations of locality, identity, and modernity. In
terms of embodied contestations in Indonesia, this involves an exploration of how
global media texts and the politics of consumption, for instance, have helped to
shape Indonesian, modern, and/or Muslim men and women in the local context.
Even more specifically, it also involves the question of how this is especially a
contested terrain and a struggle for meaning when set in a politically changing
nation-state.
As such, instead of approaching the public sphere as a clearly defined
entity, my investigations follow the analytical understanding of the public sphere
as a proliferation of old and new publics grounded in old and new political
practices and media styles (Eickelman and Anderson 1999). This allows a fuller
understanding of the varied modes of different publics contesting each other
through gendered bodies. Publics, thus, should be understood as discursive
interactional processes coterminous with the shaping of civic cultures (Dahlgren
2005). Such a perspective recognizes that groups in modern societies – bypassing
the state – use culture and mass media to convince fellow citizens to recognize and
accept their logic and belief. It involves a dynamic process where thoughts and
beliefs are constantly re-articulated, translated, and reconfigured.

Cultural Citizenship
The political transition in Indonesia opened spaces for public contestation of
identity and politics. Consequently, as a result of the new dynamics of identity
politics, many Indonesians have begun to see themselves in new ways. As I will
indicate throughout this dissertation, the claims evolving from multiple Muslim,
nationalist, and feminist positions in society are inextricably linked to questions of
citizenship. In contesting certain bodies while approving others, these different
positions are delineating borders of “good” and “bad” citizens, fostering processes
of inclusion and exclusion. Although citizenship has always been defined as a legal
and political relationship between the subject and the state, recent studies proposed
a broader concept of citizenship. I argue that the dynamics underpinning the way in
which old and new publics contest issues pertaining to Islam and gender in the
public sphere can be seen as forms of cultural politics working toward new
definitions of “cultural citizenship”.
Earlier contributions by feminist theorists have signalled the necessity to
rework citizenship. Feminist scholars have done this on the basis of women’s
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exclusions from the public sphere and from active citizenship (Pateman 1988;
Lister 1997). Rather than seeing citizenship as a formal status they assert that
citizenship is about “social practices” (Canning and Rose 2001). Expanding their
arguments further, other engagements with citizenship have stressed the politics of
“difference” – of gender, race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, religion – in thinking
through the citizen-subject (Young 1990; Phillips 1993; Mouffe 1992). It is
important to underline how to approach publicly articulated “difference”. As Anne
Phillips argues:
Instead of treating difference as something that can flourish in the private
domain, it turns to public manifestations in which differences can be
confronted and (hopefully) resolved. Here, too, presence becomes crucial,
for any public domain marked by the systematic absence of significant
groups cannot even approach this resolution (1994: 79).
On the one hand, Phillips plea for the “politics of presence” reflects her critical
attitude towards a liberal approach to diversity which privileges equality in such a
way that it becomes blind to the social inequities resulting from discrepancies in
gender, race, or ethnicity - thereby erasing diversity and difference rather than
confronting it. On the other hand, she is also critical of the celebratory reception of
the “politics of ideas” by difference theorists in which essentialism is rightly
rejected but at the cost of a representation of difference (1994: 75-76). Her
“politics of presence” is an attempt to bring back the body in representation in
order to prevent marginalized bodies to be spoken for rather than spoken with.
Independent of Phillips, while articulating a different meaning, the
anthropologist Annelies Moors (2006) has also employed the term “politics of
presence”. Critiquing rational debate or rational argumentation as being the sole
legitimate means for active participation in the public sphere, she calls for a
broader definition of engagement with the public. As such, she proposes a “politics
of presence” that “allows for the inclusion of other forms of critical expression and
nonverbal modes of communications [such as] bodily comportment, appearance,
styles of dress, and the nature of the language used rather than only its substance”
(Ibid: 120-121). In several chapters I have included such readings of “presence” –
illustrating how the representation of the gendered body is important in negotiating
norms of constructing the citizen-body. The “politics of presence” is most central
to my argument in chapter five in which young Islamist women have demanded
attention by their overt Muslim appearances in public space. Their cultural politics
are embedded in their styles of dress, their modes of communication, and the way
in which they have used English in their language to address their concerns.
Including these elements in the analysis and evaluation of societal debates brings a
better understanding of public contestation and its relevance to citizenship and
democracy.
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In following-up on earlier attempts to formulate a more inclusive notion of
citizenship beyond legal and formal definitions, the sociologist Nick Stevenson
(1997) deployed the concept of “cultural citizenship”. With the term cultural
citizenship, he privileged the location of culture and the ways in which media and
mass communication have come to play a central role in the struggle for a
communicative citizenship. In such a way, public contestation and a politics of
presence are rendered legitimate in conceptualizing the struggle for active
citizenship. However, I would like to include another aspect which I find important
in our understanding of citizenship. Following Aihwa Ong, this involves seeing
cultural citizenship as part of “subject-making”.
Rather than stressing civic cultures’ progressive politics in their struggle
for inclusive citizenship, Aihwa Ong defines cultural citizenship as a cultural
process of “subjectification” (1996: 737). Following Foucault, she refers to the
“dual process of self-making and being-made within webs of power linked to the
nation-state and civil society.” (Ibid: 738). Elsewhere, in a study of Muslim
feminism in Malaysia, she gives more attention to the public sphere in defining
citizenship. She asserts:
Attention to the public realm, where disciplinary and civilizing processes
are at play, will yield a finer understanding of what I call cultural
citizenship, or the normative sets of rights, obligations, and participation
that are worked out in the social space between disciplinary powers of
religion and of the state (1999b: 356).
In contrast to the definitions of cultural citizenship given earlier, her usage includes
forms of disciplining and self-making, putting central the subject’s relation to the
state and other authorities in civil society. In my dissertation, this understanding of
citizenship is addressed when discussing, in chapter four and six, how competing
norms of sexuality imposed by the state and religious authorities are negotiated by
Indonesian men and women.
In my use of the term, then, cultural citizenship is not only about civil,
political or social rights, and therefore, also not only confined to issues of minority
rights.14 Instead, cultural citizenship concerns the articulation of participation and
responsibility on the one side, and issues of identity and belonging on the other. It
includes the complex ways in which citizenship is articulated in the relations
between self, civic cultures, and the state. It is with this understanding of
citizenship that I seek to explain public phenomena on Islam and gender in
Indonesia.

14

This concerns especially libertarian normative understandings of citizenship as articulated for
instance by the work of Will Kymlicka (1995) on Multicultural Citizenship.
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Crafting the Project: Methodological Considerations
This research is located at the intersection of political sociology, anthropology, and
gender studies. It is interdisciplinary in nature and seeks to accommodate different
analytical perspectives into the investigations of body politics. Nonetheless,
epistemological perspectives stemming from the “cultural turn” in sociology and
anthropology are central to this project.15 The core methodology used in this study,
therefore, is Discourse Analysis.

Discourse Analysis
Following Norman Fairclough, I understand discourse, as “a practice, not just of
representing the world, but of signifying the world, constituting, and constructing
the world in meaning” (1992: 64). Such an understanding implies two things. First,
it accepts discourse as a mode of action as well as representation. And second, it
assumes a dialectical relationship between discourse and social structure. As a
methodology, Discourse Analysis (or also known as Critical Discourse Analysis)
developed as a reaction to the dominant paradigms of uncritical and apolitical
analysis of documentary sources of the 1970s.16 Its epistemic position follows poststructuralist denunciations of “value-free” science and approaches knowledge as
inherently linked to social and political processes, structures, and interactions.
Discourse Analysis allows for the recognition that truth is contested, that
knowledge is not produced in a vacuum, and that we, as researchers, play an
important role in shaping knowledge production. Discourse Analysis, then,
proposes to illuminate relations of power rather than hide them in order to keep up
appearances of neutrality.
I use Discourse Analysis on three levels. While the first level draws from
representational theory as formulated by scholars in cultural studies (such as
Barker 2000 and Hall 1997), the last two levels are informed by Norman
Fairclough’s model for Discourse Analysis in social science research. As
mentioned above, discourse works dialectically with social structures, the three
levels therefore should be seen as analytical categories of discourse that overlap
and constitute each other.
The first level concerns the level of representation. Here I emphasize
multiple readings of a text. Analysis of text in this study, primarily refer to media
coverage. Here I analyze newspaper coverage, magazine and tabloid articles, but
15

The “cultural turn” in social theory concerns the paradigmatic shift from rational, political, or
economic explanations to explanations of meaning in culture. See Eyerman 2004 and Nash 2001
for a more elaborate discussion on the “cultural turn” in sociology.
16
For an insightful analysis of the development of Critical Discourse Analysis see Phillips and
Hardy 2002; Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999; or Wodak and Meyer 2001.
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also photography (chapter five), music lyrics or virtual images (chapter four), and
election material (chapter three). The following questions accompany and inform
my analytical approach: What does the text say? What does it not say? What does
the text intent to say? And how is the text framed? In examining the images and
depictions of gender, religion, sexuality, and class invoked in media coverage, it is
equally necessary to scrutinize the images and depictions that are (made) invisible:
what is it that we don’t see? What narratives are dismissed, forgotten, or silenced?
With these questions I try to locate what “signifying practices” (Hall 1997)
underlie these media representations. In such a way constructions of identity are
uncovered involving various axes of difference. Rather than authored texts, I
criticize constructed texts. This means for instance that a critique of the
representation of the dancer-singer Inul Daratista in chapter four does not solely
concern the singer-dancer as such, but engages with the way in which public
discourses have constructed her identity.
The second level involves the analysis of “discursive practice”
(Fairclough 1992: 78). This involves processes of text production, distribution, and
consumption. It concerns questions such as: How and by whom is the text
produced? What processes were involved in producing the text? How is it
distributed? And who consumes the texts? These questions might apply to
individuals, but also to groups, communities, or institutions. Here, questions of
power are related to the ways in which discourses have informed mass media and,
in turn, how they have shaped power relations within institutions or between
groups. Interpreting an election poster, for instance, is different from analyzing an
intellectual correspondence in a quality newspaper (see chapter three). On all three
levels of production, distribution, and consumption, different mechanisms are at
work. The election poster is intended to reach a broad audience, its makers are
attached to political parties, and marketing techniques are bound to be involved. In
contrast, the intellectual discussion in a quality newspaper involves authoritative
authors, the text is bounded by the newspaper’s normative framework, and its
consumption will be considerably lower than the consumption of the election
poster. These factors relate to the ways in which both texts are positioned in their
communicative webs: they indicate what normative frameworks they depend on,
and this brings us to the level of social practice.
The level of social practice involves the analysis of the social context to
which ideological and hegemonic processes are central. Avoiding the dialectic of
negative power in which ideology is subjected to domination and resistance,
ideology is here understood as “significations of reality which are built into various
dimensions of meanings of discursive practices, and which contribute to the
production, reproduction or transformation of relations of domination” (Fairclough
1995: 87). Similarly, hegemony should also not be regarded in relation to
authoritative leadership and its domination of secondary populations. Hegemony
involves a continuous contending, and a sensibility of smaller groups and larger
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collectives to negotiate and transform power relations which take ideological
forms. In such a way, the concept of hegemony, according to Fairclough, provides
for discourse:
Both a matrix – a way of analyzing the social practice within which the
discourse belongs in terms of power relations, in terms of whether they
reproduce, restructure or challenge existing hegemonies – and a model – a
way of analyzing discourse practice itself as a mode of hegemonic
struggle, reproducing restructuring, or challenging existing order of
discourse (1995: 85).
Such understandings of ideological and hegemonic processes allow us to see how
meaning is produced and organized in a social context. To illustrate this final level
of Discourse Analysis, we can turn to the discourse of Javanese masculinity.
Within New Order paradigms, in which Javaneseness was often conflated with
Indonesianness, Javanese masculinity was hegemonically defined. As the chapters
of this dissertation will indicate, the analysis of particular contestations of male
bodies reveal to what extent this hegemonic masculinity is being challenged by
other masculinities that are informed, for instance, by religious identity rather than
ethnic or cultural identity.

Fieldwork
The fieldwork for this project was carried out in Jakarta, with several visits to
Yogyakarta and Surakarta (Solo). It was divided in three periods: from January to
May 2003, from April to June 2004, and from May to July 2005 – amounting to a
total period of approximately eleven months. Indonesia has not been a new terrain
for me, neither academically or personally.17 I especially benefited from my
previous research, carried out within the framework of my MA thesis for which I
conducted fieldwork in Jakarta for a period of five months (August to December
1999). This former study investigated public discussions in the aftermath of the socalled “May violence” 18 and focused on discourses concerning race, gender, and

17

My familiarity with the country stems from my partial upbringing in Jakarta and from my
extended family still living in different parts of Indonesia. Having been raised bilingually, my
knowledge of Bahasa Indonesia (and some Javanese) was extremely instrumental to this research.
18
Following a shooting of demonstrating students by the Indonesian army on May 12, 1998, riots
broke out in several major cities of Indonesia. Houses, shops, and other buildings were burned or
looted. Over 1500 people died trapped in burned buildings and 168 women were reported to have
been raped, 20 of them were killed. Primary targets of the 3-day rioting were Chinese-Indonesian
properties and businesses. However, many who died in the buildings were primarily the non-
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class. This research introduced me to the vast scholarship on Chinese-Indonesians,
Indonesian gender relations, the politics of the Indonesian state, and the cultural
implications of class and status.
Muslim publics and politics, however, were a relatively new research
domain for me. In order to familiarize myself with the Muslim landscape in
Indonesia, I have visited the Jakarta headquarters of the traditionalist mass-based
organization Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and the modernist equivalent called
Muhammadiyah.19 These organizations are vastly spread throughout the country
and have factions for their younger and female members. Although preserving their
close ties, the younger member organizations, such as the Young Intellectuals
Network of Muhammadiyah (Jaringan Intelektual Muda Muhammadiyah or JIMM)
have intellectually positioned themselves independently from the parent
organizations. Their politics are often more progressive – not seldom to the
irritation of their home-base.20 Both of the mass-based organizations have
important women’s factions. In the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama they are divided
in two groups, the Muslimat and the younger Fatayat. The women’s faction of the
Muhammadiyah is similarly structured; there I visited Aisyiyah and its younger
sister-organization Naisyatul Aisyiyah. Again, similar to the younger male
factions, Fatayat and Naisyatul Aisyiyah show more progressive politics much to
the dismay of the older factions.
In recent years, many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have been
formed to address issues pertaining to Islam, democracy, and society.21 I have
visited and participated at events organized by them. Among them are the
International Center for Islam and Pluralism (ICIP), the Fahmina Institute in
Cirebon which is concerned with the study of religion and society and
strengthening of the community, the Wahid Institute set up by the former president
Abdurrahman Wahid and geared towards plural and peaceful Islam, the Center for
Pesantren (Islamic boarding schools) and Democracy, and the Centre for the
Development of Pesantren and Society (Perhimpunan Pengembangan Pesantren
dan Masyarakat or P3M).22 The last two work especially within the framework of
Islamic boarding schools of the traditionalist movement.
Finally I visited over twenty women’s NGOs in Jakarta – some I have
visited more than once. Since 1998, women’s organizations have proliferated
tremendously. Before that time, women’s organizations were primarily secular and

Chinese urban poor. Official reports have acknowledged that the riots were instigated by state
agents. A week following the riots, President Suharto stepped down as president.
19
For an elaborate account of the two mass-based Muslim organizations see chapter two.
20
In chapter two, I will go into more detail of these organizations.
21
In chapter two, I will elaborate on the distinct dynamics involved in Indonesian nongovernmental organizations.
22
Many of the people working in these NGOs come from either the Nahdlatul Ulama or
Muhammadiyah.
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were confined to work on issues of women’s rights and domestic violence only
marginally.23 After 1998 more and more women’s organizations were formed and
also concentrated on broader issues such as communal violence, state violence,
racism, women’s trafficking, female (overseas) domestic work, female poverty and
labor. A significant paradigm shift involved the topic of Islam and gender, which
has received more and more attention. Women’s organizations were formed that
focused on issues of religion, Islam, gender, and Muslim feminism. Rahima is the
most prominent one. This center for education and information on Islam and
women’s rights issues has organized numerous activities and obtained much media
attention. Another organization is the Muslim women’s organization Puan Amal
Hayati, which acts more as a crisis center for women victimized by poverty,
violence, and natural disasters. In chapter two I will expand more on the
emergence of Muslim feminism within the broader framework of the Indonesian
context.
During the periods that I was in Jakarta, I attended nearly every public
event, seminar, conference, demonstration, or training that was organized around
the topic of Islam and gender. Such events involved debates on Islam and pluralism
at the Cultural Center Utan Kayu; public discussions on the pornography bill;
lectures by well-known Islamic clerics (kiai) about the Qur’an and women; gender
trainings for working class Muslim women in the outskirts of Jakarta; intellectual
seminars on gender, identity politics, and religion organized by Muslim feminist
organizations; political demonstrations in the center of Jakarta; gender awareness
programs for students of Islamic boarding schools (pesantren); academic
discussions on Islam and gender at Muslim NGOs and Islamic universities; and
meetings or seminars organized by mass-based Islamic organizations, their
younger factions, or their women’s factions addressing issues of gender equality,
polygamy and Islamic radicalism.
Besides these activities, I have conducted sixty-seven semi-structured
interviews (all tape-recorded) with representatives of Muslim and women’s
organizations. In addition to specific questions on the emergence of topics related
to Islam and gender, I also concentrated on the respondents’ views of the rapid
socio-political changes and how this could relate to issues of gender. In addressing
Islam and gender I primarily referred to the heated debates of the time, which
corresponds with the four cases presented in this study. Hence, I asked about their
opinions on Megawati Sukarnoputri and Muslim politics; on Inul Daratista and
sexuality; on Islamism and new veiling; and on Puspo Wardoyo and attitudes on
polygamy. Besides addressing these topics with representatives of organizations,
they also popped up in informal conversations with people on the street, in my
environment, and with friends and relatives.
23

Represented by the women’s legal aid group LBH-APIK, the advocacy groups called Women’s
Solidarity (Solidaritas Perempuan or SP) and the women’s documentation and information center
Kalyanamitra, the only three women’s organizations in Jakarta that were active in that period.
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The media documents that I have examined concern primarily print
media: daily newspapers and magazines. Through Kalyanamitra, a women’s
information and documentation center, I had access to media documents of major
daily papers such as Kompas, Republika, Pos Kota and the English language daily
The Jakarta Post. I systematically went through these documents according to
archived topics such as sexuality, “the Inul controversy”, polygamy, and “veiling”
(jilbab). In a less systematic manner I have read other media documents related to
the issues of Islam and gender that I have come across during my fieldwork in
Jakarta and in my archival work at the Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land-, en
Volkenkunde (KITLV) in Leiden, the Netherlands. These documents range from
established papers and magazines to new Islamic publications or sensational
tabloids. Besides print media, I have also used sources from electronic media such
as VCD’s (Video Compact Discs) – one of the most circulated forms of media in
contemporary Indonesia – and e-mail discussion-lists such as the “perempuan”-list
(http://groups.yahoo.com/group/perempuan/), which is an Indonesian feminist email
discussion
group
and
the
“wanita-muslimah”-list
(http://groups.yahoo.com/group wanita-muslimah/), which is a list organized by
Muslim women around topics of Islam and gender.

Outline of Chapters
Apart from chapter two, the dissertation is structured around the four phenomena
and its related themes. I have taken this line of organization, rather than work
according to chronological or conceptual models, because this approach allows me
to unpack the four phenomena from its core discussion without initial interventions
of analytical categories. Consequently, the phenomena are investigated through its
unique theme and the theme-related body of scholarship. Nonetheless, while the
chapters can be read separately from each other, this does not mean that they are
disconnected. The four cases are important to be read together for they illuminate
how Islamization and democratization have informed each other in their reworking
of contemporary cultural politics.
A revitalization of religious interests cannot be seen without considering
the position of Muslim groups under colonial rule, the first decades of
independence, or under the authoritarian regime of President Suharto since the
1960s. During these periods, Muslim groups, organizations, and parties were
deployed and depicted as a minority by the ruling state authority. Drawing on
earlier scholarship, chapter two describes these groups and processes in detail. It
attempts to unfold the socio-historical context of Indonesian debates on Islam and
gender. It is divided into three parts. The first part is concerned with describing
“Indonesian Islam” and the relation between Muslim politics and the state. Here I
untangle the diverse ways in which Islam in Indonesia has historically been
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organized. The second part illustrates the development of the Islamic resurgence
which started in the 1970s. It explains how the resurgence has helped to form
Muslim middle classes and to constitute new middle class subjectivities. The final
part outlines the trajectories of gender relations in Indonesian history, clarifying
how notions of femininity and masculinity have played a significant role in the
imagination of the nation. It addresses heated debates of Islam and gender in the
past and describes how “Indonesian feminism” has related to these discussions.
Chapter three deals with the debate on female presidency in Indonesia. In
this debate the figure of Megawati Sukarnoputri came to represent multiple
symbols in the realm of nationalism and religion. Three dominant discourses –
namely the nationalist, Islamic, and the feminist discourse – prevailed during the
controversy. In this chapter, I outline these socio-political and religious layers by
assessing how the gendered body is contested and politicized in each of these
discourses. I argue foremost that the politics of media played a crucial role in
constituting chaos and polarization between different opposing groups. The effect
of the media coverage, nevertheless, showed how the politics of gender in debating
female leadership articulated ways of negotiating nationalist, religious, and
feminist politics in the “new” national political arena. Thus, I hold forth that rather
than seeing the debate as an indication of Islamic radicalization, it pertains more to
the proliferation of Muslim identity politics and the re-arrangement of political
representation.
The subsequent chapter in this dissertation, chapter four, engages with the
new ways in which sexualized bodies are contested in the public sphere. It starts
with an analysis of the mediated debate around a young singer-dancer of dangdut
music, Inul Daratista. Within a short time span, a national debate exploded among
politicians, Islamic clerics, celebrities, and feminists, on the question of whether or
not her performance was morally acceptable. Zooming in on the two main
protagonists in the debate, namely Inul Daratista and the Islamic “King of dangdut
music”, Rhoma Irama, I demonstrate how the debate involves a politics of class,
and how it mirrors tensions between holding on to New Order paradigms of gender
relations and the search for alternative meanings in post-New Order times. On
another level, however, the broader debate on female sexuality in the public sphere
represents a conflict between Indonesian Islamist, “culturalist”, and feminist
paradigms. This is particularly evident in the interlocking debate on the new
pornography bill. This draft law was controversial because it prohibited public
affection and images that could be interpreted as sexually provocative.
Notwithstanding opposing standpoints at the inception of the discussions, my
analysis of the political debate suggests that democratic protests fought out in
public spaces and widely disseminated via media have pushed political elites to
form a culture of consensus.
Chapter five concerns the phenomena of “new veiling” and argues that
contemporary veiling practices in Indonesia are informed by culture, politics,
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religiosity, identity, and consumerism. Veiling therefore, cannot be seen as
complying with one normative absolute: instead, multiple axes of identity and
politics intersect the practice. From this supposition, this chapter sets out to
investigate new formations of public piety through the spectre of veiling. Two
dominant discourses are examined: a politicized and a consumerist discourse
adhering respectively to a discursive framework of transnational Islamism and
global consumerism. Illustrating how these different new paradigms actually
sustain one another, I suggest that the production of the female veiled body refers
back to many different frameworks such as the New Order regime, Islamist
ideology, postcoloniality, political decentralization, global capital, and democratic
reconfigurations – all at the same time. This complicates not only the way in which
the phenomenon of veiling is to be explained but also the way in which
deployments of the discourse on veiling for ideological purposes are to be
evaluated.
In the final case study I turn to the production of masculinity by
examining the phenomenon of a pro-polygamy campaign which was initiated by
the wealthy entrepreneur Puspo Wardoyo. Rather than describing the occurrence of
polygamy as such, chapter six seeks to investigate what is “at stake” in defending,
justifying, or defying polygamy as promoted by the campaign. Through which
frameworks were arguments defined and formulated? In what ways do gender,
sexuality, and religiosity feed into these discussions and how do modes of
masculinities manifest themselves through these negotiations? By assessing the
different dominant discourses involved in the debate I give a possible explanation
as to why the phenomenon was so prominently mediated. Based on the proposition
that the phenomenon of pro-polygamy campaigns concerns the issue of masculinity
rather than polygamy per se, I theorize about the ways in which these new
manifestations relate to Muslim, secular, and feminist politics. By scrutinizing the
concept of hegemonic masculinity in this particular context, I connect the new
performances of masculinity to the public discourses that contest them and to the
current socio-political and religious changes in society. As a result, rather than
affirming Muslim identity with the promotion of polygamy – as some would argue
– my analysis suggests an affirmation or resilience of a form of hegemonic middle
class manhood that had felt threatened by processes of both Islamization and
democratization.
Finally, in the concluding chapter I reflect on the preceding chapters and
link my conclusions to the broader theoretical questions posed in the beginning of
this dissertation. Different socio-political trajectories in Indonesian history have
allocated diverse meanings to debates on Islam and gender. In this final reflection I
assess how contemporary debates are to be evaluated in relation to these older
paradigms. I articulate how body politics in contemporary Indonesia mirror the
negotiation processes of Islamization and democratization and I return to the
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notion of cultural citizenship to assess how body politics are linked to
understanding the citizen-subject in post-authoritarian Indonesia.
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Mapping Muslim and Gender Politics in Indonesia
Indonesia is the biggest Muslim-majority country in the world.24 In fact, more
Muslims live in the Indonesian archipelago than in the combined countries of the
Middle East. However, most studies on contemporary Islam tend to ignore their
Southeast-Asian counterpart. This is likely the case because western observers
today still regard Indonesian Islam as a “Islam with a smiling face” – thereby
emphasizing its relative “unproblematic” and “harmless” qualities in contrast to for
instance Middle Eastern Islam (Azra 2005: 10). The past decade, however, has
shown a slow but increasing academic interest in Indonesian Islam. This may be
explained by a global concern with the rise of a conservative Islamism throughout
the Muslim and the western world. While some scholars have issued a warning that
radical Islamist groups might overtake the more moderate mainstream in
Indonesian society, others insist that the Indonesian case proves otherwise, namely
that Indonesian Islam remains coupled with democracy, modernity, and pluralism.
The centrality of gender and sexuality in Islamic topics, however, tends to
be underexposed in these otherwise important studies on Muslim politics in
Indonesia. Although acknowledging that issues of gender, family, and marriage are
relevant to Muslim politics, the recent academic interest in Indonesian Islam
regularly omit an analysis of gender dynamics or ideologies within Muslim or
secular politics.25 At the same time, feminist studies on gender in Indonesia have
often overlooked the complexities and diversity of Muslim politics intersecting
gender relations and dynamics in society. Feminist literature focusing on the New
Order period has primarily focused on secular discourses pertaining to gender and
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According to Hefner (2001: 492) 88 percent of Indonesia’s 210 million people officially profess
Islam.
25
Exceptions are Van Doorn-Harder’s study of the women’s sections of the Islamic mainstream
organizations Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama (2006) and Siapno’s study of women’s
political subjectivity in Aceh (2002).
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sexuality and has often neglected Muslim discourses. This chapter brings these two
focal points of study together and seeks to provide a context in which to place the
respective case studies. Having drawn the theoretical outline of this project in
chapter one, the following chapter sets out to concentrate on the particulars of the
Indonesian context. Although the separate case studies presented in part two have
their distinct contextualization according to the chapter’s theme, it is also necessary
to include a broader empirical background of the Indonesian setting in which
historical and cultural specificities of Indonesian Muslim politics and Indonesian
gender relations are illuminated. My aim in this chapter is not to provide an
exhaustive history of Muslim and gender politics in Indonesia. Rather, its purpose
it to provide a contextual framework.
The first section examines the different orientations of Islam in Indonesia.
Early definitions of Indonesian Islam – such as the abangan-santri-priyayi model
from the anthropologist Clifford Geertz – are discussed and scrutinized. Following
recent studies on Muslim politics, I then distinguish three analytical categories of
contemporary Indonesian Islam, namely mainstream Islam, liberal Islam, and
Islamism. I describe each of their internal characteristics, their relationships with
and attitudes toward each other, and their dynamics with respect to the state. As
will become clear, these categories are fraught with internal paradoxes. Although it
is difficult to schematize these forms in one figure, I have made an attempt to map
out figuratively the Indonesian Islamic landscape.
The Islamic revival since the 1970s reconfigured the shape of Indonesian
Islam. In the second section of this chapter I will elaborate on the conditions for
this reconfiguration and the effects that this revival has exerted on the way in
which Muslims have entered both the political realm and the domain of the public
sphere. The revitalization of religious interests cannot be seen without considering
the position of Muslim groups in the Indonesian past, in which they were deployed
and depicted as a minority by the ruling state authority. One could say that with the
revitalization of religion in the democratic spaces opened up since the demise of
Suharto’s New Order regime, these religious groups now envision and create for
themselves the realization of a viable socio-political position in Indonesian society
they were previously denied – not only by the Dutch colonial state prior to
independence in 1945, but also by the first republican president Sukarno and his
successor Suharto since 1965. As such, the political voice of Muslims in Indonesia
has been muffled for the entire twentieth century. I discuss and describe their new
manifestations and assess how issues of postcoloniality, modernity, global
consumerism, radicalism, and democracy have contributed to shaping these new
identities.
The case studies in this dissertation all exemplify heated debates on issues
that many feminists regard as the control of Muslim groups and politics over issues
concerning gender and sexuality. As a consequence, women’s groups have actively
resisted activities and measures by Muslim groups that were deemed
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discriminatory towards women. These debates and feminist actions are not of a
recent vintage in Indonesia. In the final section of this chapter, I map out dominant
gender discourses and ideologies of the past and describe how different forms of
feminisms have related to these discourses over time. Charting ideas, norms, and
images attached to “Indonesian” masculinity and femininity, we can see how the
imagination of the nation in the colonial era and the Old Order, and the state in the
New Order, played a vital part in the constructions of gender ideologies. Family
metaphors were conveniently attached to ideas of nationhood or civil duties. The
late New Order introduced new ideologies, and defined gender roles and relations
vis-à-vis an ideology of aggressive economic developmentalism and consumerism.
I will demonstrate how these mechanisms worked effectively to construct the new
middle class woman and how this new construction empowered women on the one
hand, but depoliticized them on the other. Throughout history, these ideologies
have not been left unchallenged. From the inception of Indonesian independence,
women activists and groups have intervened in debates on Islam and gender. I will
demonstrate different trajectories of feminism affected by nationalism, democratic
processes, global feminism, and Islam.

Untangling “Indonesian Islam”
Anthropological studies on Islam in Indonesia have always referred to the seminal
work of Clifford Geertz who in his book The Religion of Java (1976) explicated
what he regarded as characteristic to a dominant form of Indonesian Islam. In this
anthropological study of a small town in East Java, conducted in the 1950s, Geertz
distinguished between three types of Javanese Muslims: abangan, santri, and
priyayi.
In his observations, he discovered that most of the Javanese, although
born Muslim, did not practice Islam according to the strict doctrines as conveyed
by Sunni Islam. Rather, syncretism dominated Islam, combining nominal belief
with animist and mystical influences of Hindu-Buddhist traditions. These nominal
Muslims, identified by Geertz as abangan, came primarily from the peasantry and
did not adhere to formal practices of Islam. In contrast, more orthodox and pious
Muslims from merchant circles, which Geertz labeled santri, rejected the manner
in which nominal Muslims practiced their religion. These pious Muslims embraced
formal practices and customs of Islam as given to them by religious texts or the
advices of local religious scholars. These practices include for instance praying
five times on a daily basis, fasting during Ramadan, and doing the pilgrim journey
to Mecca (haj). Finally, Geertz distinguished in his typology of Javanese Islam, the
category of the Javanese elite, the priyayi. The priyayi referred to the elite class in
Javanese society who were most powerful in decision-making processes and who
occupied the bureaucratic positions.
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Many scholars have criticized Geertz’ trichotomy of Javanese religion. In
short, from the perspective of his critics, Geertz’ typology boils down to three
fundamental errors. First, that the distinction priyayi more accurately conveys a
social stratum rather than religion. In this sense while abangan can be set against
santri, the category priyayi (or the aristocrats) needs to be positioned against the
category wong cilik (or the common people). Second, people from the peasantry as
well as from the aristocracy can be categorized as pious: their social position did
not define their religious orientation. Finally, although for Geertz, abangan carried
positive connotations because abangan Muslims did not slavishly follow MiddleEastern Islamic dictates, the term abangan was often used derogatorily by pious
Muslims.26 His model continues to emphasize (albeit unintentionally) this
pejorative connotation by marking one category as more Islamic than the other
(Bachtiar 1973; Fakih 2002; Hasbullah 2000: 47; Hefner 1987: 534; Newland
2000: 200). The latter coincides with the broader critique that his model
“culturalizes” Islamic identifications. As the prominent Islamic scholar Azyumardi
Azra argues:
The very term ‘religion of java’ […] reflects a reluctance to recognize the
‘Islamicity’ of Islam in Java, or even in Southeast Asia in general. It is
something Javanese rather than something Islamic. Through his
distinction between santri (strict and practicing Muslims) and abangan
(nominal Muslims), Geertz argued that majority of Muslims in Java and
by extension in Indonesia in general, were abangan, that is, nominal only
(2005: 2).
In present day Indonesia, Azra goes so far as to speak of a “myth of abangan”.
Following other scholars27, he argues that through the process of Islamization of
the past few decades, more and more people develop stronger tendencies toward
Islamic orthodoxy. The distinction between abangan and santri has therefore
become increasingly blurred (2005: 3). New religious identities have evolved and
have defined religious commitment and devout practices in novel ways. This is
also confirmed by the political scientist William Liddle who argues that according
to recent national opinion surveys, the percentage of nominal Muslims is
significantly smaller than in the past (2003: 6).
Despite the critiques, with which I mostly agree, I occasionally refer to the
distinction abangan-santri in my observations and analyses of the different case
studies. I find this distinction important to include because the terms have been
widely disseminated and adapted into colloquial language. As a result, media and
26

In contemporary times, this nominal Muslim identity sometimes (self-) mockingly translates as
“Muslim-by-Identification-Card” (Muslim KTP), thereby evoking superficiality of religious
identity.
27
Such as and Pranowo 1994, Ricklefs 1998, and Woodward 1989.
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other different publics make extensive use of these terms. Hence, I deploy the twin
concepts as emic rather than etic terms: instead of approaching the concepts as part
of my analytical instruments, I analyze them according to the ways in which
Indonesian public discourses have used them to refer to different ways of being
Muslim.28 However, in mapping out forms of Islam in Indonesia I distance myself
from Geertz and follow more recent sociological and political studies. Many
scholars, especially in the new configurations after the fall of Suharto, have
attempted to re-categorize contemporary Indonesian Islam.29 I will especially draw
from the work of the anthropologist Robert Hefner, the political scientist Bachtiar
Effendy, and the social-philosopher Elizabeth Fuller Collins. It is from their studies
on Islam and Muslim politics that I have outlined the following schematic figure
representing Islam in contemporary Indonesia.

Modernists
Muhammadiyah

Liberal Islam Network

Traditionalists
Nahdlatul Ulama
Muslim NGOs

Tarbiyah movement

Regimist Islam

Global splinter groups

Neo-Salafy groups

LIBERAL
ISLAM

Muslim Women’s NGOs

MAINSTREAM
ISLAM

ISLAMISM

Figure 1: Contemporary Islam in Indonesia

In my own attempt to map out the landscape of Indonesian Muslim politics, I make
a distinction between three strands that are considered important in contemporary
public discourses of Islam in Indonesia, namely mainstream Islam, Islamism and
Liberal Islam. In what follows I will illuminate the three different categories and
highlight their internal and relational dimensions.

28

An important question that emerges here is why the analytical classifications of Indonesian
Islam by a western anthropologist had become so important – internalized – among Indonesian
Muslims themselves? To my knowledge, this question has not yet been investigated. The limits of
this dissertation, however, prevents me to do so myself.
29
See for instance the work of Azra 2000, Collins 2003, Fakih 2002, Fox 2004, Hefner 2000, Van
Bruinessen 2002, and Woodward 2001.
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Mainstream Islam
As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, “Indonesian Islam” has a
reputation for being a “moderate” form of Islam. It is considered heterogeneous,
tolerant, and inclusive, compatible with constitutional democracy and seeking to
accommodate hundreds of different local cultures. This reputation owes much to
the status of traditionalist and modernist Islam that have constituted the Islamic
mainstream. Much of the academic literature on Islam in Indonesia have focused
on this mainstream form of Islam in Indonesia: in relation to the traditionalist
framework (Barton and Fealy 1996; Kadir 2000; Meuleman 2001; Ramage 1995)
and the modernist framework (Federspiel 1970; Peacock 1978; Van Doorn-Harder
2006), the mainstream’s relation to the state and law (Bowen 2001, 2003; Effendy
2003), the place of Indonesian Islam in colonialism and orientalism (Baso 2005),
its connection to global genealogies and discourses (Azra 2002; Van Bruinessen
1999), and finally, Islam’s entanglement with civil society and democratization
(Hefner 2000). All these studies demonstrate that the traditionalist and the
modernist version of Islam have both occupied the mainstream and dominated
Indonesian Islamic landscape – they continue to do so today.
The early influence for traditionalists stems from nineteenth century
Mecca and Medina while modernists were directly influenced by reformist
tendencies from emerging twentieth century Cairo (Azra 2002: 31-32). In
Indonesia, they find their respective homes in the two grass-roots and mass-based
organizations of the modernist Muhammadiyah and the traditionalist Nahdlatul
Ulama.
The modernist mass organization Muhammadiyah was established in
1912 and its goal was to reform Indonesian Islam through the central doctrines of
mainstream Sunni Islam. They opposed cultural appropriations or hybridizations of
culture within Islamic thought. Here, modernists refer to a syncretism in Islam as
for example observed by Clifford Geertz in Javanese Islam, involving the influence
of Hindu-Buddhist (for the urban upper class) or Animist (for the rural poor)
elements. The Muhammadiyah therefore, endeavored to purify Indonesian Islam
by strictly adhering to the Qur’an and the sunnah, that is, the traditions of the
prophet Muhammad. Their reformist agenda is most visible in their network of
modern schools called madrasah where a modern educational system was
combined with religious teachings. Important also, is Muhammadiyah’s emphasis
on technological development and the value of scientific work.30
Traditionalists, subsequently, were worried that modernists would
override the extensive long-standing, regionally specific Islamic traditions in the
30

The Muhammadiyah is supported by different autonomous bodies. Important for this study are
the factions that concern women. Aisyiyah is the women’s faction and the younger (unmarried)
women are organized in Nasyiatul Aisyiyah. I will go into these separate women factions in the
final part of this chapter. Besides women factions there are also student and youth factions.
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Indonesian archipelago. From the outset of their establishment in 1926, the
traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama acknowledge a secular political approach and since
independence they have stressed their belief and loyalty to the national constitution
pancasila.31 In defense of distinctly Indonesian traditions of Islam, traditionalists
believed that the practice of Islam is directly influenced by the cultural diversity of
Indonesia. These traditions included for instance the belief in the nine saints
(walisongo) and the honoring of the dead which coincided with mystical rituals and
beliefs endemic in the archipelago. They too started an extensive boarding school
program called pesantren where Indonesian Muslim boys and girls were taught to
combine their religious activities and knowledge with national and or cultural
ideas.32
According to a survey published in the prominent weekly journal Tempo,
forty two percent of Indonesia’s Muslim population of over 200 million aligned
themselves with NU traditions and twelve percent with Muhammadiyah traditions.
(Tempo 29 December 2001, quoted in Fox 2004). Both modernists as traditionalists
have conservative and more liberal factions, but in general they can be labeled as
“moderate”. With moderate most scholars agree that the label entails a reasonable
commitment toward religious tolerance, pluralism, and gender equality. Both
traditionalist and modernist organizations have shown their dedication to these
inclusive and tolerant ideas. The structure of these mainstream organizations
echoes the system of “pillarization”, a socio-cultural structure – conceptualized as
aliran by Geertz – that Indonesia inherited from the Dutch. This system implied
that the different religious groups provided separate socio-cultural organizations
and media for their members: religious activities, sports, student movement,
political affiliation, and cultural membership. However, the Islamic revitalization
since the 1970s and the new configurations of Muslim groups since the fall of
Suharto have de-stabilized these mainstream pillars of traditionalist and modernist
Islam. Muslims from both groups have joined moderate Islamist movements,
militant Islamist groups, or progressive Muslim organizations.
Important to note is the significance of some of the organizations’ main
representatives. The figure of Amien Rais for the Muhammadiyah, or
Abdurrachman Wahid for the Nahdlatul Ulama, was central to shaping the
characters of the organizations. With Amien Rais as chairman, the Muhammadiyah
obtained a forward-looking man that called attention to the importance of interfaith
dialogues, gender equality, and modern science and education. Nahdlatul Ulama’s
chairman Abdurrachman Wahid was equally progressive. He was the face of the
traditionalist organization for a significant period (1979-1999) and it was he who
changed the image of the organization as “backward” and “primitive” to “modern”
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For a definition and discussion of pancasila see page 53 and chapter four of this dissertation.
Similarly, the Nahdlatul Ulama also have their autonomous factions. In this study I will
primarily refer to their women’s factions called Muslimat and the younger division Fatayat.
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and “progressive”. With political influence attached to personalities, these figures
were crucial in setting the tone for their organizations.
Since then, the two mainstream organizations have new chairpersons. In
1999, Nahdlatul Ulama elected Hasyim Muzadi as the new leader. Although
relatively moderate compared to some clerics from the more conservative factions,
he is a member of the United Development Party (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan
or PPP), an Islamic party which was strongly attached to the New Order regime.
He did not come from the newly established PKB, an NU related political party
oriented toward the pro-democracy movement. Hasyim Muzadi also served as
vice-president during the Megawati administration. The new chairperson for
Muhammadiyah is Din Syamsuddin. He was perceived as ultra-conservative,
especially in his role as secretary general of the conservative governmentsanctioned Council of Indonesian Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia or MUI). But
he has made efforts to present himself as moderate since he became the new
chairperson for the Muhammadiyah. As will become evident in chapter four, Din
Syamsuddin’s stance against pornography and the Miss Indonesia pageant became
an important bone of contention in public discourses of Islam and gender.

Liberal Islam
The influence of charismatic personalities was equally salient for the establishment
of a so-called Liberal Islam or also referred to as Leftist Islam (Prasetyo 2000),
progressive Islam, emancipatory Islam, or transformative Islam (Fakih 2002).33
During the beginning of the New Order, a cohort called the “renewal group”
(pembaruan) called for a re-evaluation of the way in which Islam was professed in
Indonesia (Azra 2002; Collins 2003). This renewal group consisted of high profile
people from both modernist and traditionalist factions who wanted to break with
the more conservative voices in their respective Islamic homes. They are also
referred to as neo-modernists (Woodward 2001; Van Doorn-Harder 2002) and their
most prominent representatives consisted of the well-known Indonesian Muslim
intellectuals Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurrahman Wahid. Renewalists are often
referred to when discussing progressive tendencies of Islam. The New Order did
not resist this progressive form of Islam, but it also did not embrace it. Moreover,
many factions within both the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama as the modernist
Muhammadiyah did not appreciate the attempts made by this progressive group to
“liberalize” Islam.
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Labeling this form of Islam liberal Islam, does not mean that mainstream Islam or even
Islamism do not have progressive strands. On the contrary, they do. However, unlike the other
categories, this form of Islam profile themselves as liberal or progressive and are defined by
others as such. This is not the case for the other groups.
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Throughout the New Order these intellectual renewalist trends seeped
through civil society via educational institutions and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs). The educational institutions were stimulated by the New
Order to shape Islamic support of governmental programs of development and
economic progress. This explains also why the New Order did not seriously
challenge the renewal group: the regime preferred a forward-looking Islam (that
stimulated economic growth) assuming it would contribute to a weakening of a
state-threatening political Islam. As a result, progressive key figures were often
educated in the Islamic State Universities throughout the country (Institut Agama
Islam Negeri or IAIN, now called Universitas Islam Negeri or UIN). These
universities possess a reputation grounded in their pluralist and open Islamic
visions toward science and society.34 In the 1990s conservative groups found them
to be “too tolerant, too humanistic, and too theologically liberal” (Hefner 2000:
110). However, this did not prevent more progressive discourses of Islam from
developing in these institutions.
The 1990s also witnessed a growth of several non-governmental
organizations or programs (often supported by western funding) that were geared
toward the promotion of a pluralist, democratic, and civil Islam. Organizations
such as the Institute for Islamic and Social Studies (Lembaga Kajian Islam dan
Sosial or LKiS), Asia foundations’ Islam and Civil Society Program, the
Association for the Development of Pesantren and Society (Perkumpulan
Pengembangan Pesantren dan Masyarakat or P3M) and the establishment of a
cultural center called Komunitas Utan Kayu (KUK).35 Representatives of these
organizations and programs have contributed to shaping discourses of liberal
Islam. Concretely, some of these representatives have formed the Liberal Islam
Network (Jaringan Islam Liberal or JIL).36 This network draws on progressive,
34

Even more liberal was the Paramadina foundation. Established in Jakarta in 1986, the
foundation runs a training centre, a secondary school and a university where Islamic philosophy,
theology, mysticism and law are taught. Among others, it was founded by Nurcholish Madjid and
aimed to cultivate a forward-looking and pluralist institution for young urban middle class
Muslims. Many, however, saw the foundation as being exclusivist – reserved only for the Muslim
elite.
35
The cultural center Komunitas Utan Kayu (KUK) was established after critical print media
outlets (Tempo, Editor, and Detik) were shut down by the New Order regime in 1994. In
response, the editors who were put on non-active, established in 1995 the Institute for the Free
Flow of Information (Institut Studi Arus Informasi or ISAI) which was located at the address
Utan Kayu 68H. Since then, the place resides a theatre, bookstore, gallery, the office of a critical
radio-broadcast, and a café. It thrived into a vibrant cultural center aimed at stimulating freedom
of thought and intellectual openness. Debates, music and arts performances, lectures and trainings
have been organized there. In 2001 the Liberal Islam Network joined the centre.
36
The Liberal Islamic Network was founded by the popular Indonesian intellectual Muhammad
Gunawan. Less well-known is the Emancipatory Islam Network (Jaringan Islam Emansipators or
JIE), which is headed by Mas’dar Masudi. Both intellectuals were educated in traditionalist
environments and received western education.
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liberal, pluralist, and democratic ideas and philosophies, and aims to create a more
open and tolerant Islamic discourse in Indonesia. They are small and primarily
hold their events in Jakarta. Yet, media exposures make up for their relative small
number of followers.
During the 2000s, the Liberal Islam Network (JIL) often appeared in the
news due to their provocative statements concerning Islam by controversial
representatives. One of those representatives is Ulil Abshar-Abdalla. Since he
published an article entitled “Refreshening our Understanding of Islam” in
November 2002 in the prominent daily Kompas, he has been threatened by many
hard-line Islamist groups.37 Many conservative Muslims, be they Islamists,
traditionalists, or modernists, have fundamental problems with JIL. This is not only
because the network is sponsored by western-funded money but primarily because
it promotes pluralism, liberalism, and secularism – concepts that are at present
often conflated with the capitalist West. Although the JIL has a relatively poor
network, especially compared to Islamist networks, they have succeeded in
attaining vast media exposure, in establishing a (highly contested) discourse of
liberal Islam, and in provoking public debates on the position of Islam in
Indonesian society today.

Islamism
Literature deploying the term Islamism in Indonesia has used the term in different
ways. Some define Islamism as meaning fundamentalism or radicalism, and in so
doing, they conflate the term with a conservative political Islam that is primarily
concerned with implementing Islamic law (shariah). Others have used the term
Islamism to refer to a more complex and multifaceted movement, ranging from
social to more radical and militant movements.38 The sociologist Asef Bayat argues
that instead of approaching Islamism as a static entity, it is important to place the
movement in its dynamic historical and cultural context. In so doing, it becomes
apparent how internally fragmented and fluid these groups are (2005a: 901). This
is also the case in Indonesia. Hence, in my usage of the term, I follow Bayat and
acknowledge that Islamism in Indonesia is dynamic, fragmented, and
differentiated. Besides conservative trends, there are also more moderate trends in
which Islamism is defined as a social movement “through which Muslim identity is
collectively re-appropriated as a basis for an alternative social and political
37

These threats came from Islamist groups attached to the Indonesian Council for Islamic
Predication (Dewan Dakwah Islam Indonesia) and their associated media outlet Media Dakwah.
They believed the article humiliated and disgraced Islam, and thus, it was to be considered an act
of apostasy. The article dealt with the variability of Islam and criticized the way in which
fundamentalists cling onto Islamic law and its rules as if it stands the test of time.
38
As for instance employed by Collins 2003 and Fox 2004.
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project” (Göle 2002: 173). In describing Islamist groups in Indonesia, I follow the
conceptualizations of Collins (2003) and Hefner (2000), and distinguish four
strands: the Tarbiyah movement, regimist Islam, global splinter groups, and the
Neo-Salafy groups.
The emergence of the Tarbiyah (education) – or also known as Dakwah
(propagation or proselytization) movement39 – on university campuses all over
Indonesian urban centers, started in the 1970s/1980s when many Muslims in
response to repressive anti-Islamic measures from the early Suharto period decided
to work toward propagation from below rather than focus on political power.40
Followers of the movement consisted mostly of students who were recruited from
campuses all over Indonesia and appealed particularly to men and women from the
educated urban (lower) middle class. In the wake of Suharto’s resignation, the
Tarbiyah movement established the Indonesian Muslim Student Action Union
(KAMMI). This student organization embodied elements of Islamism as found in
the Muslim brotherhood. Shortly after the fall of Suharto, this same movement
established the political party called the Justice Party (Partai Keadilan or PK),
which since 2003 has been reconstituted as the Prosperous Justice Party (Partai
Keadilan Sejahtera or PKS).
Many observers have been suspicious of the Tarbiyah movement and their
associated student and political organization, conflating it with a militant Islamism
that is not compatible with democracy. More accurately, however, both KAMMI
and PKS can be seen as symbolizing a new generation of (young) Muslims who
promote “an uncompromising purification of Islamic belief and strict adherence to
religious morals, while simultaneously pushing for political modernization”
(Miichi 2003: 22). The KAMMI joined the secular pro-democracy movement in
1998 to overthrow Suharto. Together with the Prosperous Justice Party, they are
renowned for their well-organized and disciplined demonstrations, where great
masses of men and women assemble to convey their views. These demonstrations
were always peaceful and communicated to the public an ethical or moral force
(Kraince 2000). As I will demonstrate in chapter four, discussions revolving
around the “sexy” singer-dancer Inul, resulting in a public debate on pornography,
are issues central to the ethical and moral force of the Tarbiyah movement – whose
members I will refer to as dakwahists. They disapprove of cultural rituals or
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The Tarbiyah or Dakwah movement are also referred to as the Campus or the Salman Mosque
movement. The Salman Mosque refers to the name of the mosque at the Institute of Technology
in Bandung (ITB) where in the 1980s students began to organize against traditionalist and
modernist Islam and for a new and stricter adherence to Muslim morality and devotion. They
were to set the example for campuses all over Indonesia (see Hefner 2000: 123-124).
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This was a maneuver for many Islamic groups at that time. Mainstream modernists and
traditionalists have also withdrawn from political arenas to focus more on propagation and
proselytizing activities.
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dances, especially when having erotic overtones. They consider these practices unIslamic and call for legal restrictions.
Although the Justice Party scored poorly during the 1999 elections, in the
2004 election, they came out as the biggest party in Jakarta, which confirms an
increasing popularity. With their slogan “clean and caring” (bersih dan peduli) the
Prosperous Justice Party distinguished itself from other parties by appealing to the
complete and radical elimination of corruption, collusion and nepotism. Since their
victory in Jakarta, party members have stated that their aim is not the establishment
of Islamic law (shariah) as such, but to challenge and Islamize Indonesia within
the context of multi-religious and multicultural Indonesian society. According to
the party’s leader, Hidayat Nur Wahid, the Prosperous Justice Party aspires to be a
centrist party following the logics of democracy (Collins 2003: 17).41 These new
political positions seem to alleviate the concern that exists among some political
observers, journalists, and activists that the party is not compatible with democratic
foundations of the new Indonesian nation-state.
This is different for the groups attached to what Hefner terms “regimist
Islam”, better known in Indonesia as the (new) Masyumi. In the colonial past, the
Masyumi party was a relatively moderate party consisting of a diverse group of
Muslims that worked together to counter the Dutch colonial occupier. Sukarno’s
Old Order, however, with its flirtations with communism, eventually banned the
party and jailed its leaders for fear of political Islam reaching too close to the seats
of power. Although it released their leaders, Suharto’s New Order did not allow the
re-establishment of the party. Instead, like the Mosque movement, the Indonesian
Council for Islamic Predication (DDII) was formed with the goal of Islamizing
Indonesian society from the ground up through Islamic propagation (dakwah)
(Collins 2003: 5). By that time, partly as a result of many forms of repression,
moderate voices within the former-Masyumi were cleared away while
conservatism dominated (Hefner 2002: 757). This is especially evident in their
conservative and widely read daily newspaper Media Dakwah.42
Aligned to DDII is the Indonesian Committee for Solidarity with the
Muslim World (Komite Indonesia Untuk Solidaritas dengan Dunia Islam or
KISDI), an ultra-conservative group belonging to the militant wing of DDII. When
KAMMI students joined the pro-democracy movement, the DDII and the KISDI
supported Suharto and the New Order (Collins 2003: 14). Their associated political
party, the Crescent Moon and Star Party (Partai Bulan Bintang or PBB), fully
integrated into the New Order system and enjoyed the patronage of the regime.
KISDI supporters included members of the Inter-university Muslim Students
Association (Himpunan Mahasiswa Muslim Antar Kampus or HAMMAS) and
41

As such, the Prosperous Justice Party can be compared to the Turkish Welfare (Refah) Party.
Media Dakwah was established as a response to other Islamic print media such as Republika,
Ulumul Qur’an, and Ummat. According to the founders of Media Dakwah, these Islamic print
media were un-Islamic because they allowed the writings of non-Muslims.
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were radical in street politics. In June 2000, for instance, this group joined in an
attack on the National Commission of Human Rights (KOMNAS) to protest what
was said to be a biased report on the shooting of Muslim demonstrators in the
Tanjung Priok affair.43 According to Van Bruinessen (2002) groups such as KISDI
only became dominant in the public sphere in the late New Order and would not
have utilized street politics in the 1980s. DDII, Media Dakwah, and KISDI
strongly believe in conspiracy theories in which the western, Jewish, and Christian
world is out to destroy Islam. They disseminate widely the belief that all
Indonesian connections to these immoral worlds originate in and are contaminated
by un-Islamic elements in the Indonesian population and should be resisted. Hence,
these groups often target Chinese and Christian Indonesians as well as nominal
Muslims.
The Hizbut Tahrir is a global splinter group and is a good example of a
transnational fundamentalist Islamist movement which aim is to create an Islamic
caliphate (khilafah). It does not, however, condone violence in its quest for an
Islamic state. The Hizbut Tahrir is very vocal and visible in the public sphere.
Their numbers, however, are relatively small. Other global splinter groups are the
Proselytizing Group (Jama’ah Tabligh) and the Muslim Converts Association
(Darul Arqam).44 All of these groups desire a total Islamic way of life through the
formation of a global Islamic unity.
Finally, the last category of Islamism, the neo-Salafy groups, receives the
most attention in media coverage. The sociologist Olivier Roy defines these groups
as “neofundamentalist” and distinguished them from other conservative Islamist
groups in that they “reject the idea that there can be different schools of thought
and consider themselves the only true Muslims, refusing to be labeled as one
specific group among the others” (2004: 232). In Indonesia, according to Collins,
the neo-Salafy groups are strongly connected to the institute for Islamic and Arabic
studies (LIPIA) and the Yemeni charity foundation Al-Irshyad (Collins 2003).
These groups are often in the news because they concern militant forms of
Islamism that have resorted to violence. James Fox refers to these groups as
mujahidin groups (2004) and distinguishes three formations that are most
prominent in Indonesian contemporary politics: the Islamic Defense Front (Front
Pembela Islam or FPI), the Jihad Militia (Laskar Jihad), and the Islamic
Community, better known as Jemaah Islamiyah.
The Islamic Defense Front (FPI) has been highly visible in the public
domain, especially in urban areas (primarily in Jakarta) because they raid and
attack places of leisure and entertainment such as cinemas or nightclubs. They
primarily target places where so-called “moral degradation” is taking place (often
43

The Tanjung Priok incident (1984) concerned a military crackdown on Muslim rioters in the
harbor area of North Jakarta called Tanjung Priok. Over five hundred Muslims were killed by
armed forces.
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See Azra 2002 for a discussion of these particular groups.
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associated with western morality), targeting gambling places, café’s serving
alcohol, prostitution, or meeting places for gays and lesbians. On several
occasions, they have publicly argued that they aim to purify Islam from western
immoral influences. The Islamic Defense Front is known as a “thug” group,
consisting of poverty-stricken and marginalized urban petty criminals, who set out
to vandalize and create chaos on the streets. As some have observed, they are
always present at demonstrations related to moral issues and or Islam. Although a
relatively a small group they are extremely vocal and succeed in acquiring much
press coverage. Media’s overexposure of groups such as the Islamic Defense Front
(especially western media) have occasionally resulted in distorted images of
Indonesian Islam.
The Jihad Militia (Laskar Jihad) is a paramilitary group located in Java
and especially identified for their involvement in the Maluku conflict in Eastern
Indonesia, where almost half of the population has been Christian since the
seventeenth century. In their belief that Maluku belongs to Muslims rather than
Christians, they effectively mobilized Indonesian youth – primarily from Java – to
fight in Maluku a “holy war”. Their operations were supported by factions of the
Indonesian military (ABRI), the DDII, KISDI, the Islamic Defense Front and the
Crescent Moon and Star Party (PBB) (Davis 2002). Although succeeding in
polarizing the conflict, both in Maluku and outside, the Laskar Jihad did not
succeed in creating a substantive new situation for the Muslim communities there
(Ibid: 28).45
The Jemaah Islamiyah is probably the most controversial group in
Indonesia because they were held responsible for the 2002 bombings in Bali. The
group, with Abu Bakar Ba’asyir as its spiritual leader, is perceived to be connected
with the terrorist network al-Qaeda. Together with Abdullah Sungkar, Abu Bakar
Ba’asyir founded the so called Ngruki network in central Java (near Solo). This
network, based in an Islamic boarding school (pesantren), became the place
through which Sungkar and Ba’asyir recruited followers to further build
communities (jemaah) and cells (usrah).46 In my dissertation I will not deal with
Jemaah Islamiyah as such, but with the Indonesian Mujahidin Council (Majelis
Mujahidin Indonesia or MMI) with Ba’asyir as its supreme leader. This council
was established in 2000, during a three-day Mujahidin congress in Yogyakarta, and
defined its purpose to be the incorporation of Islamic law into the Indonesian
constitution. As will become evident in some of the following chapters, this group
has intervened fiercely in Islam and gender debates – especially debates that
concerned women’s sexuality.
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For an account of the ideologies and activities of Laskar Jihad, see Davis 2002 and Noorhaidi
2005.
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For an elaboration and meticulous account of the investigation on the bombing and the role of
Jemaah Islamiyah see Barton 2004. See also Van Bruinessen 2002.
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The political scientist Greg Barton paints a pessimistic picture of
Islamism in Indonesia. He argues:
The essentialist argument that “Indonesian Islam is different” is no longer
a tenable response to concerns about the reach of Islamist extremism into
the Malay world. Moreover, the hopeful refrain that political Islamism is
unrelated to jihadi Islamism must give way to an acknowledgement that,
whatever their differences, the fact that they share some ideas must
necessarily produce some common sympathies (2004: 83).
However, I believe it is still premature to say that Islamist views are well-accepted
by the majority of Indonesians – especially from the perspective of people outside
of urban areas. Islamist views are still confined to the urban middle and lowermiddle class, who from their long-standing disempowered positions seek to obtain
and influence decision-making power. According to a recent survey conducted in
March 2006, religious radicalism, which intends to replace the present social and
political order with one based on Islamic norms and law, is considerable, but does
not receive majority support. Moreover, while support for Islamic radicalism has
increased in the past decade, it has started to decline since 2004 (Indonesian
Survey Institute 2006). Despite a rising and more visible Islamism, mainstream
Islam is still the dominant political-religious force in Indonesian society.

Islamic Revitalization, the Nation-state and the Public Sphere
Just like politics elsewhere, Muslim politics in Indonesia are plural and changing
(Eickelman and Piscatory 1996; Hefner 2001). Although for a long period,
Suharto’s regime blocked all activities around political Islam, this did not mean
that Muslim groups and movements were not emerging and evolving. Since the
mid-1980s, the New Order enforced all social, religious and political organizations
and groups to incorporate the state ideology called pancasila as their sole
foundational principle. Among others, this meant the removal of all Islamist parties
(Ramage 1995: 3). The obligatory nature of ensuring social groups that they
implement a conservative nationalist principle as their sole foundation (asas
tunggal) led to the often mentioned “de-ideologization” or “de-politicization” of
Islam (Hasbullah 2000: 11). In such a way, Islamic politics entered a period of
quietude, conveying the idea that the New Order had now established a good
relationship with Islamic groups. As long as the creeds remained outside of
politics, the secular Indonesian state guaranteed tolerance for all forms of
monotheistic religions through the guiding ideology called pancasila.
Panca (five) sila (principle) is the state philosophy announced by Sukarno
at the outset of the new nation-state that was based on five interrelated principles:
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belief in one supreme God; a just and civilized humanitarianism; nationalism as
expressed in the unity of Indonesia; popular sovereignty arrived at through
deliberation and representation or consultative democracy; and social justice for all
Indonesian people. Rather than being a non-performative set of principles,
pancasila discourse played a major role in the prominent political debates of
Indonesian history. Especially in relation to the state and the role of religion, the
ideology of pancasila continued to be interpellated in different ways. As coined by
the political scientist Douglas Ramage (1995) the essential social value of
pancasila, especially in relation to religion, was tolerance. It was this tolerance that
had kept the “creeds outside of politics”.47
Since the 1970s Indonesia witnessed a tightened measure by Suharto to
curb sentiments related to identity. As such, he prohibited all public manifestations
that pertained to elements of SARA – an acronym articulating issues of ethnicity
(suku), race (ras), intergroup-affiliation (antar golongan) and religion (agama).
Rather than stressing pluralism, the national motto Unity in Diversity (Bhinneka
Tunggal Ika) was deployed to emphasize Suharto’s ideology of development
(pembangunan). Hence, Indonesians were primarily constructed through a
narrowly defined pancasila ideology in which cultural, ethnic, or religious
differences were conveniently overlooked in name of order and economic stability
(Rosaldo 2003).
A relatively tranquil and reasonable relationship between the New Order
and mainstream Islamic groups existed during the 1970s and the 1980s.48 Although
traditionalists and modernists were critical of the New Order state, their
commonalities made it appear as if they worked together. This is also illustrative in
the way the New Order stimulated Islamic higher education, such as the Institutes
for Islamic Studies (IAIN). The New order also did not resist to the formation of
the Islamic renewal movement (pembaruan), which was led by Nurcholish
Madjid.49 Alongside these progressive discourses of Islam, also emerged Tarbiyah
groups. Although not allowed to organize politically, the state rarely intervened in
the activities and development of these movements. Again, it seems that Muslim
groups were relatively free to organize as long as they did not challenge political
power.
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For an extensive work on pancasila discourse and ideology see the work of Ramage 1995. With
respect to the use of pancasila by Muslims see especially chapter two and three.
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Modernists and traditionalists always acknowledged and endorsed the Indonesian constitution
pancasila. Especially Abdurrachman Wahid had pointed out the importance of the principle of
tolerance inherent to pancasila.
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At that time, Nurcholish Madjid was the president of the Islamic Students Association
(Himpunan mahasiswa Islam or HMI) and created heated debates when announcing that
secularism would be good for Islam. His slogan “Islam yes, Islamic Party No!” would echo for
quite some time (Collins 2003: 5).
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These Muslim groups, although not involved in formal politics, were
more and more present in public discourse and slowly contributed to shaping
public opinions. These developments made the New Order realize that they too
could not stay behind in processes of Islamic revitalization. They needed to bring
Muslimness into their political image so as to keep the confidence of the
Indonesian people.

The Islamic Turn
The end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s marked the inception of the
so-called “Islamic turn” also referred to as the process of “Islamization”, “santrinization” or the “greening process”. This occurred both on the political as well as
the public level. While the first part of the New Order defended a stricter secular
form of governance, the late New Order took pains to incorporate Islam through
various new institutions, activities, and practices.50 Known to be nominal and
obsessed with Javanese mystical philosophies, President Suharto now suddenly
turned to Islam – personally but also politically. In the beginning of the 1990s he
was regularly portrayed as a pious Muslim. Widely covered by the media, he made
regular trips to the Mosque, impressed viewers with his fluency in Arabic, and
made his pilgrimage to Mecca.
Politically, a number of measures relating to Islam and Muslim politics
were initiated by the New Order. This included the formal endorsement of a
Compilation of Islamic Laws (KUHP), which made it easier for Muslims to call
upon Islamic law. Second, a law that prohibited the headscarf in educational
settings was reversed leaving it up to the school whether headscarves were
allowed. Third, Suharto established Islamic banks, allowing a separate Islamic
economy to flourish. Lastly, and most influential, was the formation of an
Association for Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals (Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslim SeIndonesia or ICMI), which pursued the goal of modernizing mainstream Islam into
contemporary Indonesian politics.51 By backing up ICMI, Suharto incorporated a
conservative Islamic stream into his political regime. Many Muslim intellectuals,
especially from the modernist Muhammadiyah, joined ICMI that left remaining

50
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thirty-two years in which Suharto reigned. Vickers distinsguished three different periods. First the
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witnessed tremendous international pressure leading to a quasi openness. This period was also
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Islamic groups such as the Nahdlatul Ulama weakly positioned against the Suharto
administration.
It seemed that with these measures the New Order had made friends with
their Islamic opponents. However, in a phrase coined by Hefner, Suharto replaced
his “conservative, but multi-religious nationalism” with an “equally conservative
Islamic nationalism” (2002: 758). Rather than working together with mainstream
traditionalists and modernists, whom he had approached but who had declined a
cooperation with the regime, Suharto turned to ultra-conservatives for support,
namely the Indonesian Council for Islamic Predication (DDII) and the Indonesian
Committee for Solidarity with the Muslim World (KISDI). According to Hefner
this correlated to strategies of regimes elsewhere:
In this manner, Suharto stumbled toward the same strategy of
conservative Islamization adopted by regimes in the Muslim Middle-East.
There too authoritarian governments responded to legitimation crises by
promoting policies of ‘re-Islamization’ from the top both to take the sting
out of Islamist contestation and to give themselves religious legitimacy
[quoting Roy 1994: 125]. In the Indonesian case the success of this
program necessitated an additional measure. It required not just a scaling
up of the organization of hard line groupings but also a repressive ‘scaling
down’ of the heretofore ascendant movement for democratic Islam (2002:
759).
This commitment to Islamic conservatism was especially clear in the
reconfiguration of certain prominent leaders. Overt nationalists or people with
Chinese connections were replaced by conservative Islamic people. The head of
the research faction of the ruling Golkar party, for instance, was replaced by the
conservative Din Syamsuddin, who, in the aftermath of the violent May 1998 riots,
and after the downfall of Suharto was appointed secretary of the government
sponsored Council of Indonesian Ulama (MUI) by Suharto’s right man Habibie
(Hefner 2002: 759-760).52
In contrast to some predictions, the post-Suharto period did not bring
about a stronger influence of political Islam in formal politics. Whereas in the
1950s, a great majority of practicing Muslims supported parties that were
52

According to Hefner, the groups around Din Syamsuddin were responsible for distributing
booklets just a few weeks before the riots had erupted leading to the fall of Suharto. In these
booklets were claims that Christians, Chinese, the Vatican, Israel, the CIA, and secular Muslims
were out to overthrow Suharto. (2002: 759). In 1998, pro-Habibie factions won from nationalists
in the new power-dynamics of the ruling party Golkar. In this period Syamsuddin denied that
there were anti-Chinese riots and rapes, and blamed communists for the upheavals. He was also
the man who gave his approval for the Jihad Troops (Laskar Jihad) to go and fight in Maluku
(Hefner 2002: 760).
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committed to the establishment of an Islamic state, the 1999 elections witnessed an
overwhelming majority that voted for parties committed to democracy,
constitutionalism, and pluralism (Hosen 2005; Liddle and Mujani 2004). But the
Islamic turn was not only confined to formal politics. On the contrary, it was more
influential in its impact on civil society and the public sphere by becoming a
powerful force in the formation of Muslim identity, culture, and social positions in
society.

Shaping of Muslim Middle Classes
Academic discussions have not found a common understanding of how to define
Indonesian middle classes (Van Leeuwen 2003; Tanter and Young 1989). Hence,
the middle class in Indonesia could be interpreted in many different ways.
Although an important discussion in itself, it is not necessary to rehearse this
lengthy discussion of middle class in Indonesia for the argument in this study.
Following the Indonesianist Ariel Heryanto, I approach dynamics of class and
employ notions of lower, middle, and upper classes not as economic or empirical
categories per se, but as discursive, ideological, and mythical concepts (2003: 28).
Hence, culture and politics stand central in the way in which lower, middle, and
upper “classness” are experienced, produced, and contested. For a long time,
secular Muslims, Christians, and the Chinese have constituted the affluent middle
classes. In the past few decades, however, this picture is changing, and the
political, cultural, and economic middle class positions are increasingly taken up
by pious Muslims.
The growth of Muslim capital has been widely cited as evidence of the
emergence of the Muslim middle class (Hefner 1993; Ramage 1995). Irrespective
of its conservative ideas, the Islamic turn during Suharto’s regime had also
contributed to molding notions of Muslimness in the public sphere. The formation
of ICMI and the foregrounding of Habibie as its chairman resulted in the symbolic
representation that Muslimness or religiosity can be combined with “high-tech”
and urban modernity. Although this process had already started before ICMI’s
existence, the formation and mediation of ICMI had been partially responsible for
giving this process a national face. It conveyed the idea that Islam is not
“backward”; instead, it is universal, open, and even cosmopolitan (Hasbullah 2000:
29-35). It challenged western modernity by constructing Muslim middle class
consumerism and lifestyle.
The 1990s saw elite and middle classes alter their lifestyles from westernoriented to styles associated with Islamic piety. It established new paradigms of
Muslim lifestyles compatible with modern fashion and identities. Hasbullah has
referred to the emergence of prestigious seminars or retreats in fancy hotels to
contemplate and talk about God or gatherings in private homes with an Islamic
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preacher to consult about issues pertaining to spirituality (majelis taklim) (2000:
41). But it was not only the elite that had turned to Islamic lifestyles and identity.
In a similar fashion, popular culture and the mainstream public have also employed
more Muslim symbols and narratives leading to a greater visibility of Muslimness.
Famous television hostesses started to don the veil, soap operas adopted Muslim
narratives, and young Islamic pop bands were finding new markets. The new
popularity of Kasidah music, for instance, accommodated for the middle class
symbols of religious identity and a Muslim aesthetics in art and music (Ibid: 1929). As such, the emergence of a Muslim middle class was not only shaped by
capital and consumerism, it was also coupled with the developments in popular
culture and the arts.
Promoting Muslim piety has become mainstream, and both upper- and
lower middle classes have been deeply entrenched in adopting these new Muslim
ways of living piously. One illustrative phenomenon of this “public Islam” is the
emergence and fame of the “TV preacher” Abdullah Gymnastiar or better known
as Aa (brother) Gym. Despite not having an Islamic scholarly background and
regardless of him not being linked to either the modernist or the traditionalist
school, Aa Gym became very popular among Indonesians across all ethnicities and
classes (even among non-Muslims). His clever use and appropriation of the media
made him into one of the most visible celebrities of these times. He turned his
home into a thriving business where people can come for spiritual advice but also
where professional managers can come for special (spiritual) training. The
phenomenon of Aa Gym contributed significantly to the acceptance of pious
expressions of Islam in the public sphere.53 This Muslim version of media
entertainment suggests an alternative to secular media entertainment and
corresponds to what Moors and Meyer have called the “blurring of religion and
media entertainment” (2006: 16). Rather than merely attacking the indecency of
secular media, prominent Muslims or Muslim celebrities have created their own
spaces of entertainment in which religious messages, glamour, commercialism, and
mass culture meet.
The emergence of Islamic media contributed greatly to the shaping of a
Muslim middle class identity. By the 1980s, Islamic literature coming especially
from the Middle East was becoming widespread in Indonesia. This trend
strengthened in the wake of the political transition in 1998. Besides the Muslim
literature imported from the Middle East, local Islamic newspapers and magazines
were emerging and consumed by a great readership (Hefner 1997). The publication
of Islamic books and journals increased tremendously, and hence, competed
strongly with other books in general bookstores collections. Local Islamic
literature experienced a growing popularity, also among Muslim teenagers who
replaced their (secular) teen magazines such as Hai and Gadis for Islamic teen
53
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magazines such as Annida (Swastika 2003). Most of these media practices were
well-organized and had good distribution networks. Considering their low
production costs, they reached a large sector of the market.
Many readers prefer Islamic “How to” books that are available at the
bigger bookstores such as Gramedia but also on the street corners where vendors
sell some of the cheaper versions (Jakarta Post, 18 July 2001). These books or
booklets are often intended as a form of “self-help” to get easy answers to Islamic
questions, such as: Is it compulsory in Islam to wear a headscarf? Does Islam
permit me to listen to music? Can I sit behind my boyfriend on the scooter? They
illustrate and provide counsel on practices that are considered good by Islam
(halal) and warn against practices that are considered bad in Islam (haram).
Implicitly, these booklets send ideological messages of halal-haram paradigms
often accompanied by images of “good” Muslim women and “good” Muslim men.
The new press freedom in Indonesia had led to paradoxical developments.
On the one hand it produced an increase of democratic Muslim media, but
simultaneously there was the mushrooming of media attached to so-called
“pamphlet Islam” (Fox 2004). The academic journal Ulumul Qur’an, the daily
Republika, and the weekly Ummat are representatives of modern, democratic, and
moderate Islamic-oriented media (Hasbullah 2000). They have provided for the
Muslim middle class with a media outlet especially designed to integrate urban
professionalism with Muslim interests, perspectives, and culture. In contrast,
journals such as Media Dakwah, Risalah, Suara Masjid en Al-Muslimun represent
more the conservative agendas of Islam. A group of young conservative Muslims
started to create their own magazines such as Hidayatullah, Sabili and Ummi
because they judged the existing media not Islamic enough.54 Sabili came to be
extremely popular. As a post-New Order phenomenon, Sabili, a conservative and
militant weekly journal, emerged as the second best selling weekly in Indonesia in
2003 with a distribution of over 500.000 copies. According to Collins, booklets
such as Sabili “played a strategic role in spreading the Islamist view that Muslims
are under attack throughout the world and that believers must come to the defense
of Islam” (2003: 11). The anthropologist James Fox refers to these booklets as
“pamphlet Islam” (2004: 13) because they propagate in a populist manner antiAmericanism and anti-capitalism. Their analyses often attack American politics
that is perceived to be associated with Zionism, racism, drugs, and prostitution, and
encourage the notion of an inevitable “clash of civilizations”.
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Gender Discourses, Muslim Debates and Feminisms
As I have indicated at the beginning of this chapter, studies on Islam and Muslim
politics in Indonesia have ignored the centrality of gender dynamics and the role of
women in shaping Islam – both in terms of identity and practice.55 At the same
time, feminist studies on gender in Indonesia have also overlooked the
complexities and diversity of Muslim politics intersecting with gender relations
and dynamics in society. The case studies in this dissertation bring the two
perspectives together in order to shed light on the ways in which gender, Muslim
politics, and Indonesian feminism have played a role in public discourses of
Islamization and democratization. In what follows I give a background of the
different gender discourses and debates in Indonesia. As positions from feminist
and women’s groups are often defined in response to public phenomena and
events, I will highlight through “hot moments” of “Islam and gender” debates in
the Indonesian past, in order to chart the ways in which feminist and women’s
groups have positioned themselves vis-à-vis Islam, Muslim politics, and the state.
As the historian Margot Badran argues, many women working toward
“gender justice” would not appropriate the term “feminist” (1999). The term is
foremost connotated with the West and therefore often regarded as irreconcilable
with “Indonesian” or “Asian” values and culture. Much like the stereotypes in
other places, feminism is associated with radicalism, separatism, and lesbianism.
Hence, many women working toward gender equality prefer to call themselves
“gender activists” (aktivis jender) or “activists of the gender movement” (aktivis
gerakan jender) or just simply women activists.56
I employ the broad term “feminism” as an etic term when referring to
public discourses that contain idioms of gender justice and equality. However,
when identifying groups or individuals, I refer to the term “feminist” only when the
concerned group or individual self-identifies with this term. Otherwise, I refer to
gender or women activists interchangeably. I have identified four different
categories of Indonesian feminist and women’s activist groups that have played an
important part in forging the debates presented in the case studies.57 These are
secular feminism, Muslim feminism, Islamic women’s activism, and Islamist
women’s activism. The groups defining these categories change over time

55

As mentioned earlier, exceptions are Van Doorn-Harder 2006 and Siapno 2002.
The Indonesian term jender, deriving directly from the English “gender”, has been adapted and
appropriated in Indonesian colloquial use as meaning “emancipation” or “being emancipated”.
Sometimes, it was also equated with meaning “women”. See also Brenner 2005, footnote 25.
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Note that other categories can be defined if looking from different perspectives or contexts. See
for instance Van Doorn-Harder who differentiated secular, Islamic and Islamist feminism or
Brenner 2005 who distinguished between secular and Islamic feminism. For other categorizations
in other parts of the world see Badran 1995, Karam 1997 and 2001 or Moghadam 2002.
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depending on the politics of the state and the changing norms of woman and
manhood. Figure 2 gives a schematic illustration of these categories.
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Figure 2: Contemporary feminist and women’s activist groups in Indonesia58

As the political scientist Daniel Lev argued, “‘Indonesian feminism’ did not
emerge from Islam, rather, it emerged from nationalism and was influenced
through Dutch colonialism” (1996: 194). Subsequently, it was secular feminism
rather than Islamic feminism that dominated the women’s movement in Indonesia.
Secular feminism refers to women’s movements, groups, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that have worked toward women’s equality
and women’s rights, and against gender-based violence. They do not proceed from
religious perspectives but work from liberal, socialist, nationalist, or human-rights
frameworks. Often, they borrow or adapt foreign (western) concepts and discourses
of emancipation and gender equality. Secular does not mean that the female
participants do not define themselves as Muslim on an individual basis. Some of
them are Muslim but see religion as something that should be confined to the
private and spiritual sphere. Comprising an enormous group that emerged during
Sukarno’s Old Order and was embodied in the National Women’s Movement
Gerwani, secular feminism now primarily exists in the form of NGOs.
I refer to Islamic women’s activism when dealing with women’s groups
and organizations that struggle and work toward gender equality and women’s
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This is not an exhaustive list of women’s organizations in contemporary Indonesia. During my
fieldwork I have visited over twenty women’s organizations and groups and I know of
approximately ten more that have been established since my last research visit. This schematic
overview is primarily meant as a way to illustrate the different categories formed in present-day
“Indonesian feminism”. The organizations and groups specified are representative of these
respective categories.
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rights within the realm of Islam. It encompasses any situation in which “Muslim
women offer a critique of some aspect of Islamic history or hermeneutics, and they
do so with and/or on behalf of all Muslim women and their right to enjoy with men
full participation in a just community” (Cooke 2000:145). They primarily involve
women’s factions of the modernist and traditionalist mass organization.
Respectively, this includes Aisyiyah and Naisyatul Aisyiyah from the
Muhammadiyah and Muslimat and Fatayat from the Nahdlatul Ulama. According
to Van Doorn-Harder, the development of Islamic women’s activism (she calls it
Islamic feminism) took place in three stages: in education and charity, and
subsequently in activism and human rights as well as in academic discourse on
women’s rights in Islam (2006: 31). The latter emerged as a new paradigm in postSuharto Indonesia and is developing strongly.
The term Muslim feminism includes a range of relatively new groups in
post-authoritarian Indonesia. They concern NGOs such as Rahima and Puan Amal
Hayati that incorporate Muslim but also secular perspectives. For instance, they
reinterpret Qur’an verses and publish alternative understandings of the hadith and
fiqh. In contrast to Islamic feminists, however, they do not shy away from global
feminist and human-rights discourses. One could compare the emergence of
Muslim feminism in Indonesia with the Malaysian Sisters in Islam.59 Although
relatively a very small group, they have received much attention in the media
because of their overt resistance to controversial issues of Islam and gender in the
public domain. Muslim feminists work closely with both secular as well as Islamic
women’s activists.
Finally, Islamist women’s activism is also a recent phenomenon. It
encompasses women from Islamist groups and parties working toward the
reinforcement of male-defined Islamic gender paradigms. As a result, rather than
focus on gender equality they emphasize gender complementarity and hierarchies
within Islam (Van Doorn-Harder 2006: 7). Islamist women’s activism
encompasses women from the Tarbiyah movement. More specifically, Islamist
women activists are to be found in women’s factions of the Islamist Prosperous
Justice Party (PKS) and the Indonesian Muslim Student Action Union (KAMMI).
These women stand in stark opposition to secular or Muslim feminism, but find
overlapping standpoints with conservative individuals within the Islamic women’s
camp.60
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For an account of the Malaysian Sisters in Islam, see Ong 1990.
I am aware that these categories are problematic to some feminist theorists, who would not, for
instance, define Islamist or Islamic women’s groups as forms of feminism or women’s activism.
However, I insist that if we are to see feminism as a project which enhances women’s rights and
women’s choices as bounded by women’s own social, political, cultural, ethnic, or religious
locations and reality, then we need to include all forms of feminism or activism that claim this
position. Moreover, by defining feminism in a broad way it can avoid certain bifurcations of
feminism in which feminism is defined only by secular feminism, or vice-versa, in which Islamist
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In the following section, I will briefly chart important debates of gender
throughout the modern history of Indonesia. I distinguish five historical periods:
late colonialism; Sukarno’s Old Order; Suharto’s New Order period; Late New
Order period; and post-authoritarian Indonesia. In the respective periods I point out
to the dominant gender discourses and ideologies of that period. My intention here
is not to give the reader a history of gender relations in Indonesian history as such,
but to identify the focal points through which gender relations have been
emphasized in the making of the nation and how Muslim politics were influential
in these imaginings. What images, ideas and desires were attached to femininities
and masculinities? What role has the state played, both in the past and present, in
constructing these discourses? And how do religious authorities relate to these
ideologies?

Colonialism and Anti-colonial Struggle
Dutch colonial practices in the Netherlands-Indies were formative of constructing
gender discourses through family metaphors. As the historian Frances Gouda
argues:
Europeans in a colonial setting tended to conjure up this language of
motherhood and fatherhood to represent colonial societies as a great
happy family composed of benevolent but strict white-skinned parents
who guided their brown-skinned offspring to basic literacy and
psychological maturity. Europeans’ appeal to family imagery was often
designed to bolster the myth of colonial societies as a natural, organic
whole (1998: 238).
In fact, the colonial discourse constituted the native Other as childlike and
effeminate.61 These ideas were not reserved for European men, but European
women also contributed to these ideas of effeminacy. Such a perspective grafted
and institutionalized an orientalist colonial vision onto the project of women’s
emancipation. Family metaphors and ideologies, as Gouda asserts, were central to
these modern paradigms. As illustrated in chapter three, concerning the debate on
Megawati, we can still observe these representational dynamics today in
contemporary constructions of ethnicity, gender and nationalism.
The Javanese princess Raden Ayu Kartini (1879-1904) was regarded as
the first Indonesian feminist. Observing the mistreatment and unequal situations of
women around her but also in her personal situation, the daughter of the prominent
activism is seen as the real voice of women’s rights activism. For a discussion see Najmabadi
2000: footnote 22, and Mahmood 2005, page 154-155.
61
See also Gouda 1995, especially chapter four.
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Regent of Jepara struggled for the cause of women. Throughout her life she
corresponded with Dutch and native friends about gender inequalities, religion, and
social problems. These letters attended to issues of girls’ education, child and
forced marriage, and also the subject of polygyny.62 She wrote critically about the
practice of polygyny, common among nobility at that time. Although opposing the
practice, Kartini agreed to her father’s wishes to marry the Regent of Rembang, a
man with three wives and six children.63 Her letters were published a few years
after her death, which occurred shortly after giving birth to her only son at the age
of twenty-five. These publications have turned her into an icon of women’s
emancipation in Indonesia. Because Kartini was also very critical of colonialism
and the way in which it had affected the native population, she also – or more often
– became a symbol of nationalism.64 This image had led president Sukarno in 1964
to turn her birth date (21 April) into a national holiday called “Kartini day”.65
As in many other colonies, colonialist ideologies often overlapped or
influenced the native upper-classes or aristocracies. Western civilization was not
solely promoted by “chauvinist male servants of empire” (Ahmed 1992: 243), it
was also defended by men and women from the elite. While this discourse echoed
somewhat through the discussions of secular women’s associations that were
working against the practice of polygyny, most of the time, nationalist women
groups took pains to distance themselves from Dutch feminists. Even though
Indonesian elites were western-educated, a nationalist and Javanese gender
ideology with Islamic elements was constructed to position Indonesian
womanhood separate and apart from western womanhood (Locher-Scholten 2003).
As Van Doorn-Harder describes, there were two forms of feminism in the period
prior to independence: secular nationalist and religious nationalist (2006: 32).
While secular nationalist women’s groups consisted primarily of upper class
women, religious nationalist women groups, who were coming from the Islamic
League (Sarekat Islam) and Muhammadiyah, consisted of middle and lowermiddle classes. Their differences resided primarily in issues pertaining to marriage
legislation, such as polygyny and forced marriage.
Anti-colonial struggles and imagery of nationalism were highly gendered
and again included family metaphors and particular constructions of femininity and
masculinity. Besides symbolizing the nation, women were known to have fought
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Here I use the term polygyny which is the more exact term for the practice of men marrying
more than one woman. However, in the following chapters I will use the generic and emic term
polygamy since this is the term employed by Indonesians in public discourse.
63
Despite his practice of polygyny, Kartini seemed fond of him. He supported her and shared her
progressive thoughts, which made him someone she could confide in. See Wieringa 2002: 63.
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See also Wieringa 2002: 271.
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For a critical reflection on the way in which Indonesians today remember Kartini and how they
define “Kartini Day” see Sears 1996 and Tiwon 1996. Although she had many close contacts with
Dutch feminists, she was always careful in accepting western ideas. In her work she rejected the
idea that the West has a more superior civilization (See Taylor 1976).
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alongside men in the anti-colonial struggle. However, this did not mean that issues
of equality and women’s rights were important in the construction of nationalism.
On the contrary, “women’s issues and female bodies were suspected of
endangering the integrity of the revolution” (Gilman in Gouda 2002: 206).
Moreover, the construction of the nationalist struggle was coupled with
constructions of masculinity:
[A]nticolonial politicians reimagined the ethnically and cultural diverse
Indonesian archipelago as a coherent, unified community, which found its
most potent manifestation in the masculinity and unprecedented vitality
mustered by the Indonesian Republic’s politicians and soldiers (Gouda
2002: 213).
This masculinity should be set against colonialist imageries of effeminate native
men and should be interpreted as a counterdiscourse to colonial labeling practices.
Hence, in sum, while the imagination of a modernizing Indonesia included mothers
as symbolizing the nation, men as masculine warriors were deployed as a force
against the oppressors who had emasculated them.

Sukarno’s Old Order
Independence and Sukarno’s rule over the new republic brought along new gender
paradigms. His appeal among Indonesian syncretic and nominal Muslims was
enormous and he combined Javanese Islamic culture with communist ideals.66 We
can observe this in the ways in which manhood and womanhood were represented.
As the feminist scholar Saraswati Sunindyo (1998) has described, the
representation of women during the Sukarno Old Order was a de-sexualized
representation. The use of make-up, for instance, was discouraged, because it
symbolized western imperialism. While promoting equality among the sexes, the
national feminine remained constructed as “traditional”, distinctly Indonesian, and
hence not western. At the same time, in defending the country against the dangers
of neo-colonialism and imperialism, the old order reinforced constructions of
masculinity based on protectionism, Javanese paternalism, and socialist
brotherhood.
The Old Order also witnessed the beginning of a vibrant Indonesian
women’s movement. This movement consisted of three streams: a secular
women’s rights stream, a socialist stream, and an Islamic stream (Martyn 2005: 5).
The secular nationalist Indonesian Women’s Union (Perwari) and the socialist
66

This included outward appearances, such as wearing the Muslim peci (black felt cap) at all
times, but also included his ideas and philosophy about “Marhaenism”, an indigenous version of
socialism.
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Indonesian Women’s Movement (Gerwani) were very well organized and received
huge support from the Indonesian population. This support is explained through
their appeal among rural masses (Wieringa 2002). While Perwari depended on
secular and nationalist paradigms, Gerwani leaned more toward socialist, Marxist,
and communist ideology in their struggle for gender equality. Aisyiyah and
Muslimat represented the Islamic streams.
Similar to the colonial era that preceded it, the most heated discussion
within the women’s movement during this period was the debate on marriage
legislation – focusing on issues of child brides forced marriage, divorce, and
polygyny. However, rather than merely articulating arguments around morality,
discourses started to evolve around women’s “rights” (Martyn 2005: 124).
President Sukarno was heavily involved in these discussions – first as a political
ally and later as a topic of concern. He had made initial promises to the secular
women’s rights group Perwari, that he would seriously consider withdrawing a
regulation thereby making it more difficult for men to marry more than one
woman. However, shortly after he made this promise, his own polygamous
marriage became public and women’s groups started to distrust his genuine
intention to support women’s rights (Wieringa 1995: 144). Women were afraid that
his actions would set an example for other Indonesian men to also practice
polygyny as well (Martyn 2005: 135). Sukarno’s image was very much attached to
male virility and this symbolic effect still reverberates today if we look at the ways
in which polygyny is discussed in contemporary Indonesia.67
Tensions in Sukarno’s administration evolving around power issues
between the armed forces, communism, and Islam mounted up by the mid 1960s.
In September of that year, leftist colonels from the huge Communist Party of
Indonesia (PKI) instigated an abortive coup and murdered six top-ranking generals.
Their bodies were thrown in a well at Halim Air Force Base, known as the
Crocodile Hole (Lobang Buaya). Under the authority of General Suharto, a
counter-coup took place which ended in an anti-communist pogrom in Java and
Bali, killing hundreds of thousands of people.68
As the anthropologist Saskia Wieringa described in her important work on
Gerwani, persistent rumors were spread that Gerwani women were present when
the generals were murdered at Lobang Buaya and that they have brutally castrated
these officials, poked their eyes out, while dancing lasciviously around them
(2002: 287). Although there is no evidence in reality that this had actually
occurred, the narrative dominated media campaigns and was often used to
legitimize the anti-communist purge. The defamation of Gerwani contributed to
distorted images of politically autonomous women. Moreover, as Wieringa has
argued this linking of sexual perversion and moral depravity with women’s
67

See chapter six for a detailed description of the polygyny debate and how this debate reflects
earlier images and symbols attached to polygyny and masculinity.
68
Exact figures are still not available – estimates vary from 100.000 to two million casualties.
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political activities have reverberated in New Order and post-New Order times
(2002: 2). The events of 1965 destroyed the dominant Communist Party, defamed
Gerwani, and installed Suharto as the new president of the republic. The New
Order had begun.

A New Order
The end of the Old Order not only saw the end of Sukarno’s guided democracy but
also the end of a vibrant women’s movement. The New Order banned women’s
movements that did not follow state guidelines. These state guidelines were geared
toward the removal of communism and political subversion. The definition of
communism, however, was vague and often included all that was considered left,
Catholic, or Chinese. Women’s movements with leftist sympathies were
considered communists and were silenced through various political means –
including long jail-sentences. Gerwani took most of the brunt. From a strong
women’s movement, it was completely destroyed soon after Suharto was firmly
installed in power. Their political strengths, actions, and achievements were
diminished by political prosecution and violence, but also by more subtle rumors
that tended to portray them as perverted men-hating lesbians: “women’s courage,
their social and political independence and physical autonomy has been firmly
associated with unspeakable acts of debauchery and sexual perversion (Wieringa,
1995: 338).
Having silenced and eliminated progressive women’s movements through
repressive state sanctions, the New Order developed new gender ideologies tightly
linked to the state and military. Unlike the Old Order, in which women’s groups
were heavily invested in politics and public debates, women’s groups in the New
Order were completely de-politicized and shaped toward New Order styles. Similar
to the fate of political Islam, political women’s movements were not welcome in
the New Order in which stability, development, and economic growth, were at the
heart of Suharto’s authoritarian state. Hence, women’s groups were forced to keep
a low profile as was the case, for example, with the umbrella organization Kowani.
In addition, the government controlled other women’s-organizations, such as
Women’s Duty (Dharma Wanita), Duty for the Fatherland (Dharma Pertiwi) and
the Family Welfare Guidance or (Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga or PKK).
While Women’s Duty was an official organization of wives of civil servants the
Duty for the Fatherland was the organization of wives of members of the armed
forces. The Family Welfare Guidance referred to village projects coordinated by
the ministry of Women’s Affairs to implement family planning programs
throughout the country.
According to the sociologist Julia Suryakusuma, Women’s Duty was
established and designed as an appendage of the state with the purpose of
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organizing and monitoring the activities of civil servants’ wives. Ultimately, it also
controlled their husbands, whose careers were affected by the performance of their
wives in Women’s Duty. Core obligations of Women’s Duty wives were “to
support the official duties of her husband by creating a harmonious atmosphere,
avoiding anti-pancasila behavior, in order to create a state official who is
authoritative and clean” (1996: 96). Suryakusuma further states in this respect:
[T]he state controls its civil servants, who in turn control their wives, who
reciprocally control their husbands and their children and the wives of
junior officials. The purpose is to propagate a conforming society, built
around the nuclear family, instrumental to state power (1996: 101).
State-regulated gender ideologies intervened in all ideological state apparatus,
namely family, religion, education, and media. Consequently, it helped to construct
that what Suryakusuma defined as “State Motherism”.
In the 1970s the Suharto administration actively promoted women to work
in both the public sphere and the domestic sphere. They were expected to follow
the “dual role” or peran ganda (Sunindyo 1996: 125). As long as it did not
intervene with family responsibilities, women were encouraged to work outside of
the domestic realm. Maternal roles belonged to female’s natural essence (kodrat)
and were therefore crucial in defining women’s roles.69 Hence, without supporting
self-indulgent desires for successful careers, the New Order allowed mothers “to
act freely as full adults in the public sphere because their actions were accepted as
stemming from their duty to family welfare” (Sullivan 1994: 145). The
implementation of motherhood ideologies in state policy is what Suryakusuma
defines as “State Motherism” – or more precisely State Ibuism. It defined women
as “appendages and companions to their husbands, as procreators of the nation, as
mothers and educators of children, as housekeepers, and as members of Indonesian
society – in that order” (Suryakusuma 1996: 101). State Motherism depended on
regressive elements of the Javanese upper class (priyayi) and western gender
politics evolving around the idea of “housewife”. In such a way modern and neocolonial notions were combined in constructing new gender ideologies.
Muslim women’s organizations such as the Aisyiyah and the Muslimat
supported family-oriented strategies and, subsequently, were also seen as
supporting state ideologies. As a consequence they were often criticized by
outsiders that they let themselves be incorporated by the state. However, as Van
Doorn-Harder (2006) argues, this is only partly true. Although accompanying and
working together with Family Welfare Programs (PKK) they attempted to be true
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The term kodrat refers to women’s natural calling, namely reproduction, humility, and
domesticity. Originally it was a Javanese term but it has been used throughout Indonesia.
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to their Islamic frameworks and not only to state ideologies as such. Van DoornHarder writes:
In the repressive climate of the Suharto regime, Aisyiyah and Muslimat
had little room to move while remaining faithful to their own religious
agenda and negotiating the government’s tightly controlled development
policies. The women did the same as many suppressed groups: they
obeyed to a certain extent in order to reach their own goals (2006: 45).
The way in which this loyalty to a religious agenda and pressures from the state
erupted in conflict became especially evident during the explosive debate on the
formation of a marriage law in 1974.
From the outset of the New Order, the government had ignored Muslim
positions on marriage. Suharto promoted the conjugal couple and nuclear family
and restricted the practice of polygyny. The new marriage law promoted
monogamous unions. Compared to existing local regulations, this new law made it
more difficult for men to marry a second woman. For different reasons, both
secular and Muslim (women’s) groups opposed the marriage law of 1974. Islamic
groups resisted the formalization of monogamy. They did not want the state to
regulate marriages, for marriage, they argued, was the affair of Islamic authorities
rather than within the purview of state authorities. In response, the Indonesian
Women’s Union (Perwari) found the marriage law to be biased: it adhered to
traditional women’s roles and privileged men’s legal positions. In the end, a
consensus was reached to which both factions agreed.
While Islamic women’s groups were happy that Islamic rules and customs
were included in the law, secular and women’s groups were relatively content with
the crafting of a national law, which they regarded as a first step toward genderequality (Katz and Katz 1978: 665-666). However, both groups were more
ambivalent toward the 1983 amendment to the marriage law. Under the pressure of
demands from the organization of the civil servants’ wives Women’s Duty and the
president’s wife Siti Hartinah, or better known as Mother Tien (Ibu Tien), the
Suharto administration sanctioned a regulation that prohibited civil servants and
state officials from having more than one wife. This new regulation, Governmental
Regulation number 10 (known as PP10) made it very difficult for civil servants to
marry more than once. In chapter six I will go into these debates in more detail.

The Late New Order
In the following years, few controversial issues (such as the one on marriage law)
were debated and the short-lived volatile political mood quieted down. Instead, a
depoliticized mindset dominated the consumerist driven economy of the late New
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Order. Belonging to one of the Asian Tiger economies, Indonesia was focused on
relentless economic growth and stimulated all necessary elements in society to
contribute to this process. One of these encouragements concerned women and
their participation in the workforce. The 1990s therefore saw the promotion of
working or “career” women (Brenner 1999; Sen 1998). However, rather than
equipping women with full economic rights to enhance their careers, they were
expected to work only in certain sectors and within certain limits in terms of
remuneration. It was evident that the New Order did not encourage women to
displace or supercede men, but to be a helping auxiliary force in building up the
economy. It also reinforced the position of the already affluent middle class
woman who was freed from household obligations by her servants – resulting in
further divisions between classes (Sen 1998: 57). The promotion of “career
women” during the later decades of the New Order, revolved more around the
constructions of women as consumers rather than workers (Sen 2002b). It was the
image of career women that was important, prompting middle class Indonesian
women to consume the right lifestyle products to live up to this image. But this
“image” of the career woman that was being fostered, emerged from the fanatical
pursuit of economic growth on a western model, in which consumer behavior was
just as important as productive capacity.
The Islamic turn in late New Order – as described in the previous section
on Muslim middle class cultures and lifestyles – also exerted an impact on the way
in which Indonesian men and women were now newly imagined. The
anthropologist Suzanne Brenner illustrated how these new Islamic notions of
gender were combined with New Order constructions of gender in the late New
Order glossy Islamic women’s magazine Amanah (1999). In chapter five I devote
attention to these paradoxes and also point out how other norms of masculinity and
femininity have emerged in conjunction with these new Muslim gender images.
The end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s saw the emergence
of new women’s organizations. Primarily funded by western donor agencies, these
NGOs were geared toward the issues from the perspective of women’s rights as
human rights. Although far from openly supporting it, the New Order also did not
prohibit the formation of NGOs such as the women’s center Kalyanamitra, the
Women’s Association for Justice (LBH APIK) or Women’s Solidarity (Solidaritas
Perempuan or SP). Most likely to fulfill international expectations or demands, the
Suharto administration did not do much to discourage these new initiatives. It
marked the beginning of an “NGO-ization” of women’s organizations in Indonesia
and which would grow even more in post-authoritarian times.70 The expansion of
these organizations in the late New Order was coupled with international
developments of gender awareness, mainstreaming, and empowerment – core
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For an elaborate account of building constituencies and institutionalizing a movement in the
case of a women’s NGO, see Hadiwinata 2003, especially chapter six.
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issues in “women’s rights” discourses at the end of the century. This does not mean
that women’s organizations uncritically adopted western concepts. Being
dependent on outside funding, women’s organizations often deployed western
(liberal) feminist terminology in order to obtain the necessary subsidies to carry out
their work. Most of these organizations, nonetheless, were very aware of political
power relations evident in the politics of funding.
The Fourth World Congress on Women in Beijing (Beijing ‘95) and the
implementation of CEDAW worldwide were important as a symbolic legitimation
of these organizations.71 According to the prominent Indonesian Muslim feminist
Lies Marcoes, these international events in the mid-1990s have greatly influenced
the way in which women’s groups and organizations have positioned themselves
vis-à-vis the military-backed state.72 Increasingly, women activists entered public
spaces to show their frustration with the state. Even though they did not have a
political profile, demonstrating women proved to be a significant political force in
the moral critique of Suharto’s regime. This was most salient in the so-called
“milk-protest” by Indonesian “mothers” in February 1998.
The year 1998 was a period of economic and political turbulence in
Indonesia. The Asian economic crisis had not yet recovered enough to regain the
trust of foreign investors to (re) invest in Indonesian projects. At this point,
Indonesia depended entirely on money from the IMF and the World Bank, in spite
of their already accumulating debts owed to these two financing bodies. Within a
very short period – contradictory to Suharto’s economic predictions – the value of
the Rupiah dropped to an extreme low, which increased prices of consumer goods
and the basic cost of living to astronomical heights. On February 23, in front of
Hotel Indonesia, the symbolic heart of Jakarta’s (business) centre, a group of
women assembled under the name of Voice of Concerned Mothers (Suara Ibu
Peduli or SIP) , to conduct their first demonstration in protest against the by now
unaffordable milk prices. These middle class professional women received much
visibility in national as well as international media coverage, undoubtedly, due to
the fact that a few leaders of the group were arrested and interrogated.73 Soon
thereafter, students also started to demonstrate against inflation and demanded
political reform (reformasi) measures that would eliminate the government’s
widespread abuse of Corruption, Collusion and Nepotism (KKN).
Women stood at the forefront of the protests against President Suharto in
1998 and marched earlier than the students. However, this analysis is often
neglected in mainstream work on Indonesian history (2002: 6). The symbolic
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CEDAW is the abbreviation for the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women and was ratified by Indonesia in 1984.
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Lies Marcoes, my interview, tape-recording, Jakarta, 4 July 2005.
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The leaders of the group were Karlina Leksono, Gadis Arivia and Wilasih – attached to the
Women’s Journal (Jurnal Perempuan) a critical feminist journal published monthly in Jakarta. For
a more detailed background on the actions of SIP see Budianta 2002 and Oey-Gardiner 2002.
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power of the maternal image that the women’s movement incorporated in their
self-conscious and self-empowering political struggle cannot be dismissed within
the power mechanisms that contributed to the fall of the New Order regime. The
women’s actions on the streets, however, do not necessarily entail a symbolic
break with gender ideologies of the New Order, but instead:
[T]hey point to the upsurge of grassroots processes of resistance, and
strategies of evasion and negotiation that had been going on within the
existing structures. These praxes of resistance and reformulation of
identities outside and within the dominant paradigm of state-defined
womanhood occurs in daily, personal domains, which are now becoming
the very sites of Indonesian women’s actualization of their diverse
aspirations (Budianta 2002: 36).
Gendered struggles in post-New Order Indonesia contribute significantly to the
discourse of democratization. Therefore, a gendered perspective in thinking about
democratization processes can contribute to a more complete account of “new”
democracy in Indonesia
The final straw for reformasi took place shortly after this event. On May
12, after a reasonably peaceful demonstration of students from the three largest
universities in Jakarta, four students from the Trisakti University were shot dead by
the armed forces. The next three days, Jakarta experienced a sudden upsurge of
violent rioting. In a similar manner Solo, Surabaya, Medan, Palembang and
Lampung experienced severe arson, plundering and looting. Targets were huge
shopping malls, multinational companies, banks, and smaller shops (ruko) mostly
owned by Chinese Indonesians.74 Especially due to the fact that a large number of
Chinese-Indonesian women were raped during the riots, the May 1998 riots
received extensive press coverage in national and international media. Although
much of the attention of the media coverage focused on the racialized nature of the
event, the so-called “May rapes” dominated the debates and discussions of the
event’s aftermath.75 A culture of denial proliferated in the highest authorities of the
country and resulted in widespread disbelief as to the nature and intent of the riots
and rapes. As I have pointed out elsewhere, the riots also antagonized differences
between racial and religious identities (Van Wichelen 2000). Many people reacted,
for instance, by claiming that Muslims could never have done such horrible un74

In total, 27 people were shot down, 1190 people burned to death, 91 people were severely
injured and 31 went missing. Besides the rioting, rapes occurred. According to the Volunteers
Team for Humanity (Tim Relawan untuk Kemanusiaan - TruK) who investigated the riots, 174
women were victims of sexual violence (rape, molestation and sexual abuse), and 20 of them died
(murdered or burned). Most of the rape victims were Chinese Indonesian women.
75
For a background on the rapes during the riots, see Blackburn 1999, Budianta 2000b, Heryanto
1999b, Strassler 2004, Tay 2000, and Van Wichelen 2000.
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Islamic deeds. Moreover, conspiracy theories fueled the debates, claiming that the
riots were instigated for the purpose of discrediting Islam. In fact, the debates
evolving around the what, how and why of the riots, extended to multiple
constructions of racism, classism, sexism, and religious antagonism repressed for
thirty-two years in Indonesian society and manipulated and instrumentalized by
state actors and religious authorities that backed up the military regime (Ang 2001;
Budianta 2002: 37; Heryanto 1999b; Van Wichelen 2000). Instead of strengthening
the regime’s political power, however, the riots had diminished it and turned the
year 1998 to an important turning point for Indonesia. President Suharto resigned
from his thirty-two year presidency which marked the start of a democratic period
since 1957.76

Post-authoritarian Democracy
Several developments in post-authoritarian Indonesia have contributed to putting
feminist issues back on the agenda. These developments took place at the level of
national politics, public culture, and civil society. In national politics we can
distinguish three developments. First was the establishment of a national
commission focusing on women’s rights. This commission was a significant move
in recognizing women’s issues at both the national and state level. Besides
mapping occurrences of violence against women in all of Indonesia, the
commission deals with Islamic radicalism, women trafficking, counselling, legal
services, and advocacy work.77
At a more symbolic level, there was a shift from the more constrained
concept for woman, namely wanita, to the more feminist term perempuan. This is
especially evident when in 1999, the new minister of Women’s Affairs, Khofifah
Indar Parawansa, changed her ministerial department’s name to the Department of
Women’s Empowerment (Menteri Negara Pemberdayaan Perempuan). In formal
politics, the implementation of a thirty percent quota of female legislatives in
political parties engendered heated discussions. The debate on affirmative action
exemplified to what extent international and Indonesian non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) have succeeded in advocating their transnational discourses
of human rights. In chapter three I will deal with these gendered developments in
the fields of politics and political representation.
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The years between 1950 and 1957 can be regarded as characterizing the only genuine period of
democracy in Indonesia. From Sukarno’s guided democracy until the fall of Suharto (forty years)
Indonesians were under the rule of authoritarian regimes (Hasbullah 2000: footnote 2).
77
The issue of violence against women (domestic, state, or ethnic violence) had long been denied
by state officials and important authorities. The formation of the national commission had been a
first step in the recognition that violence is gendered.
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In the realm of public culture we observe how women are increasingly
represented in culture and the arts. Feminist voices began to proliferate in
established national newspapers but more significant was the emergence of female
fiction writers. In the past decade several female writers have become
exceptionally popular with their first novels, often with narratives pertaining to
issues of gender and sexuality. Writers such as Ayu Utami, Djenar Maesa Ayu, and
Dewi Lestari have become well-known and perhaps even notorious for their
explicit writings which include sexual and erotic contents. Issues such as incest,
sexual violence, sexual freedom, virginity, and lesbianism were explored and
discussed in these novels (Garcia 2004; Hatley 2002). Although criticized in the
public sphere by conservative groups for touching upon the subject of sexuality in
an explicit way, these young female writers made a considerable contribution to
opening the debate on sexuality.
Overt sexuality was also strongly criticized. A moral force emerged
among Islamist groups to prevent sexuality, pornography, and eroticism from
occupying public spaces. The debate on pornography and so-called “porno-action”
dominated public discourse for quite some time. While women were seeking new
ways of expressing themselves sexually, other women were finding new ways of
covering themselves to assume a more pious, moral, and “Muslim” way of life.
Chapter four and five of this dissertation deals with these seemingly paradoxical
developments.
Nonetheless, in Indonesian civil society during the past decade, the spread
of women’s organizations and women’s groups has been a noticeable trend. New
information and communication technologies have helped to realize the potential
networking of feminists all over the nation and outside the nation-state resulting in
trans-regional and trans-national feminist alignments.78 Just shortly after the fall of
Suharto, women from around the country assembled for the first Indonesian
Women’s Congress since 1941. Although having the political opportunities, the
groups and factions represented in the congress, as Budianta (2002) writes, were
not able to arrive at a common platform. The democratization process led to the
influx of western funding and consequently to the formation of many new nongovernmental organizations dealing with issues of gender, women’s rights,
women’s political participation, female domestic work, domestic violence,
trafficking, and poverty. Women’s organizations were allowed to have political
and feminist ideologies and were free to critique state-driven programs and
78

An important contribution in opening up the feminist network in Indonesia is the initiative of
the Perempuan (Women) e-mail discussion group. This initiative resulted in establishing feminist
networks that comprised discussions from the whole archipelago of Indonesia (and outside the
nation-state) and also somewhat contributed to de-centering Indonesian feminism from the
secular, middle class, and liberal core in Jakarta. However, the emergence of other “feminist” email discussion groups, such as Wanita Muslimah (Muslim women), indicated a preference for
alternate feminst venues.
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institutions. Again, these organizations did not form a unity. Rather, group
fragmentation divided women’s organizations and the issues they represented.
Many of the women’s alliances formed no permanent structures but functioned as
temporary organizations designed to address specific purposes or immediate
struggles (Budianta 2002: 41).79 While many interpreted this fragmentation as a
hindrance to the development of a strong and unified feminist discourse in
Indonesia, others regarded the fragmentation of the women’s movement as
something belonging to post-modern times and to the variety of different concerns
and issues.
Alongside these mostly secular feminist developments is the expansion of
a feminism attached to Islamic frameworks. Although Muslim women’s
organizations have existed since the colonial period, progressive and feminist
discourses of present day Muslim women’s groups have only evolved in the past
decade. As illustrated in figure 2, these include organizations such as Rahima or
Puan Amal Hayati. Rahima is headed by the sociologist Ciciek Farha and Puan
Amal Hayati by the former first lady Sinta Nuriyah Abdurrahman Wahid. Both are
outspoken Muslim feminists and in multiple ways have advocated women’s rights
in Islam. The younger women’s factions of the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama and
the modernist Muhammadiyah, respectively called Fatayat and Naisyatul Aisyiyah,
also belong to these progressive trends. With the assistance of progressive Islamic
clerics (kiai) they construct new discourses of women’s rights within Islamic
frameworks.
Siti Musdah Mulia deserves to be mentioned separately. She has been
regarded as the most outspoken and influential Muslim feminist in Indonesia today.
For many conservatives she has become a controversial figure due to her positions
on interfaith marriage and polygyny which she has articulated in her books.80 She
sits on the committee on gender mainstreaming in the Ministry of Religious
Affairs. In 2004, together with several other influential people in the field, she
drafted a counter legal draft or so-called “white paper” on the revision of the
Islamic law code (Kompilasi Hukum Islam).81 The white paper articulated
positions on the possibility of interfaith marriage, banning practices of polygyny,
and the implementation of gender equality in Islamic institutions. It propagates
pluralism and liberalism in its quest for a more gender egalitarian experience of
religion. Controversial to conservatives, the committee was fiercely attacked.
Among others, Nabilah Lubis, a prominent member of the Nahdlatul Ulama,
criticized these progressive trends and argued that prohibition on interfaith
79

Examples for instance are alliances such as The Appeal by Indonesian Women (Seruan
Perempuan Indonesia) or People against Violence (Masyarakat Anti Kekerasan). See Budianta
2002: 41.
80
See for instance the much-cited book on polygyny (Mulia 2004) And her latest book on the
Muslim women’s movement (Mulia 2005).
81
Also known as the Counter Legal Draft to the Revision of the Islamic Code (CLD KHI).
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marriage and polygyny were clearly stated in the Qu’ran and to suggest otherwise
entailed a contradiction of Islamic law. Prominent members of the Council of
Indonesian Ulama (MUI) supported Nabilah’s comments and added that the white
paper had the potential to mislead the public at large and should have not been
published without prior consultations with more experienced ulama.82
According to the Indonesianist Andrée Feillard, the real debate on Islamic
issues (such as the veil or polygyny) occurs within the domain of pious believers of
modernists, traditionalists, and – I would add – the younger generation of Islamists.
The Indonesian population that is non-Muslim or nominal Muslim (abangan)
rarely interferes in these debates (1999: 19-23). This is also true for secular
feminists. Many secular feminists that I have interviewed have confided in me that
they find it difficult to react to Islamic matters. However, increasingly, nonMuslim feminists and secular Muslim feminists experience a growing need to
engage with these Islamic issues, because during the past decade, these questions
have snowballed and as such seem to become public issues to everyone. In the
respective case studies I will explicate how these tensions are being played out and
worked through.

Conclusion
As I have pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, my aim here was not to
furnish an exhaustive overview of all developments in the realm of Islam and
gender preceding the political transition. Instead I have made an attempt to map out
the dominant trends in Muslim and gender politics in the past. These are trends that
play an important role in assessing the debates presented in the following chapters.
With the discussion and analyses of the different debates we can make an
assessment of the way in which Muslim and gender politics are positioned in
Indonesian society today.
Unlike other studies, I am not concerned with whether or not radical Islam
– especially when taking up the issue of gender – forms a danger to the moderate
mainstream. I believe something else is at stake that we tend to overlook when
only looking through an Islamic lens rather than looking at the premises and
conditions of public debates. Hence, my focus concerns public and symbolic
spaces, democratic and Islamic practices, feminist and non-feminist perspectives.
As this dissertation aims to demonstrate, democratic developments and the
Islamic revival have shifted religious and political paradigms pertaining to how
Indonesians position themselves not only in relation to citizenship, but also in
relation to class, ethnicity, and gender. Although Muslim politics and the politics
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As articulated by the head of the Research and Development unit of MUI Huzaemah Tahido
Yanggo.
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of feminism have changed dramatically, they remain positioned against ideologies
inherited from the past. In what follows I evaluate new democratic practices by
looking at focal points through which gender issues entered the discourse of
Muslim politics in post authoritarian Indonesia. It is through these focal points that
I analyze how and why certain (embodied) identities are contested and how they
are continuously reproduced through new definitions.
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CHAPTER THREE
Politicizing Gender, Gendering Politics

Our traditions have a very significant place for the mother.
In some parts of our country like West Sumatra,
we have matri-focal communities.
There were ruling Queens in the ancient
kingdoms of Sriwijaya and Majapahit.
So why not a woman president?
Megawati Sukarnoputri

In the political euphoria following Suharto’s downfall and in the advent of the first
democratic elections held since 1955, it was Megawati Sukarnoputri who emerged
on the national scene as the most eligible candidate for presidency. Megawati
played a pivotal role in the struggle for democratic reform and as the daughter of
the much-respected first president of the republic, the late Sukarno, she obtained a
revolutionary status. Her party, the Indonesian Democratic Party for Struggle
(PDIP), had been most visible in opposing Suharto’s authoritarian regime, which
strongly contributed to Megawati’s popularity throughout the country. Illustrated
by the salience of the party’s red colors and the multiple images of Megawati
decorating Indonesia’s public landscapes, this unprecedented appeal from the
“masses” took up proportional heights in the advent of the presidential election in
1999, and resurfaced in 2004 when she ran for re-election.
However, sparked by statements from the Congress of the Indonesian
Muslim Community (KUII) the issue of whether or not, according to Islam, a
woman can become the leader of a nation, came to be heavily discussed among
religious scholars (ulama), politicians, intellectuals, and feminists. Secular
nationalists supporting Megawati from inside and outside her party believed the
statements undermined the success of their political campaign. They reacted
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fiercely against the claims arguing that the religious statements were in fact
nothing but a political maneuver. In response, Islamists and Islamic conservatives
referred to verses in the Qur’an and traditions of the prophet (hadith) to legitimize
their stance. This, in turn, triggered moderate factions within the Islamic
mainstream to respond to these scripturalist arguments, pointing out alternative
theological interpretations. At the same time liberal and Muslim feminists voiced
their concerns about the sexism and misogyny underlying the claims against
female leadership. In short, female leadership in general, and the figure of
Megawati in particular, came to represent multiple symbols in the realm of
nationalism, religion, politics, and feminism.
Much has been written about the debate, both from a theological and
political perspective.83 In addition to this body of work, I would like to concentrate
on the way in which issues pertaining to gender – including sexuality or the
gendered body – are deployed in the dominant discourses that prevailed during the
debate, namely the Islamic, the nationalist, and the feminist discourse. Their
respective arguments are complex and layered, and do not always pertain to the
same ideological framework. Through a reading of the debate, culminating in 1999
and 2004, I outline these complex socio-political and religious layers. Furthermore,
by analyzing different representations of the political woman in general, and the
figure of Megawati in particular, I assess how the gendered body is contested and
politicized in each of the dominant discourses. As I will argue, the politics of
gender in debating female leadership articulated ways of negotiating nationalist,
religious, and feminist politics in the “new” national political arena.
This chapter starts by demonstrating how the politics of media played a
crucial role in exacerbating and polarizing the debate on female leadership. The
mediated effect of the press coverage, nevertheless, effectively contributed to
producing gender as a point of reference through which other political issues were
raised. Hence, in the subsequent section I examine how Muslim groups have
engaged in the debate on female leadership and how they have appealed to
theological justifications to argue against a woman leading the country. However,
many of the arguments from Muslim groups were also not based on theology. This
not only indicates that something else was at stake but that Islamic theology was
insufficient to convince the larger public of the validity of that particular Islamic
position. I will argue that the debate cannot be examined without including an
analysis of Megawati as a nationalist icon. By scrutinizing the multiple
representations of Megawati in images displayed on election material, I make
visible the strong nationalist discourse underpinning her presence. Here, the
interplay of family metaphors with symbols of the nation proved essential in the
imagination of Megawati as future leader of the nation. Finally, I turn to the
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See Azyumardi 2000, Platzdash 2000, or Van Doorn-Harder 2003 for a theological discussion
and Haris 2004, Mietzner 2000, Ziv 2001 or Sen 2002a and 2002b for a political discussion.
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feminist discourse. In spite of their marginalized position, feminist reactions to the
Islamic arguments against female presidency had succeeded in reaching the
public’s attention. Although the debate should not have been seen as an example of
Islamic radicalism hampering women’s rights or women’s emancipation in
Indonesia, it collaterally contributed to shaping Muslim feminist discourses.

Media and Fatwa Politics
It was as early as November 1998 – six months following the fall of Suharto and
well into preparing the upcoming 1999 democratic elections – when newspapers
reported of a final conclusion from the third Congress of the Indonesian Muslim
Community (KUII).84 Held in Jakarta and (primarily) led by the Indonesian
Council of Ulama (MUI), the congress discussed socio- political, cultural, legal,
and economic issues pertaining to the future of Indonesia. The main issue
discussed during the congress, however, was that of female leadership. The
message stemming from the congress’ conclusions read that in the current situation
“the seat of president or vice president should be taken up by men who should also
be Muslim” (Kompas, 7 November 1998). The statement also included a
recommendation for the Indonesian Council of Ulama to issue a legal religious
formulation - a fatwa – in which women were to be prohibited from becoming head
of state.
According to Siti Musdah Mulia, who participated at the KUII Congress,
there were opponents as well as proponents of a female President.85 While one
committee, the committee of religious affairs, was in favor of female presidency,
the committee of socio-political affairs concluded that only Muslims and men
should occupy the presidential and vice-presidential seat. Mass media, however,
only repeated the conclusions of the committee dealing with socio-political issues
(2005: 298). They also stressed the anticipation of a fatwa in these conclusions. By
only reporting one side of the conclusions, media catered to religious sentiments
leading to controversy in the public sphere. Moreover, in doing so, they sided with
84

The congress was the third of its kind. The theme as formulated in their proceedings was the
“reinforcement of commitment in realizing a new Indonesian society as proclaimed by Allah the
most Holy”. Over two thousand people from different Islamic groups throughout the country
attended the congress. Less than ten percent, approximately 132 of the total participants were
women. Important to note, is that due to an inactive organizing body, it was primarily the MUI
that was responsible for organizing the third congress. The 1998 congress had only three weeks of
preparation. Some thought the hasty urge to organize the KUII congress was a way of
consolidating political power in a period of socio-political uncertainties. Others however, saw the
congress at this particular moment as an important event in history for the future of the
Indonesian nation (Mulia 2005: 292).
85
As mentioned in chapter two, Musdah Mulia is member of the Ministry of Religious Affairs
and has become known as indonesia’s leading Muslim feminist.
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the perspective of the Indonesian Council of Ulama, the MUI, a perspective that
did not represent the attitude of the Congress, “let alone that of an entire Muslim
community” (Mulia 2005: 299). Although a fatwa was never issued by the MUI,
the threat of a fatwa widely reported by the press caused much confusion, anxiety,
and controversy, triggering strong reactions with respect to religious authority,
theological interpretation, and gender equality.
The enthusiasm of the press in covering the debate on female leadership
resurfaced in the advent of the 2004 election period in which Megawati ran for reelection. In this period, mass media reported that an actual fatwa was issued by the
East Java regional faction of the traditionalist organization Nahdlatul Ulama.
According to these reports, its local religious leader (kiai) Abdullah Faqih
generated a fatwa forbidding Muslims from voting for a female candidate (Jakarta
Post, 5 June 2004). In another venue, however, Abdullah Faqih himself publicly
stated that this fatwa did not originate from their local organization (Faqih 2004).86
Irrespectively, national and international media eagerly wrote about the fatwa
while ignoring Faqih’s disclaimer. By representing fatwa in a sensational way and
by disseminating the message so widely, mass media played a vital role in giving
authority to the fatwa.
The Islamic scholar Nadirsyah Hosen explains that fatwa in Indonesia
generally covers a variety of matters pertaining to ritual, charity, pilgrimage,
economics, politics, and other social problems (2003: 169). Nonetheless, there are
no official regulations on fatwa and it is precisely because they do not obtain
formal legitimacy that fatwa are not as strong when for instance compared to
Malaysia: they are not legally binding and most of them do not carry legal
sanctions (Hosen 2003: 169). Moreover, fatwa issued by the Indonesian Council of
Ulama (MUI) carry less weight compared to the fatwa raised by their own Islamic
institutions, such as those coming from the Nahdlatul Ulama or the
Muhammadiyah (Musdah Mulia 2005: 299; Van Doorn-Harder 2002: 171). Fatwa
do, however, have moral strength in Muslim communities. As Eickelman and
Anderson argue, “fatwas have conventionally responded to unique instances and
have not been meant as generic pronouncements of doctrine or practice (…) When
published or broadcast and thus widely distributed, however, they fill different,
more anonymous and ‘public’ functions” (1999: 13). Consequently, having cashed
in on fatwa news, by connoting fatwa with doctrinal or discriminatory practices,
mass media dismissed alternative understandings of fatwa that are geared towards
everyday practices of Muslim identity and Islamic piety.
Rather than depicting power relations at the Muslim Congress,
mainstream nationalist media reported the sensational conclusions containing
prohibitions and admonitions preferably in the form of fatwas which reduced Islam
86

This letter was originally written for Kaki Langit, the magazine of Abdullah Faqih’s Islamic
boarding school (pesantren) in Pasuruan, East Java. It was not published in the daily newspapers
and did not generate a discussion as such. It did however circulate electronically on the Internet.
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to some sort of essence. The combination of fatwas and gender in bringing about
news seemed to be most effective in generating this media attention. The way in
which “fatwa sells”, inherent to a market driven logic of media production, has
turned news on fatwa and gender into successful commodities. In this respect, the
manner in which Indonesian press handled the news of fatwa much resembled the
way in which western press in the past and present has covered news of Islam or
the Middle East.
Mechanisms of the latter are described by Edward Said in Covering Islam
(1981). Here he described how western media has contributed to making “Islam”
as news, meaning the extent to which media representations have tended to ignore
diversity within Islam and instead have homogenized Islam to an evil essence
(1981: 2-69). As a result, “instead of analysis and understanding … there can be
for the most part only the crudest form of us-versus-them” (1981: 8-9). Said further
probes this problem by asking the question why political, cultural, social and
economic events have been reducible “in so Pavlovian a way” to Islam? Here, he
explains how “Islam” has become a label for the West in which various
connotations (religion, primitivity, and backwardness) have colonized the
ideological weight of the label. Although he urges readers to take labels seriously,
for they are employed in public discourse, labels should also be examined in all
their inherent generalizations.
However, these orientalist mechanisms, as described by Said with respect
to western media, do not fully explain the manner in which Indonesian journalists
have reported about the events concerning female presidency. Instead – or also –
they should be understood within two existing discourses surrounding Indonesian
journalism: the pancasila discourse and the new “transparency” discourse. The
first relates to the roots of Indonesian press ideology. As Angela Romano describes
in her study on politics and the press in Indonesia, this ideology goes back a long
way into the advent of independence (2003: 43-45). In line with so-called Asian
values rhetoric, Sukarno believed that the Indonesian press should allude to a
distinct Indonesian way of reporting news: the pancasila way. This was also
upheld by the New Order. As Romano explains, the New Order press philosophy
wanted to return to an “authentic” ideology disposed of Sukarno’s influences that
were regarded as western, atheist, and communist. Any journalist that deviated
from this pancasila ideology during the New Order was connoted with western
ideologies that could harm the Indonesian national unity.
In addition, during Suharto’s regime, pancasila journalism was to be
limited to “positive” narratives that were restricted to the nation’s economic
priorities and developmental needs (2003: 40-43). Topics that could generate
conflicts in the field of “MISS SARA” were to be avoided. MISS SARA was an
acronym developed by the intelligence agency Kopkamtib, which “prohibited the
press from covering subjects likely to stimulate sedition (menghasut), insinuation
(insinuasi), sensation (sensasi), speculation (spekulasi) or which might ignite
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ethnic (sukuis), religious (agama), racial (rasialis) or group (aliran) tensions
(Romano 2003: 45). Hence, the enthusiasm in reporting on sensitive and
potentially explosive issues in post-authoritarian times can be understood from the
renewed press freedom that mass media enjoyed after the collapse of the New
Order regime – especially after the abolition of the department of Information by
President Abdurrachman Wahid in 2001. With media restrictions out of the way,
there existed a new mood of reporting, leading many journalists to “cash in” on
MISS SARA-related topics.
The eagerness in reporting about the Muslim Congress’ outcomes can also
be related to the new “transparency” discourse. In the democratic mood after 1998,
women’s issues (among others) were a welcomed topic for journalists, who
attended to the egalitarian idea that the Indonesian press needed to work toward
more transparency and professionalization (Spyer 2006: 152).87 As such, the
drawing of the attention to certain groups not accepting female leadership could be
seen as a form of “media watch” in which democratic rights – such as women’s
rights – were safeguarded by the intervention of media. However, this does not
mean that the pancasila discourse disappeared. Rather, it played an important role
in criticizing Islamic claims that women were not regarded as eligible candidates
for presidency. This is especially illustrated in the salience of non-Islamic coverage
portraying the Islamic claims as “un-Indonesian” and going against principles of
pancasila.
This pancasila discourse, combined with the “transparency” discourse and
the logics of commodifiable media topics, have led mass media makers to become
complicit in turning events concerning “Islam and gender” into a media spectacle.
In her study on media and violence in Maluku, the anthropologist Patricia Spyer
employs the term “spectralization of violence” to explain the ways in which mass
media exacerbates, aggravates, and magnifies certain violent events and thereby
isolates them from their spatio-temporal locations (2006: 158-159). In a similar
manner, a “spectralization of fatwa” is happening in which controversial news
about Islam and gender is dramatized, sensationalized, and escalated in such a way
that the mediation of the news becomes more important than the news itself. This
is especially true when events involve “angry ulama” or threats of fatwa. By
“spectralizing” fatwas, media makers contribute not only to increasing anxiety and
misapprehension in society with respect to issues of Islam and gender, but also to
transforming events into mediatized rituals.
Nevertheless, albeit sensational, orientalist, sustaining pancasila and
“transparency” discourse, and spectralizing “fatwa and gender”, the media
87

See also Strassler 2004 for an account of “transparency” in relation to the mediated narratives
and photographs surrounding the events of rape during the May 1998 riots. Strassler defines the
transparency discourse as an ideological imaginary of reformasi’s dream of transparency in its
quest to seize the “promise of a new era of political freedom” (2004: 692). Photography served as
an important “fetish” within this discourse.
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coverage on female leadership had established the grounds for a vibrant public
debate. It foremost triggered a theological debate.

In the Name of Islam?
The theological debate was restricted to the santri population consisting generally
of four main players, namely the traditionalists, modernists, Islamists, and liberal
Muslims.88 Islamists and conservatives from both modernist and traditionalist
factions were against female leadership. While the more militant Islamist groups
such as the Islamic Defenders Front (FPI) or the Indonesian Mujahedin Council
(MMI) voiced their arguments from a clear group membership, the mainstream
groups were internally divided on the issue. In her insightful analysis of the debate,
the theologian Nelly Van Doorn-Harder illustrated how the theological arguments
used against female presidency were based first on the sayings and traditions of the
prophet (hadith) and Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), and second, on the Qur’an
(2002: 181).89
With respect to the hadith and the fiqh, three arguments were central in
the media coverage, namely a) that a nation will never succeed when it makes a
woman their ruler, b) that the highest leader of a Muslim country should be adult,
male, intelligent, and from the Quraish tribe, and c) that the highest leader should
be male.90 Second, with respect to the theological arguments based on the Qur’an,
they were especially grounded in the interpretation of the fourth “chapter” (surat)
about women (An Nisa), verse (ayat) 34, which read that “Men are the protectors
(qawwamun) and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the one more
(strength) than the other, and because they support them with their means”.91
Theological discussions evolved around these arguments and have caused an
exchange of interpretations in public discourse.92
Opponents of these theological claims, argue that the relevant fiqh and
hadith sources are to be placed within their respective historical contexts. The
weaknesses and biases of the interpreters should also be taken into consideration,
as well as the discrepancies and inconsistencies when these sources are compared
88

The term santri comes from the anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1976), who in his study on
Javanese Islam distinguished between a more pious social group (santri) and a less devout social
group (abangan). For an elaboration on this distinction and an account of the different Islamic
groups in the Indonesian context see chapter two. See also Van Doorn-Harder 2002.
89
A fiqh is the codification of principles of conduct drawn by religious scholars from the Qur’an,
from Traditions, from an analogy of those two sources, and from the consensus of legalists
(Federspiel 1995: 59-60)
90
Quraish (or kuraisy) is the name of an Arab tribe that controlled Makkah and to which
Muhammad belonged (Federspiel 1995: 138).
91
Surat and ayat are Indonesianized versions of the Arabic sura and ayah.
92
See also Van Doorn-Harder 2003, page 182.
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to other hadith and fiqh sources. With respect to the Qur’an, the progressive
mainstream and liberal Muslims point out the An nisa 34 verse should be seen as
having an informative rather than normative character (Marcoes-Natsir and Abdul
Kodir 2004b). Moreover, they have problematized the ambivalence of the term
qawwamun. While in some instances it is translated as meaning “leader” in other –
more progressive translations – it is understood as meaning “protector”.93
The groups themselves seemed to represent a multitude of different
voices, all wanting to speak for “true Islam”, “Indonesian Islam”, or the “Muslim
community”. The pro-contra arguments were highly unpredictable, sometimes
contradictory, and often have not formed a consistent attitude of a group or
community as a whole. Instead, they represented different opinions within a group,
party, or organization. This is especially the case for the mainstream organizations
represented by Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah. Here, we see to what extent
conservative factions of both groups have absolutized scripturalist understandings.
Moderate and progressive factions of the same mainstream however, were not
supportive of these conservative claims.94
With respect to the modernist organization Muhammadiyah, they mostly
kept quiet about the issue and did not define themselves clearly against or in favor
(Platzdasch 2000). The modernists were known to uphold women’s freedom in
education and in the public sphere. This was based on their agreement in 1976, in
which during a national meeting they concluded that Muhammadiyah would accept
women as public leaders (Chuzaifah 2004). Moreover, to go against female
leadership from a theological viewpoint in the debate on Megawati would mean
that they would embrace the same kind of “backward” perspective of Islam as they
had assigned to their “opponents” (traditionalists) in the past. The chair of the
modernist organization at that time, Amien Rais, had voiced his support for women
in politics pointing out to examples of women as leaders in Pakistan and
Bangladesh.95 Similarly, in the reaction of Chamamah Soeratno, the chair of
Aisyiyah, the women’s faction of Muhammadiyah, suggested that people lived in
the past if they opposed female leadership (Van Doorn-Harder 2002: 176).
In their reaction to the fatwa (reported to have been) issued by the EastJava faction in 2004, the central board of the traditionalist organization Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU) argued that the fatwa did not correspond to their policies on gender as
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To demonstrate, the Indonesian department of religious affairs translates the term qawwamun as
meaning “leader”, contrasting with other translations for instance from that of Abdullah Yusuf
Ali, a prominent English translator of the Qur’an, who translates it as meaning “protector”.
94
NU and Muhammadiyah in the past have supported women’s rights and women’s participation
in politics. For an elaboration see Barton and Feillard (1999) and Van Doorn-Harder (2002: 176).
95
Ironically, however, it had been a woman from Muhammadiyah, former chairwoman Elyda
Djazman who raised the issue of female leadership at the KUII congress (Terbit, 10 November
1998). Her intention nevertheless was to raise the issue in order to create clarity that female
leadership was formally to be allowed – not to be dismissed (Musdah Mulia 2005: 295).
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agreed upon during their last national gathering in 1997.96 As documented by Greg
Barton and Andrée Feillard, this national congress witnessed a crucial debate on
the role of women in public life and leadership. Promoted by prominent
members97, a draft was produced defending the rights of women (1999: 1-40).
Discrediting these new resolutions by supporting a fatwa against female leadership,
especially in the advent of elections, would have affected the credibility of the
national congress. Moreover, Abdurrahman Wahid as chair of the organization
explicitly took pains to dismiss the proposition that the Qur’an prohibited women
from becoming president (Romano 2003: 32). He had in the past also approved of
Siti Hardiyanti Rukmana’s (Suharto’s daughter) nomination for president.
However, these same important figures were also reported to have
dismissed Megawati, arguing that Indonesian Muslims were not ready to accept a
woman as their leader.98 Hence, although arguments were presumably cast in a
theological framework, a closer look at the totality of the arguments conveys the
view that most were socio-politically informed rather than theologically.
Moreover, the debates only erupted within the context of national elections. Hence
it should be placed within the framework of political campaigns. This is not to say
that the theological debate did not take place. However, to understand the total
scope of the controversy, and to find out what it entailed and effectuated in the end,
the debate on female presidency cannot be separated from the discussion of the
person of Megawati Sukarnoputri herself.
The prevailing Islamic argument was not based on theology but on
Megawati’s credibility as a Muslim. Many argued that the future leader of the
largest Muslim country should foremost be Muslim. A poignant illustration in this
respect was the case of AM Saefuddin, the State Minister of Food and Horticulture
under the Habibie government, and executive member of the United Development
96

Debating women in public life has been a topic in every NU gathering. The first national
gathering, which was held in 1927 for instance, discussed the issue of female leadership in
relation to Queen Wilhelmina, who during Dutch colonialism ruled over the Netherlands-Indies.
The second meeting in 1957 gave women legislative powers and the 1961 meeting allowed
women to become head of village (Pikiran Rakyat, 5 June 2004).
97
Such as Abdurrahman Wahid, Said Aqil Siradj, and Masdar Farid Mas’udi,
98
According to a number of sources Wahid for instance was reported to have said that
Indonesians were not ready for a woman president (Romano 2003: 32). Other sources reported
that he gave a speech in Singapore in which he claimed that a female president would be
unacceptable to the majority of Indonesian Muslims in general, and the leaders of traditional
Islam in particular (Mietzner 2000: 41). Amien Rais referred to the existence of a fiqh, which
would explicate that women were only to become leaders if there were no men capable for the job
(Kompas, 9 November 1998) Ultimately, in a meeting between the top four politicians of Islamic
parties in 1999 – right before the presidential elections – Abdurrahman Wahid of the National
Awakening Party (PKB), Amien Rais of the National Mandate Party (PAN), Hamzah Haz from
the United Development Party (PPP) and Nur Mahmudi from the Justice Party (PK), all
concluded that they respected the Islamic ruling that women could not become head of states
(Jakarta Post, 27 June 1999).
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Party (PPP), who repeatedly made public statements on the ambiguity of
Megawati’s religion. Supporting his remarks by showing pictures of Megawati
praying in a Hindu temple in Bali, he pointed out that people should prefer him as
a future president rather than Megawati: for he was a Muslim while she was a
Hindu (Bali Post, 27 October 1998). Claiming Megawati was non-Islamic and
demanding the presidential seat to go to Muslims only, he contributed to
antagonizing Muslim and non-Muslim communities, especially in Bali, where
mass demonstrations against the minister had taken place. Similarly, the
Indonesian Muslim Intellectual Association (ICMI) claimed that in choosing
Megawati to become a president, people would choose for minority politics. The
ICMI chairman at that time, Achmad Tirtosudiro, stated that since eighty-five
percent of Indonesia’s population consisted of Muslims, it would not be right for it
to be represented by Megawati’s secular party (Ratnaningsih 1999).
The minority/majority argument was often used to indicate the dominance
of the abangan, the nominal group in society, over the santri, the pious Muslim
group. This distrust from the santri side was based on the strong belief that
Megawati’s Democratic Party for Struggle was insensitive toward Muslim issues.
They especially became suspicious when Megawati showed her willingness to
cooperate economically with Israel or when she announced her plans to abolish the
Ministry of Religious Affairs. The party had also been criticized for their great
number of non-Muslim members and representatives.99 These attacks culminated
during the May 1998 riots, when pro-Suharto ultra-conservative Muslims
disseminated propaganda material in which Megawati and her party were accused
of conspiring with Americans, Jews, and the Chinese.100 Megawati on the other
hand did little to counter these claims (Azra 2000: 515).
The Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle won the 1999 elections by a
majority of the votes.101 However, rather than Megawati, it was Abdurrahman
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Sixty-two percent of the PDIP in the House of Representatives were Muslim in contrast to
Golkar (83.3%); PKB (100%); PPP (100%); PAN (94.1%); PBB 100%); and PKS (100%). See
Baswedan (2004) for an elaboration of these figures.
100
See Hefner 2000, chapter seven.
101
During the 1999 elections, seven parties were of importance: the two secular parties – the
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P) and the ruling party Golkar – that based their
ideologies on the Indonesian secular constitution also known as pancasila; the two Muslim parties
– the National Awakening Party (PKB) and the National Mandate Party (PAN) – that are linked
to the traditionalist and the modernist organizations and also based their philosophies on the
secular constitution; and finally the three Islamist parties – the United Development Party (PPP),
the Crescent Moon and Star Party (PBB), and the Justice Party (PK) – that had Islam as their
platform and – apart from the Justice Party – advocated the adoption of Islamic law into the
constitution. For an elaborate study of the development of political Islam and Islamic parties in
contemporary Indonesia see Baswedan (2004).
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Wahid from the National Awakening Party (PKB) who became president.102 But
plagued by corruption allegations and political mismanagement during his
presidency, Wahid was voted out of his presidential seat in 2001 making place for
Megawati to become the fifth president of Indonesia.103 Interestingly, at this point,
important debating parties seemed to have dropped their attacks on Megawati and
almost unanimously supported the inauguration of Megawati as succeeding
president.104 After three years of presidency, from 2001 to 2004, Megawati had to
clear the way for Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono from the Democratic Party (PD) –
who had won the presidential elections that year. Although the debate on female
leadership briefly popped up in the advent of the 2004 elections, when Megawati
ran for re-election, the topic since then never resurfaced in public discussions in
much the same manner.
But how do these political developments and attitudes relate to the
discussion on female presidency? How can we explain the ambivalent attitudes of
Muslim groups toward theological claims? And if Islamic theology regarding
female leadership was not the reason why Muslim groups had attacked Megawati,
how are we then to interpret the debate?

Nostalgia, Gender, and Nation
I suggest that in order to grasp the full scope of the meaning behind the debate, we
need to take into full consideration the ways in which Megawati represented for
many Indonesians the ultimate savior of the country. In his concise article on
Megawati and populism, the anthropologist Daniel Ziv describes the different ways
in which Megawati attracted such immense fame. He argues that, foremost, her
102

Although the Islamist and Muslim parties were too fragmented and ideologically removed
from eachother, they bundled their strengths in what was called the “central axis” to prevent
Megawati from obtaining the presidency and to consolidate a more suitable (and more Islamic)
president (Haris 2004; Mietzner 2000). The nomination of Wahid rather than Megawati therefore,
primarily resulted from clever power brokering on the part of Wahid in courting the armed forces,
the majority of the ruling party Golkar, and the central axis force. When Habibie – running for
Golkar and expected to collect many votes from Islamic parties – withdrew from the race, this
fortified Wahid’s chances.
103
Because of alliances based on temporary or thin goals, Wahid’s administration, fraught with
distrust from parliament members, was unstable from the very beginning. By appointing
Megawati as his vice president, he was met with suspicion from other Islamic parties. In turn,
politicians from the secular parties did not trust him since he had dropped his loyalty to Megawati
in the first place. Correspondingly, mutual distrust was the political basis with which he had to
run the country (Mietzner 2000: 46-48).
104
Some observers believed this was because political parties – including Islamic parties –
accepted her presidency as a legitimate outcome of a democratic procedure, while others argued
she was accepted because most parties realized that she did not represent a serious threat. See
Mietzner 2000, Van Dijk 2001 (especially chapter 18), and Van Doorn-Harder 2002.
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popularity cannot be understood outside the framework of resistance against the
authoritarian New Order state (2001: 76). This aura of resistance around the figure
of Megawati developed throughout her activities as the leader of PDIP, the
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle. One important event – amply televised –
that had established the PDIP as a resistance party was the attack on the
headquarters of the party’s building in Jakarta by the Indonesian army and police
on 27 July 1996. This violent event killed several Megawati supporters and led to
the arrests of two hundred others. It also led to expressions of sympathy from many
people who saw the attacks as a crack in Suharto’s New Order (Atkinson 2000:
99). Since that time, PDIP had manifested itself as the most important oppositional
party, one that had enough weight to counter Suharto’s regime.
Proponents of female presidency were proponents of Megawati and her
PDIP party. They were known to be nominal Muslims (abangan) and carried the
political ideology of nationalism and the national constitution known as pancasila.
In countering the claims against female presidency, proponents argued foremost
that this was an issue for the state to discuss, not religion. Referring to the 1945
constitution, they pointed out that from the very beginning of the formation of the
nation-state, the pancasila did not discriminate between men and women; nowhere
in the constitution does it say that women could not become head of state. In light
of newly acclaimed democracy, moreover, the nationalist abangan argued that it
was about the popular vote. If a woman was elected, it was the choice of the
people. Often, this argument was accompanied by the belief that popular
democracy was analogous to modernity.
In this new democratic space, Megawati’s popularity flourished.
Advertisements for the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle were inseparable
from the figure of Megawati, establishing her as a symbol of opposition and
resistance.105 Less in mere formal terms, but more so in representational and
symbolic terms, should the figure of Megawati be placed in the context of the
nation and national myth making. This was amply emphasized during the election
campaigns in 1999, illustrated in the election material of her party that was spread
around the country, mainly in the densely populated Java, Sumatra, and Bali. Many
of these election materials – ranging posters, t-shirts, banners, flags, to buttons and
fake money pads – depicted glorious images of Megawati, often together with her
late father Sukarno.106
Figure 3 gives an idea of the images circulated. It is an election poster of
the PDIP during the campaigns for the 1999 parliamentary elections. Here,
Megawati stands in front of her father, Sukarno, and raises her right arm to make
the party’s sign with her hand. Behind her, but displayed slightly bigger is her
father, Sukarno. The image of Sukarno is “classic” in that he is wearing his
105

See also Atkinson (2000).
See Strassler (2000) for a study of money stickers and blood fingerprints in reproducing
authenticity in times of political transition.
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Javanese Islamic beret (peci), his military uniform, and his dark sunglasses.
Pointing out his finger, he seems to be talking to a group of people in a strong and
convincing way. In the original image, the brightness of the red and white
background point to the centrality of the colors of the Indonesian flag. The
depictions of Megawati and Sukarno, however, are in black-and-white, and seem to
have a light sepia glow.
Also, the font of the letters,
italicized slantways on the red background,
suggests an old-fashioned, romantic style in
contrast to modern, erect, and official letter
fonts used in other promotion material. This
sepia, black-and-white approach, along with
the romanticized typeface, creates a realm of
nostalgia. It suggests a nostalgic longing for
a return to an authentic and romanticized
past. This past is that of the nationalist
euphoria after independence when the
popular Sukarno was able to mobilize
masses and where the leaders of the nation
still had an eye for the “little people” (wong
cilik). The nostalgic ambience of the image
Figure 3: PDIP 1999 parliamentary
invites a utopian vision of the nation where
election material
Megawati will continue her father’s
nationalist politics.
The words “Rapatkan Barisanmu” can be read in more than one way,
connoting different meanings. Literally it means, “to straighten” or “to re-connect”
your “front-line”, referring to the frontline in the army set out to fight the enemy.
In Sukarno’s time this frontline referred to the independence struggle against the
Dutch colonizers. In this context, it calls for a collective struggle against another
suggested collective oppressor; the New Order. In the context of the 1999 turbulent
times where conflicts were erupting everywhere, one could also read “rapatkan
barisanmu” as referring to a collective and moral responsibility to “re-connect”.
East Timor had just been declared independent, Aceh was rebelling against the
authority of Jakarta, and the Mollucas, South Sulawesi and Papua were
experiencing socio-religious and ethnic tensions. In this conflict-ridden situation,
people felt that the nation was falling apart. The call from images like these to
reconnect, or “re-unite” as it were, called upon the reunification of Indonesia as a
whole. Only then could peace and prosperity for the country grow. Thus, the
highest priority for many people was the wish that the next leader of the nation
could hold the country together: could re-unite the nation.
The continual depiction of Sukarno in the election campaign material
draws on the political dependency of Megawati on the reputed heritage of her
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father as being the ultimate symbol of struggle. Moreover, it also worked as an
incentive to revive the memory of humiliation and house arrest imposed on
Sukarno by Suharto’s newly acclaimed order in the mid 1960s. This imagery,
therefore, conflates a fight against Dutch colonialism with a fight against the New
Order regime, a conflation which worked most effectively because it combined
struggle with familial metaphors.

Family Metaphors: Mothers and Daughters
As the feminist scholar Saraswati Sunindyo aptly describes in her article on
gender, the armed forces and nationalism in Indonesia, “sexual, familial and
domestic iconography are often employed and manipulated in the construction of
nationalism” (1998: 3). The image depicted earlier reinforced such a familial
scene, in which Megawati’s position in the picture’s frame (in front of Sukarno but
smaller and lower) seems to suggest a subordinate, but intimate place for her,
emphasizing her familial ties with the person behind her. This depiction of father
and daughter suggests a domesticated but politically engaging image. It evokes the
powerful idea that “this family will help you through it: together united we can
struggle against injustice”.
During mass rallies and demonstrations of the Indonesian Democratic
Party of Struggle, banners read *I Love Mama Mega*107 or “Mother Mega will
save our country”.108 The figure of Megawati Sukarnoputri here served foremost as
the embodiment of the “mother of the nation”. These symbols were highly
associative and easily understood by ordinary people, particularly in 1998, when
the economic crisis hit people in their everyday lives and when ethnic and religious
conflicts were erupting in many parts of the country, and Megawati was hailed as
the mother that could save the nation from disintegrating. In times of sociopolitical and communal violence, the symbol of the mother here to help, comfort,
console or protect the “crying” nation109 was often a very effective mode of
advocating peace politics.
In turn, Megawati appealed to these notions of motherhood and deployed
them in confronting her supporters. Most poignantly, this was illustrated by her
inauguration speech as vice president in October 1999. Considering that the
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle had won the parliamentary elections,
Megawati’s supporters were confused and angry when Wahid rather than
107

The uses of Asterixes designate English words used in the article otherwise made in
Indonesian and presented here in translation.
108
Fieldwork notes October 1999.
109
“Indonesia is Crying” (Indonesia Menangis) was a slogan that circulated in public discourse
through stickers and pins distributed during demonstrations and democratizing activities to draw
attention to the current violence in different parts of Indonesia.
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Megawati became president. People took to the streets to demonstrate, carried
slogans such as “Megawati or Revolution”, and threatened violence. The social
unrest played a role in the long negotiations about the seat of vice presidency. In
the end, Megawati became vice president and of immediate importance was her
task to calm down and control her “masses”. Thus, the same evening, at the end of
her swearing-in ceremony, she publicly stated:
To my children across the nation, I ask you sincerely return to your work
and not to engage in emotional acts, because as you can see for yourself,
your mother now stands on this podium (quoted in Thompson 1999).
In calling upon her “children”, she actively used family metaphors to address her
relationship with her supporters. Her deployment of the mother role creates an
intimacy between her and her followers and substantiates a (family) loyalty. She is
saying that followers need not to worry, for their mother will take good care of
them as long as they trust her in this role. However, when urging her unruly
“children” to not engage in emotional acts, her words can also be read as an act of
controlling behavior, of (negative) “mothering”. As if these supporters are an
unruly people that, like children, need to be restrained for them not to lose control.
The greater part of Megawati’s followers came from the working class
community. Often, they were referred to in print and electronic media as “the
masses” which appealed to the idea of “floating mass”, a term used by both the Old
and the New Order. This concept – formally implemented in state policies –
depended on the understanding that “ordinary people” were still ignorant in terms
of their political needs and that they needed “guidance” in articulating and
pursuing their political aspirations. This was underscored for instance through the
idea of “guided democracy” introduced by Sukarno at the beginning of
Indonesian’s independence. The result of appropriating a “floating mass” principle
to a majority of the population, however, was the depoliticization of a people. This
depoliticization culminated during Suharto’s administration where – in the name of
order and stability and for the sake of development – serious political opposition
was shut down. The “floating mass” principle did not disappear during times of
reform, on the contrary, as media scholar Krishna Sen argued, the skepticism
against Megawati “needs to be understood against [the] simultaneous rejection of
mass politics and valorization of a ‘deliberative’ (and necessarily intellectual)
model of democracy (2002a: 24-25). Elitist attitudes towards the masses’ appeal
for Megawati seemed to emphasize a remaining distrust of the political capabilities
of ordinary people. The powerful rhetoric underneath Megawati and PDIP’s
campaign, however, entailed the promise to give back power to “the people”, thus,
turning masses back into people and giving them the legitimacy of a political voice
in the public domain.
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It was these “masses” that alongside middle class students demonstrated
in 1998 to overthrow Suharto’s regime. Middle class students did not, however,
engage with the “masses” during the protests. As the anthropologist Jim Siegel
explains, middle class students feared these so-called masses (1998: 79). The gap
between the haves and have-nots had become so big during the New Order that
middle classes feared that “the masses” would reemerge. These “masses”,
therefore, were not seen as “the people” (rakyat). As Siegel explains, “the rakyat
has only the aims of its leaders; the massa have their own impulses and these can
only be feared” (1998: 96). The romanticized idea of “the power of the people”
was overshadowed by the fear of the “uncontrollability of the masses”.110 The
working classes, tired of these stereotypes that were created and sustained by the
New Order, were looking for a political figure that could voice their concerns.
Megawati catered to this desire. In her political program she donned her father’s
popular line of Marhaenist politics which stood behind the “little people” (Ziv
2001: 75).111 The powerful rhetoric underneath Megawati and her party’s campaign
was that they promised to give power “back to the people”, thus, turning “masses”
back into “the people” (rakyat) and giving them a political voice in the public
domain.
However, at the same time, as illustrated earlier, Megawati also had a task
of controlling the “masses”, of acting as the wise mother who urges them not to
create havoc. By turning her supporters into chaotic collectivities that needed to be
controlled – controlled by a mother rather than by police – they were once again
dismissed as political actors and characterized as emotional and potentially
dangerous. Moreover, by addressing her followers as children she contributed not
only to a de-politicization, but also to an “infantilization” of her backing.
The use of family metaphors or familiarized rhetoric is neither new nor
restricted to Indonesian politics (Eickelman and Piscatory 1996: 83; Guy 1991;
McClintock 1993). Dutch colonial rhetoric often deployed family metaphors in
addressing natives of their colony. In her work on feminine imagery in colonial and
anti-colonial rhetoric in the Dutch East Indies, the historian Frances Gouda
describes how the image of the colonial father or mother plays a role in the
relationship of the colonizer and colonized, deployed onto the infant colony to
consolidate colonial mastery and to “bolster the myth of colonial societies as a
natural, organic whole” (1998: 238). Sukarno and the nationalist discourse –
underscoring the strength of family metaphors - appropriated their own model of
family metaphor and in particular, the fetishization of mother. He constructed the
strong idea of the caring mother who taught her children about the importance of
110

See also Nursyahbani Katjasungkana where she gives an account of New Order’s military
action against these masses during the 1998 riots (2000: 263).
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Marhaenism is a popular philosophy stemming from the political program of Sukarno. The
name originates from a Javanese farmer’s name Marhaen who became a symbol of proletarian
struggle and equality for the poor or so-called “little people” (wong cilik).
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brotherhood and sisterhood (Gouda 1998: 245). Moreover, as described by
Wieringa, Sukarno’s early political program preferred so-called feminine
organizations rather than emancipationist organizations for the following reasons:
Especially with regards to the ‘feminine’ duty of educating the children, it
is to be hoped that they [women] realize with the fullest consciousness
that disaster or salvation of the nation is in actual fact in their hands.
Therefore it is to be hoped that they all have the virtues of the great
mother (Bodden in Wieringa 2002: 70).
The deployment of family metaphors in the embodiment of Megawati
encompassed not only the idea of mother but also the status of daughter. Through
her status as the daughter of the much-loved Sukarno, Megawati could nurture the
nostalgic longing to return to a romantic past. Tapping in to her father’s national
popularity of being the symbol of anti-colonialism, Megawati appealed to the
nationalist masses that had felt betrayed by (western-style) modernization and neoliberalism embraced by the New Order. In this respect, then, a vote for Megawati
was also (or actually) a vote for Sukarno and with that it is not a vote for a woman
per se, but rather a vote for a return to a politics with a nationalist and masculine
leader who could keep the nation together.
As described by the political scientist Mark Thompson (2002), this
“tapping in” to the popularity of one’s father or husband is not something novel but
occurred in several Asian countries such as Bangladesh (Begum Khaleda Zia and
Sheikh Hasina Wajed), Burma (Aung San Suu Kyi), Malaysia (Wan Azizah Wan
Ismail), Pakistan (Benazir Bhutto), and the Philippines (Corazon C. Aquino). Here,
martyrdom of the father or husband of the female leader in question is of utmost
importance in mobilizing masses to oppose to current regimes. Thompson
illustrates this for instance through the case of Pakistan where the imprisonment
and execution of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto by the ruling regime had become the “running
gag” through which Benazir Bhutto received her mass support. By deploying
traditional gender stereotypes of being the “mother” or “daughter” of the nation,
“female leaders were not considered to be threatening to potential rivals, making it
easier to unite the opposition” (Thompson 2002: 554).
In their attempts to disqualify Megawati, prominent people have pointed
out her lack of political experience. Abdurrahman Wahid, for instance advised her
a number of times to “show more wisdom” (Jakarta Post, 2 August 1999). The
political observer and respected intellectual, Arief Budiman, criticized her
intellectual incapability and that of her voters, arguing that the masses vote
instinctively rather than rationally. Many have also attacked her for being
incapable of running the nation, drawing on her past of having “only been a
housewife”. Nevertheless, these criticisms have often strengthened rather than
weakened her political position. As Sreberny and van Zoonen argue, “women as
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traditional symbols of innocence and virtue often figure to demarcate the
opposition of corrupt politics with humanity and decency, not only in expressions
of popular culture but also in the self conceptions of women active in politics and
in serious political reporting.” (2000: 2). Emphasis on Megawati’s political
ineptitude also emphasized her innocence in the world of corruption and social ills
that fell upon her predecessors.112 The inexperienced and apolitical background of
Megawati engendered a non-partisan connotation and her “clean” image shaped
her as the antidote to the ills of contemporary Indonesian society.

Islamizing Megawati
While making few efforts to accommodate forms of Muslimness during her
campaign in 1999, in 2004 the election campaign of the Indonesian Democratic
Party of Struggle did proffer more Islamic symbols. They realized that
psychologically, socio-political arguments
such as the “majority/minority” argument
worked very well. It worked effectively
because it triggered in people their sense of
nation, citizenship and identity. In such a
way, the party needed to relate or respond to
these Muslim desires for they depended on
the same national framework. The claim for
instance that Megawati would not be
Muslim (enough) led her to start wearing
headscarves on different formal occasions
(Romano 2003: 33). Most clearly, her
Muslimness was emphasized on the 2004
election posters (see figure 4). Here she
appeared veiled “together-in-parity” with
Hasyim Muzadi the current chair of the
traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama. The subtext
Figure 4: 2004 presidential
reads something like “already achieved,
election material
already approved” which could refer to
many things, but in light of Muslim politics it evokes the idea that one need not to
question the religious loyalty of the party. The message conveyed an assurance
that, “as a Muslim you can vote for this party”.
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Megawati was often criticized for being silent. She rarely made public remarks or reacted to
controversial statements. As Thompson argues, however, her silence could also be read as a
silence of a “wise” woman – of someone who knew it better and stood above petty controversies.
(See Thompson 2002: 545-547, also Ziv 2001: 85).
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It was also at that time that religious scholars – known to be followers of
Hasyim Muzadi – reported in the media that while they were in Saudi Arabia to do
their small pilgrimage (umroh), they had met with the great religious scholar
(ulama besar) in Madina, Syekh Dr. Muhammad bin Alawi al-Maliki. According
to the Saudi scholar, Indonesia is not a nation-state that is premised on the Islamic
caliphate (khilafah), the great imam (imam a’dham), or a syah (imarah). Therefore,
according to him, there should be no problem for a woman to become president
(Hidayat 2004). This statement and the publicity that came out of it was for the
party a way to legitimize their position in an actual Islamic way. By appealing to a
prominent Islamic scholar – especially a sheikh from Saudi Arabia – the
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle could more persuasively ward off any
further Islamic accusations regarding female leadership.
The same is exemplified by Megawati’s visit to kiai Abdullah Faqih who
was in the hospital at that time, suffering from a minor stroke (Tempointeraktif, 31
July 2004). Abdullah Faqih was the one who was responsible for the fatwa issued
by the East-Java faction of the traditionalist NU. By visiting Abdullah Faqih whom she had never visited before - Megawati strategically constructed a symbolic
act in which she stood above the mediated conflict or “fight” that Abdullah Faqih
and she had. The act also emphasized her maternal care in visiting a sick person
regardless of his past “unfriendly” intentions towards her. In this way, she adopted
the status of the forgiving and loving woman that would not let politics intervene in
her interest of people’s well-being or health (much in the same way as a good and
mature mother would do).
These illustrations make clear to what extent secular nationalists made
efforts to Islamize their appearance. In such a way they also catered to a process
that had started during the New Order in the 1980s known as the “Islamic turn”,
“Islamization”, “santri-nization” or the “greening process”. While the first part of
the New Order defended a stricter secular form of governance, the late New Order
took pains to incorporate Islam through various new institutions, activities, and
practices. At that time, the authoritarian leader Suharto started to appear in public
as a pious Muslim, showing his mastery of Arabic, going regularly to the mosque,
and making his pilgrimage to Mecca. Known to be nominal and obsessed with
Javanese mystical philosophies, his turn to a stricter Muslim piety surprised many
observers in the beginning. In the end it was manifested that in this way he could
use Islam for his consolidation of political power.113
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Feminist Strategies
The debate on female leadership did not leave women’s groups unchallenged.
Women’s groups, feminist movements, and NGOs working for gender equality,
had equally sought their chance to enter the public realm to voice their concerns.
Although stemming from the same premise – namely that women should be able to
become president – the women’s groups that participated in the debate were
divided in their perspectives and in their strategies as to how to convey their
messages. While secular feminists drew on the Indonesian constitution and
international human rights, Muslim feminists also depended on an Islamic
discourse to legitimize their positions.114
Feminist groups at the end of the New Order consisted mostly of middle
class, highly educated women who worked within the context of secular and
international non-governmental organizations (NGOs). They had familiarized
themselves with an internationalist gender equality paradigm that heavily depended
on a human rights framework. It was not so surprising therefore, that the dominant
discourse from women’s groups as covered in mass media – both as a response to
the KUII conclusions in 1998 as well as to the news of the fatwa in 2004 –
depended on this same universal human rights discourse.
The prominent lawyer, and Member of Parliament, Nursyahbani
Katjasungkana, championed a “women for women” campaign. She argued:
Megawati's rise to one of the highest political positions in the country is a
symbolic victory for the women in Indonesia, where the patriarchal
system and Islamic culture are very strong (…) Even though Megawati
doesn't have feminist interests, I voted for her because who will support
the women, but the women themselves? (Dursin 1999)
In promoting women to vote for women, Megawati became a symbolic site where
not only nationalism or religion was contested, but also the subject of feminism.
Megawati’s presence as a woman in the upper echelons of formal politics led to her
(unforeseen) elevation to a feminist icon. Discussions within women’s groups
tackled this “politics of presence” underlying the question whether or not
Megawati was to be supported for feminist reasons.
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Indonesia, see chapter two.

96

Politicizing Gender, Gendering Politics

Human Rights Discourse
In reacting to the fatwa in 2004, some of the women’s activists referred back to the
Indonesian constitution (pancasila) and to women’s rights as articulated in article
No. 8 from 1956 and article no. 7 from 1984, which states that there shall be no
discrimination between men and women in the realm of politics.115 They referred
to examples in the Indonesian past, to the greatness of women such as Cut Nyak
Dien who led the war against colonialists in Aceh or the female warrior Srikandi of
the ancient kingdoms Mahabharata. The majority of the women activists, however,
referred to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) ratified by Indonesia in 1984, arguing that the fatwa
forbidding women to become leaders violated women’s rights as protected by this
agreement.116 Ciciek Farha from Rahima, an Information and Education Centre for
Islam and Women’s Rights, argued:
We are a country that signed the CEDAW, a convention protecting human
rights of women. This means that in our country it is forbidden to allow
acts or speech that point towards the violation of women’s human rights.
Thus, when this fatwa forbids women to become leaders, the fatwa is
violating women’s human rights and human rights in general (Farha
2004).
Although in Indonesia, CEDAW had been ratified, national legislation did not
follow-up on any of the ratifications to see that the law was implemented in
practice. Moreover, unlike pancasila or Islam, international agreements such as the
CEDAW were not part of common public knowledge. Therefore, it seemed, that in
calling upon CEDAW as a reference point, women activists failed in engaging the
larger public in the debate on gender equality and the question of leadership. The
convention, thus, did not “intervene” in the wider discussions of Islam and nation.
When people engaged in the debate, also with respect to gender equality, they did
so within the contexts of nation or religion and not within contexts of an
international or global understanding of gender equality. However, it was this
human rights discourse that was most prominently present as representing the
feminist side of the debate.
Neither nationalist nor Islamic paradigms are part of the gender-equality
model promoted by an internationalist human rights discourse. Rather than a
national icon, Megawati became in this discourse a feminist icon through the sheer
presence of her gendered body. She became a means through which gender115

For example as expressed by the Indonesian Nationalist Women’s Forum (Sinar Harapan, 8
June 2004).
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and Ciciek Farha.
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equality was introduced into the public realm - a long-awaited (liberal) feminist
goal. In this way, the debate on female leadership should not primarily be seen as a
“feminist” issue in the way that “Islam is a threat to gender equality”– as some
(especially western) observers have done117 – but it should be seen in the way that
feminists too saw the opportunity to reinstate their authority in public discourse. As
a result, Megawati’s (eventual) success in obtaining the presidential seat could not
be interpreted as “proof” of women's emancipation or as enhancement of women’s
rights.
Besides the non-appealing effect of a feminist human rights discourse to
the public, the weakness of secular feminism with regard to public acceptance can
be explained when taking into consideration the difficult past that feminism had
had because of its perceived association with socialism and communism.118 The
1965 coup led by Suharto, which overthrew the Sukarno administration, also
brutally destroyed the only viable women’s movement of that time, known as
Gerwani. The annihilation of a women’s movement went hand in hand with
attaching violent, sexualized, and obscene stigmas and stereotypes onto their
bodies. Here, autonomous and political women were associated with “perversion”,
“communism”, and “mad” signifiers (Wieringa 2003: 85). Mediated through
historical artifacts, this connotation of perversion and violence with political
women echoed long thereafter. This is again illustrated when in 1999, government
officials, in this case the Ministry for Women Affairs, accused an Indonesian
women’s organization called Indonesian Women’s Coalition (KPI) of being
infiltrated by Gerwani and thus that caution was necessary (Katjasungkana 2000:
266).
Feminists have also been irredeemably associated with the West. In the
Indonesian imagination, the female assertive, independent, and autonomous body
was ultimately seen as the alien body that was a potential threat to Indonesian
femininity. As Hatley has argued:
The term “feminist” has been applied with pejorative implications of
sexual boldness and social assertiveness defined as alien, foreign,
contradictory to Indonesian women’s inherent, authentic nature (2002:
147).
As argued by Krishna Sen, it is because of these gendered stigmas, which
insidiously permeated contemporary Indonesian society, that feminist or women’s
actions still often relied on the images of maternity and motherhood rather than
female or sexual autonomy. The image of mother – with all its significations – was
117
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more effective in mobilizing people than the images associated with independent
political womanhood. Sen refers here to the vocal women’s group that called itself
the Voice of Concerned Mothers (Suara Ibu Peduli or SIP) who protested openly
against the Suharto regime in 1998. Especially in light of the political stigmas and
stereotypes attached to autonomous political women in the past, it was
understandable that these women chose to take up a more effective mode of
representation. This strategy based on notions of motherhood, Sen states, was a
feminist strategy to mobilize greater masses and to mediate “peace” (2002b: 58).
Here “motherism” worked as a form of “strategic essentialism”, as strategies of
feminist political positioning in a time/space that did not allow for more hybrid
definitions of feminist selves.
Although some of the secular feminists would define themselves as also
being Muslim (often in a nominal way), they felt uncomfortable responding to
theological claims. According to Andrée Feillard, this is because they did not feel
familiar or knowledgeable enough to deal with theological issues (1997: 105). In
the meantime, however, Muslim feminist voices started to emerge in the public
sphere, albeit in small numbers.

Responses from Muslim Women’s Groups
The women’s factions of the mainstream religious organizations, namely the
traditionalist Muslimat and the modernist Aisyiyah, both officially approved of
women becoming national leaders (Platzdasch 2000: 343). In their statements they
did not link the debate on female leadership to the debate on Megawati. Besides
Muslimat and Aisyiyah, young women from the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama and
Muhammadiyah also had their own national group structure called Fatayat and
Naisyatul Aisyiyah. These young women were even more outspoken in their
feminist attitudes against the Islamic claim that women could not become heads of
the state.
In reacting to the debate on female leadership, Siti Musda Mulia – a
prominent Muslim feminist and also a public officer for the department of Religion
– radically called for a re-evaluation of Islamic texts, contending that the texts
referred to by conservative ulama and used to formulate fatwa are misogynist
interpretations. In essence, she said, the Qur’an regards men and women as
equal.119 But both the Qur’an and the hadith need to be critically re-examined from
a woman’s perspective, or one that is less gender-biased (Abshar-Abdalla 2004). In
a public discussion organized and broadcasted by radio 68H from the liberal Islam
Network (JIL), Musdah Mulia fiercely attacked the authority of Indonesian
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Council of Ulama (MUI) to issue fatwas. She argued that most of the fatwa
formulated by this council were not at all consistent with Islamic teachings. She
found it immoral, for instance, that none of the fatwa addressing issues defined as
forbidden by Islam (haram), focused on issues of violence, money laundering,
corruption or human trafficking (radio 68H 2005).
However, many Muslim women who considered themselves feminist
found it difficult to respond publicly to the theological claims put forward by
conservative clerics. Apart from a few prominent figures, many Muslim feminists
were not as vocal as they would like to have been. It became apparent that it was
not so easy for them to articulate their concerns because they often felt their
loyalties were split between Islam and feminism. They appealed to the feminist
cause, but did not want to use the same rhetoric as secular feminists. The search for
their own strategy moreover, encompassed much reading and study of the Qur’an
and hadith in order to theologically resist misogynist interpretations of holy texts.
It was therefore not an easy task to formulate a counter discourse to the
conservative theological claims. Like their secular colleagues, they too were
limited in their knowledge about the Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), primarily
because they often lacked the sufficient religious education.
Also, at that time, Indonesian Muslim feminism was not yet established as
such and was “still largely foreign rather than indigenous” (Feillard quoting Didin
Syafruddin, 1997: 102). Work published around the topic of Gender and Islam,
heavily relied on the work of Muslim feminists from abroad, such as Fatima
Mernissi, Ali Ashgar Engineer, and Rifat Hassan. The past few years, however,
have seen a growth in books on gender, feminism, and Islam. Besides the
translations of the theological works of Amina Wadud and Asma Berlas, it did not
take long before “local” books were published that pertained to the topic of gender
and Islam. Among them were the publications from Musdah Mulia, which were
much welcomed by progressive Muslims.120 Thus, a Muslim feminist discourse is
developing swiftly. The establishment of new Muslim women’s organizations,
Muslim NGOs, numerous publications, and high profile public debates, has
contributed greatly to this development.

De/sexing Megawati
According to Saraswati Sunindyo (1998), the Old Order exclusively constructed
“public women” – for instance female combatants in the military – as either sisters
or daughters. Conjuring images of family in this way sustained a de-sexualized
image of Woman. In general, one can argue that mothers, daughters, or sisters are
not included in a sexualized imagery, because, rather than being defined by their
120
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feminine sexuality, they are foremost defined by their relations to child, father, or
sibling. The de-sexualization of Woman by deploying metaphors of mother or
daughter also fitted well with the “Indonesianized” idea of a pre-determined godgiven nature (kodrat).121 In her work on postcolonial femininity in modern
literature, the Indonesianist Barbara Hatley elaborates on this notion of a woman’s
nature, and argues, that while it was mostly used to distinguish women’s nature
from men’s, the colonial period also deployed it to distinguish the good qualities of
Indonesian women from the negative model of western women (2002: 152). This
negative model of western women included the idea of a sexual woman. In
constructing her political self as either a mother of the nation or a daughter of a
martyr, Megawati did not cater to a sexualized image of Woman or femininity,
retaining in that sense an aura of authenticity or purity as a marker of the
Indonesian nation.
The appeal of family metaphors, like mother, daughter, sister, in the
imagination of women as markers of the nation continued to play a role in the
ideological constructions of New Order womanhood. However, if we were to
understand nation as encompassing the idea of a “land of a people” and the state as
the central organization of a country, then mother during the Old Order was linked
to the idea of “nation”, while during the New Order it pertained more to the idea of
“state”. Here, so-called “state motherism” (ibuism), a term coined by Julia
Suryakusuma (1987, 1996) inhibited the power of the mother within the
philosophy of the Indonesian “integralistic-organic” state, promoted by the ruling
party Golkar – which saw the state, society, and its individuals as constituting an
organic whole. However, rather than the mother being “only” an important figure
for the procreators of the nation or a people during the Old Order, the woman
during the New Order was also defined through her contribution to the “welfare of
the state-cum-family without personal return” (1996: 102). This was fostered
through the implementations of wives-of-civil-servants organizations (Dharma
Wanita) or family planning programs (such as the Family Welfare Programs).
Hence, the New Order sustained constructions of “motherism” and “daughterism”
and included the idea of housewife or homemaker (Sen 2002b). While this
paternalistic “family-principle” placed Suharto as the father of the state/family, it
confined women and men to an authoritative hierarchical gender ideology that
promoted gender stereotypes conducive to behavioral control and modern
development.122
At the same time, however, while the early New Order primarily
domesticated women, the late New Order called for some sort of “public
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womanhood”. Here, images of women portrayed them as producers and consumers
and constructed the notion of careerwoman (Brenner 1999). In contrast to the desexualization of women in the Old Order, where for instance make-up was seen as
forms of expressing neo-colonialism or imperialism (nekolim), women were now
“allowed” to commodify or sexualize themselves through the means of clothes and
make-up. Rather than generating some form of (political) autonomy, however, this
“public womanhood” was based on and anticipated as a capitalist and consumerist
vehicle for the image of modernity (Sen 2002b). Although this image, primarily
targeted for the middle class, imagined women to work or even have a career
(although limited to white collar office jobs), they were still defined through their
god-given nature. In the end, women were not to forget their biological or female
destiny of care and reproductivity.
Returning to Megawati, her appeal in the elections were inextricably
linked to different metaphors of family, mother, and daughter. In this respect, the
nationalist discourse in post-Suharto times remained loyal to constructions created
and mediated during the Old Order. But it also catered to a “public intimacy”
(Brenner 1999) promoted by the New Order. The deployment of family metaphors
in promoting Megawati worked especially well when placed in the chaotic and
uncertain transition period. Religious, ethnic, and regional tensions plagued the
nation. In this respect, the country needed a consolidating factor and Megawati was
able to provide the hope and belief that she could re-unite the nation.
Instead of the “nation’s mother”, a Muslim leader won the presidential
seat in 1999. This does not mean, however, that political Islam had won. As
pointed out by the political scientist Syamsuddin Haris, Islamic parties managed to
secure only seventeen percent of the votes (2004: 61). Most people voted for the
secular parties such as the PDIP or Golkar.123 As Haris explains, the reason why
Islamic parties failed to succeed was primarily a consequence of the neglect of
Islamic political parties to acknowledge the process of Islamization – albeit
superficially – in the secular parties, therefore weakening their own plea for a more
Islamic politics (Ibid: 67). This process of (institutionalized) Islamization was
initiated during the late New Order and even though many saw the Islamizing
endeavors as a form of appropriation it also established a sense of willingness of
the New Order in accommodating the pursuits and desires of Muslim communities.
As Haris further argues, the social mobility of Muslims during the last
decade of the New Order did not imply any strong impetus for Islamic politics. On
the contrary, “new Islamic middle class strengthened the position of the state vis-àvis the aspirations of other Islamic communities […] the expanded socio-economic
opportunities that became available to the upwardly mobile Muslims seemed
merely to give the government a justification to claim that the New Order state was
concerned with the progress of Islam in Indonesia” (2004: 66). The political
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transition however, created an opportunity for these mobile Muslims to reinstate
political power. The debate on female leadership therefore should be set against
class positions, privileges, and new identities for Muslims in the newly created
spaces away from Suharto’s incorporations of Islam.
The popularity of Megawati brought serious challenge to this
accreditation. In contrast to the nationalist discourse, in which Megawati was the
de-sexualized mother or daughter of the nation, Islamic discourse needed to
sexualize her in order to de-mythologize the strong nationalist image of
motherhood and daughterhood. Sexualizing Megawati by making her into a
woman effectively dismissed the powerful myth of “motherhood” or “daughter”
that was necessary to replace nationalist hegemony by a more Islamic paradigm.
More generally, the de-mystification of Megawati can be seen as a way for
religious movements and groups to re-shape national mythology or ideology into
one which includes religious identity; an Indonesia in which Muslimness plays a
bigger role in the myth-making of the nation. The sexualization of a de-sexualized
myth, thus, is here the intensification of religious nationalism at play in times of
political transition.
When returning to the controversy around female leadership this strategy
proved effective. Especially the socio-political arguments (majority/minority) were
powerful because it triggered potent symbols with respect to nation, citizenship,
and identity. However strong the support for Megawati was in that period, the
PDIP and Megawati’s nationalist followers needed to relate or respond in some
way to these appropriations for they touched upon the nationalist framework in
which Megawati was operating. Hence the wearing of headscarves to counter the
claim that she would not be Muslim (enough).
Finally, the human rights discourse voiced by feminists competed with
these two other discourses in a way that dismissed both ideologies. Neither
nationalist nor Islamic paradigms are at the heart of the gender-equality model
promoted by an internationalist human rights discourse. Here, Megawati is neither
sexualized or de-sexualized, but becomes a feminist icon or project through the
principle of her gender. She becomes a means through which gender-equality can
be introduced in the public realm – a long-awaited liberal feminist goal. Although
the debate should not be seen as provoking a feminist issue, for instance by seeing
Islam as being a threat to gender equality in Indonesia, it should be seen in the way
that feminists too, saw and took the opportunity to reinstate their authority in
public discourse.
Megawati’s (eventual) success in obtaining the presidential seat in 2001
cannot be interpreted as some form of evidence that women’s rights had won over
Islamic rights. Rather than a sign of religious radicalization or a backlash in
Indonesia’s women’s emancipation the analysis in this chapter has instead
demonstrated to what extent the debate was centered on power brokering
strategies, crystallizing at the same time the complexities of Muslim politics.
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Albeit gendered and fraught with sexualized strategies, debating Megawati had
little to do with discrediting feminism or emancipation, but all the more with
gendered strategies to counterattack opposing truths or mythologies in nationalism
and religion, with the search for the role of nation in Indonesian Islam and the role
of Islam in the Indonesian nation-state.
Although theological implications were debated, the controversy can more
aptly be described as a way for Islamic groups and communities to reassert their
authority within the new political constellation. Nationalists, on the other hand,
have discovered the necessity to Islamize and have found (gendered) strategies to
include Muslimness in their national imaginations. Feminists are stuck in between.
Although represented in both groups, they have a common ground, which rises
above the dichotomy of nationalism/Islam. In between these discourses - albeit
Islamic, nationalist, or feminist - there are forces that seek new paradigms of
politicking that challenge the dichotomy nationalism and Islam as well as the
dichotomy Islam/nationalism and the West.

Conclusion
Since the fall of President Suharto and his New Order regime, political
transformations occurred at a rapid pace allowing for certain socio-political spaces
to be open for new democratic impulses. In the arena of formal politics, the new
political environment resulted in a re-organization of the electorate system, in
formations of a great number of new parties, and in the re-emergence of old
political organizations that had been banned during the New Order. Not necessarily
recognized as such, gender or gendered representations played an important role in
imagining this new culture of democratic politics. Modes of masculinities and
femininities prevailed – constituting and deliberating certain political realities – in
the mechanisms of politics, as well as in the representation, presence, and visibility
of women within formal politics.
The central place of a female leader in general, and the figure of
Megawati in particular, was contested through three different paradigms. First, by
nationalism, in its goal to secularize Indonesia as a modern nation-state, and
second, by religion, in order to construct Indonesia as an Islamic nation and as part
of the Muslim world. And, finally by feminism in order to construct a more gender
egalitarian nation premised on internationally defined agreements. Classic
binarisms thus play a crucial role in the debate. However, what my analysis has
attempted to show is that these binarisms were continuously trespassed and
blurred. Nationalists increasingly appealed to Islamic symbols and signs while
Islamists wanted to be part of constructing the nation-state. Both nationalists and
Muslims at times attended to an internationalist framework while feminists
appropriated local and religious definitions. Debating Megawati therefore,
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involved the engagement with gendered strategies to counterattack opposing
“truths” or mythologies in nationalism and religion, with the search for the role of
nation in Indonesian Islam and the role of Islam in the Indonesian nation-state.
The discussions proved to be about socio-political authority in the “new”
Indonesia. Megawati – as a nationalist icon – functioned as a site of contestation in
which different discourses emerged, intersected, and competed with each other in
order to claim political recognition. Comparable to Indonesia in the early days of
independence – where Islamic parties attempted to consolidate their executive
influence in the newly created nation-state – the transition period called upon a revaluation and renegotiation of national politics. Conversely, the resurgence of an
Islamic discourse in this formal political arena was seen as a threat to the
sovereignty of the pancasila ideology, the key principles on which the Indonesian
constitution rests.
The controversy also made visible the different takes and perspectives
within the Islamic community. Conservative and moderate modernists,
traditionalists and Islamists embarked upon the theological quest to study whether
or not Islamic teachings allowed a woman to become a leader of a country.
However, although theological implications were debated, the controversy can
more aptly be described as a way in which Islamic groups and communities sought
to reassert themselves within the new political constellation. As such, this pious
Muslim community known as santri – previously neglected in important national
issues – conquered public space via their (religious) authority on the matter.
Nationalists, on the other hand, discovered the necessity to Islamize and searched
for (gendered) strategies to include Muslimness in their national imaginations.
Reinforcing or problematizing female leadership in this respect, was a way for the
secular nationalist abangan and the pious Muslim santri to re-position their
political powers within the new political spheres where everything still seemed to
be “open for contestation”.
Finally, the public discussions on female leadership also illustrated the
necessity of a local feminist perspective on Islam and Islamic texts. Although I
argue that the debate in its entirety proved less about women’s emancipation than it
was about Muslim and nationalist politics, it ultimately engaged gender and
gendered representations in discussing and contesting those politics. In this site of
contestation secular feminist discourses appealed to transnational paradigms while
Muslim feminists catered to Islamic frameworks. Although still given a marginal
space in the public sphere, the feminist discourses in post-authoritarian Indonesia
have equally contributed to the process of democratization and the imaginings of
the nation.
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Sexualized Bodies and Morality Talk

My dance immoral?
Alhamdullilah No!
Inul Daratista

Indonesia 2003. Five years after the fall of President Suharto’s New Order regime.
Although governed by the favorite Megawati Sukarnoputri, the country had not yet
been able to stabilize itself either economically or politically. Tremendous
unemployment, flaring religious and political conflicts, and increasing corruption
scandals delineated the times. Despite the troublesome situation, however, a young
female singer and dancer of dangdut music, Inul Daratista, succeeded in
conquering national and international media coverage. With her so-called “drill
dance” (goyang ngebor) she became exceptionally popular but also contributed to
heated controversy. The “sexy” performer became the talk of the day. Within a
short time span, a national debate exploded among politicians, Islamic clerics,
celebrities, and local women’s groups on the question of whether or not her
performance was morally acceptable.
Three years later a political and public debate erupted with respect to a
controversial pornography bill drafted by members of a parliamentary commission
dealing with religious affairs. The bill articulated matters pertaining to the
production, distribution, and consumption of pornographic material, but it also
concerned issues that belonged to “porno-action”. This rubric was understood as
encompassing matters of decency and moral conduct. Proposed articles included
for instance the regulation of public affection, women’s dress, and erotic
performances or images. Feminists, artists, traditional dancers, and representatives
of various cultural regions in Indonesia opposed the pornography bill, in particular
the latter category on “porno-action”. Arguing that the bill violated women’s
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rights, freedom of speech, and multicultural liberties, they seriously challenged
Islamist perspectives that defended the bill.
This chapter will examine these two debates. While the first takes place at
the level of popular culture, in which I analyze the connection between music,
identity, and politics, the second debate takes place at the political level, in which I
assess processes of law-making that are influenced by public debates. Both debates
concern the contestation over sexualized bodies. Also, they both involve the
presence of “morality talk”. As I will demonstrate, nevertheless, at stake in these
two debates are different and distinct issues. While “morality talk” is present at
both levels, the deployment of this normative intervention informs different
concerns. While the first attends to tensions of class and gender, the latter caters to
issues of multiculturalism and religious pluralism. Both levels of analysis concern
democratization processes and relate to ways in which sexuality is imagined in
public and democratic spaces. In such a way, the interplay of morality with
national identity stands central to understanding tensions between older
authoritarian paradigms and the search for a more democratic form of politics.
After introducing and describing the backgrounds to these debates,
namely of “sexuality talk” within the changing mediascape of post-1998 Indonesia,
I proceed to explore dynamics of class and gender central to understanding the
controversy around the phenomenon of Inul. The dangdut genre – in its sound,
lyrics and performance – is investigated as a useful tool in teasing out complexities
of Indonesian contemporary class politics. By analyzing the status of the dangdut
music-dance genre as a fluid medium and as a political-cultural issue in New Order
Indonesia, I suggest why it had to wait until 2003 before this controversy could
actually take place. Zooming in on the two main protagonists in the debate, namely
Inul Daratista and the Islamic “King of dangdut music”, Rhoma Irama, I
demonstrate how the debate actually mirrors tensions between, those holding on to
New Order paradigms of gender relations, and, counterposed against it, the search
for alternative meanings of gender relations in post-New Order times.
Next, I move on to investigate complex tensions between culturalism and
Islamism. Turning to the interlocking debate on the new pornography bill that
erupted not long after the Inul debate, I assess which public and political discourses
intervened in public matters of morality and moral citizenship. While arguments
against the pornography law were cast in a discourse of multiculturalism and
pluralist nationalism, the arguments in favor of the law referred to moral paradigms
and religious frameworks of sexual ethos. Notwithstanding opposing standpoints at
the inception of the discussions, my analysis of the political development of the
pornography bill suggests that democratic protests fought out in public spaces and
widely disseminated via media have pushed political elites to form a culture of
consensus. In aiming to remain a pluralist or multicultural nation-state, such a form
of politics is crucial.

108

Sexualized Bodies and Morality Talk

Finally, by reading the role of Indonesian feminist groups in the debate
and their positioning in the larger debate on pornography, I also inquire into
contestations of sexualized bodies within the project of feminism. Here, I argue
that the body is a strong but ambivalent site for the project of feminism and that
this ambivalence illustrates the indeterminacy of gendered subject positions inbetween cultural, religious, and political forces. Hence, the feminist position in this
moral debate, uncovers a multi-layered standpoint in which context and event are
core essentials in explaining the different dynamics around issues of sexuality in
Indonesia today.

Sexuality in Indonesia’s Mediascape
The phenomenon of Inul and the discussion on pornography are symptomatic of a
country in transition. They could not have taken place without the subject of
sexuality becoming increasingly a focus of concern in public discourse. Public
sexuality became a heated topic in Indonesian media, and the “Inulmania” seemed
to fit well into this new center of attention. This development – of sexuality
becoming a central concern in public discourse – can be linked to three changes in
the mediascape of post authoritarian Indonesia: the newly obtained freedom of
press and increasing liberalization of mass media; the increasing production and
consumption of Muslim media; and the rise of cultural productions related to the
topic of sexuality.
As I have described in chapter two, the newly acclaimed press freedom
played a decisive role in the eruption of certain debates after 1998 – as illustrated
by the debates presented in this dissertation. In October 1999, President
Abdurrahman Wahid abolished the ministry of Communication and Information,
which according to Sen and Hill had become a powerful instrument for
government censorship (2000).124 Yet, this positive development, also brought
along negative side-effects. With the state not controlling the media, and neoliberal forces having the room to maneuver freely and maximize profits, media
producers competed for consumers and cashed in on sensational narratives and
images of crime, sex and violence – often depicting women’s bodies as objects.
With the increase of cheap tabloids sold on the streets and the informal distribution
of low-priced VCDs125, the spread of pornographic material proliferated as policies
on media productions became more flexible.

124

According to the same authors, however, by mid-1990s, censorship had become ineffective in
its function for a variety of reasons. See Sen and Hill (2000), chapter four.
125
VCD is the abbreviation for video compact discs, the most commonly used audiovisual
equipment in Indonesia, especially for the lower strata because VCDs are relatively cheap to
produce and the market for illegal or unregistered VCDs go into billions of copies.
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The tabloid Red Light (Lampu Merah) is one of those sensational daily
tabloids that cash in on sex and violence in the city. Produced and owned by one of
the biggest Indonesian media conglomerates Jawa Pos, the tabloid covers sexually
provocative headlines, and narrates stories of rape, domestic abuse, and other
forms of sexualized violence. Included are advertisements for sex-phone lines and
often they feature sexually-laden and sometimes naked images of men and women.
Sold on the street by hawkers for the amount of twenty dollar cents, Red Light
enjoys a great audience and has contributed to normalizing sensational tabloid
press in Indonesia. Although probably available in informal circles, such forms of
sensational press would not have been openly permitted during the New Order.
The popularity of tabloids such as Red Light was coupled with much
critique from Islamist groups who found the tabloid to be a product of moral
degradation. Hence, alongside these new tabloids, there was a proliferation of
Muslim tabloids warning against the evils portrayed by the “secular” tabloids.
Similar to Red Light, these tabloids or booklets were cheap and could therefore
reach a large section of the market. In these booklets, for instance Sabili, the
subject of sexuality and pornography were often central in discussing issues of
nation’s morality. As such, besides propagating anti-Americanism and antiZionism (see chapter two), Sabili advocated in a populist Islamist manner their
understanding of what “good and rightful” (halal) Islamic life looks like. These
ideological messages, which defined “good” (halal) and “bad” (haram) Muslim
bodies, were often communicated through women’s bodies.
Media makers or journalists could not keep up or control new media
practices. This led to many inexperienced people entering the media industry.
These rapid developments have led to easy journalism and to a devaluation of news
credibility. Rather than depending on state regulation, some of these journalists felt
there was a necessity to design moral frameworks within the context of journalism.
According to Maria Hartiningsih, an editor for the national newspaper Kompas,
with the newly acclaimed press freedom, Indonesian media also experienced
setbacks epitomized by excess and extravagance.126 In such a way, the relative
open space that allowed some of the media to become more autonomous and
critical, is the same space that allowed media to become more sensational and
populist.127
In times of political transition, issues of morality and decency may
perhaps signify some form of stability or restored order. As such, morality talk
might be seen as a move toward compensating confusing anxieties of post-1998
chaotic and disorderly times. With “morality talk” I mean discursive strands
focusing on moral issues that intervene normatively in public matters and through
which particular groups position themselves in the public debate. However, this
126

Maria Hartiningsih, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 10 March 2003.
See also Stanley 1999 for an elaboration on how these media practices showed signs of excess
(menghabisi) after the initial euphoria of press freedom.
127
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morality talk, as represented in populist Muslim magazines, was highly gendered.
Issues of morality and decency have primarily concerned women’s sexuality. It is
women’s bodies that were bearing the brunt and that were instrumentalized as a
tool of mediation. Hence, a double or paradoxical development can be observed
with respect to media. While sexualized and pornographic material were
mushrooming, populist Islamist media opposing these material and advocating
morality talk were also proliferating at the same speed and reach. As I will indicate
later in this chapter, both messages, namely that of public sexuality and morality,
not only appealed to a great audience, but it also either contested or reinforced
hierarchies of gender and class.
Beyond pornography, sexuality in general became more openly discussed
in the public sphere. To illustrate, at the end of the nineties, the respected daily
newspaper Kompas named a special section curhat (meaning to confess or to share
your feelings), which was a space for readers to ask personal questions and to
receive advice on their problems that they have put forward. Here, people
increasingly inquired about issues relating to sexuality in a relatively open manner.
Problems pertaining to marital sex, adultery or sexual orientation were discussed in
the curhat pages and taken seriously in the editors’ replies. Many talk shows, such
as the program Transwomen of the commercial channel SCTV, several television
dramas (sinetron), and recent films such as Arisan also tackled issues of sexuality
with relative openness and explicitness. Issues such as sexual desire, sexual acts,
masturbation, and sexual orientation – although not always presented as common
practices – were not avoided. In contrast to New Order times, in which discussion
of sexuality were less exposed in public discourse or mass media, these new
developments in “sexuality talk” opened the debate on new ways of thinking about
sexuality in Indonesia.
As mentioned earlier in chapter two, sexuality also became an important
subject in cultural production, such as literature, drama or visual arts. A number of
scholars have observed that these recent manifestation of cultural production
engaging with issues of sexuality have contributed to opening the debate on
sexuality (Berman 1999; Bianpoen 2002; Hatley 1999, 2002; Marianto 2000). This
new openness in talking about sexuality was not left unchallenged. Many groups –
especially Islamic groups – have contested these new liberties. Besides the public
discussion on the figure of Inul Daratista, which I will discuss at length in the here
following section, there have been other instances in which “morality talk”
intervened in “sexuality talk”. As such, When the film “Kiss me Quickly” (Buruan
Cium Gue!) came out in 2004, which featured two young people kissing for the
first time, both the well-known actress Inneke Koesherawati and the popular
preacher Abdullah Gymnastiar (Aa Gym) publicly protested against the film.128
128

See chapter five for a background on Inneke Koesherawati and her “conversion” from a “sexy”
actress to a pious Muslim woman wearing Islamic attire. Abdullah Gymnastiar could be
compared to the Egyptian religious television star Shaykh Muhammad Metwali al-Sha’rawi (who
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They found the film to be a form of porno-action and thus, to be insulting to their
religious culture. Together with other artists, they demanded from the film
producers and the Film Censoring Body (Lembaga Sensor Film or LSF) that the
film be withdrawn from the cinemas (Liputan6.com 2004).
Another precedent was the short but intense discussion on the “Miss
Universe” contest in 2005 and 2006. Respectively, the two Miss Indonesia’s,
Artika Sari Devi and Nadine Chandrawinata, were criticized by many Islamic
groups because to participate in such a contest was against Indonesian religious
and cultural norms and values. The swimsuit section was a particularly
controversial item (Kompas, 9 February 2007). The year 2005 witnessed the first
time in a decade that an Indonesian representative joined the Miss Universe
pageant. In 1984, during the late New Order, such beauty contests were banned by
Suharto after an Indonesian representative exposed herself in a bikini. Muslim
groups protesting Indonesia’s participation at the beauty pageant included the
Islamic Defense Front but later also the influential Council of Indonesian Ulamas
(MUI) under the leadership of the conservative Din Syamsuddin. The latter
threatened the issuance of a fatwa on the matter, arguing that the contest was a
form of pornography and as such that it was haram (SABC 2005).
Finally, discussions against the appearance of the Indonesian version of
Playboy magazine can be seen as another attempt at provoking “morality talk” in
anticipation of the pornography bill. Although not containing explicit nudity or
sexual acts as in western versions of the magazine, the emergence of the “brand”
Playboy met with immediate negative criticism months before its first publication
(Republika, 24 & 26 January 2006). April 2006 witnessed the launch of the
magazine and saw fierce protests from many Muslim groups. Some of these
protests turned violent and the magazine’s office in Jakarta was attacked (LaMoshi
2006). When the Playboy office moved to Bali, roundups were held in stalls that
sold the magazine (such as in Senen). Furthermore, under the existing criminal
code, they arrested the director and editor of the magazine.129 The publication of
Playboy magazine reinforced the feelings among many Muslims that the
pornography bill needed to be passed as soon as possible so that publications such
as Playboy could be halted.
In sum, sexuality became an important topic in the post-Suharto
Indonesian mediascape. This development included different facets: the influx of
pornography, the mushrooming of tabloids containing sexually explicit material,
television programs addressing topics related to sexuality, and the growing
production of literature, arts, and cultural performances engaged with narratives of
during the Sadat years was also the minister of religious endowment). Aa Gym is extremely
popular among lower and middle classes. For an elaboration on Aa Gym see also chapter six and
Watson 2005b.
129
The director Ponti Carolus and editor Erwin Arnada were arrested by the police under several
articles of the criminal code (KUHP). Charges were dropped in April 2007.

112

Sexualized Bodies and Morality Talk

sexuality. It did not take long, however, for certain groups to scrutinize this
development. Talk of sexuality was challenged by talk of morality. This was first
of all evident in the discussion of the singer-dancer Inul – in retrospect, a precedent
to the debate on the pornography bill.

The Phenomenon of Inul: Dynamics of Class, Gender, and Nation
Born and raised in Pasuruan, East Java, the singer and dancer of dangdut music,
Inul Daratista, started her career performing in local villages (kampungs).
Attracting huge crowds she became known as the “drilling queen” (ratu ngebor), a
symbolic status she obtained through her gyrating movements of her hips and
bottom. She does not compose her own music or write her own lyrics, but covers
dangdut hits and western rock or pop songs, appropriating it to her own Inul-styled
dangdut form. Although millions of pirated VCDs of her performances were sold,
it was not until protests came that the media took frenzied interest in the singer and
that she received national and international attention.
In February 2003, protests were voiced by the Council of Indonesian
Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia or MUI), a government sanctioned Muslim
decision-making body, which prohibited Inul from performing in Yogyakarta, the
cultural capital of Java. Its main argument focused on the way she danced, which
was considered as being “forbidden by Islam” (haram) and thus not fit for public
viewing. Soon, other Islamic official bodies, conservative Islamic groups, and
political parties joined in the protests. Arguments varied in harshness but all
encompassed the way in which Inul’s performance was inappropriate because it
was considered “too much” (keterlaluan). The MUI argued that based on the 2001
prohibition on pornography, Inul’s performance was a form of “porno action”
(porno-aksi) that should not be tolerated within the public realm.
Despite, or rather, thanks to, the protests of the MUI and the media
attention it provoked, the figure of Inul transformed from the village performer to a
national television celebrity. Inul was asked to be a guest on numerous
entertainment shows and by mid-April she presented her own television broadcast
Deadly Duets (Duet Maut) aired on SCTV (Surya Citra Televisi), one of the most
popular commercial channels. She became the topic of the day, whether in
meetings between businessmen or on the schoolyards where children held their
own “drill” contests. Many celebrities “flirted” with Inul and liked to be seen with
her. This also included the presidential family.
Media coverage on Inul ranged from coverage in cheap tabloids and
national television to coverage in well-respected newspapers. The news of the Inul
“hype” also spread to other countries where journalists devoted extensive articles
to the Indonesian phenomenon. Besides well-known magazines such as Time or
Newsweek, foreign news stations like the BBC or the Dutch NOS devoted prime-
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time coverage to the phenomenon of Inul Daratista. These accounts did not eschew
laying bare details of Inul’s private life, albeit in return co-opted willingly by the
artist herself and her managers for the promotion of her work. Besides personal
exposure, Inul appeared in numerous commercials, performed on variety shows,
and started playing in a television drama (sinetron).130 A talent show on national
television chose the best Inul imitator, reaching millions of viewers all over the
archipelago, and reaching the status of a national event. Numerous “Inul jokes”
circulated through society, orally and via sms131: the acronym “FBI” was no longer
the Federal Bureau of Investigation but “Real Fans of Inul” (Fan Berat Inul);
“FPI” was no longer the Islamic Defense Front (Front Pembela Islam), but the
“Inul Defense Front” (Front Pembela Inul). The process of Inulisasi was adopted
into Jakartan slang and ngebor (to drill) became a word associated with Inul’s
pumping and gyrating moves.
But it was not until Rhoma Irama entered the debate that the Inul
discourse reached its climax. Rhoma Irama, the king of dangdut and the head of
the Indonesian Organization of Malay Music Artists (Persatuan Artis Musik
Melayu Indonesia or PAMMI), is regarded as an established artist who made
dangdut music to what it is today. In pursuance of Rhoma Irama, dangdut music
evolved into the “sound of Islam” in which the music was intended to spread the
message of Islam (dakwah) – also referred to as “pop-proselytizing” (Hefner
2000:125). Later on he appropriated the music genre to Suharto’s late New Order
Islamizing ideology. This move had turned dangdut music into a complicit music
form of New Order’s cultural politics. In late April of 2003, Rhoma Irama made
public statements in the media, saying that Inul degenerated the status of dangdut
by exposing her erotic movements. Not only did he condemn her sensual dancing,
he also stated that Inul had contaminated the nation’s morality.
After Rhoma Irama tried to prohibit Inul from performing on national
television, arguing that her performances encouraged sex and could even incite
rape, politicians, artists and women’s organizations started to voice their protests.
The debate on freedom of expression took off, resulting in serious discussions in
national newspapers, television, and radio. Hundreds of women gathered around
the central rotunda of Jakarta (Bunderan HI) where they voiced their support for
Inul. Many showed their support by imitating Inul’s “drill dance” (goyang ngebor),
causing commotion and hilarity in the center of the city. Not a week later this
protest was countered by another protest from women, this time from the “Women
130

A variety show that is dedicated solely to the artist Inul is called “The Star” (Sang Bintang)
and is aired on SCTV, which is also the network that aired the TV drama called “Why does it have
to be Inul” (Kenapa Harus Inul), written by Arswendo Atmowiloto and produced by Lenza Film,
which covers the life story of the artist herself.
131
Abbreviation for “short message service”, the electronic tele-communication device via mobile
telephones that, especially in Indonesian cities, enjoyed enormous popularity in the past few
years.
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concerned with Nation’s Morality” (Perempuan Peduli Moral Bangsa or PPMB),
who condemned Inul’s performances. Contra-Inul protests were also carried out at
the 476th anniversary of the district of Jakarta, in which the Anti-Immorality
Group (kelompok Peduli Anti Maksiat or PAM) wanted to prevent Inul from
performing on this occasion.
After a two-month “leave of absence”, print and electronic media were
quick to widely cover Inul’s comeback. This comeback was established with her
new hit track called “Inul’s Dance”, with a tailor made television show called
“Missing Inul”, and with the television drama entitled “Why does it have to be
Inul”. Backed up by millions of people who – live on the television show – showed
their support via sms, the pro-Inul discourse was far more dominant than the
contra-Inul discourse.

Music and Class: “Dangdut is the Music of my Country”
Dangdut is one of the most popular music forms in Indonesia. It is a music genre
of indigenous North Sumatran music forms with influences from Indian film and
Arabic popular music, backed up by western drum beats. Dangdut music is played
on western or other non-local instruments such as the electric keyboards and guitar,
the ukulele and the banjo. The music is sometimes played instrumental, but is
usually accompanied by vocals, preferably from dangdut “stars” such as Rhoma
Irama and Elvy Sukaesih (the King and Queen of dangdut). The lyrics deal with
the hardships of life, involving for instance adultery, divorce or poverty. It has
become well-liked as dance music to which people from all ages dance slowly and
relaxed to the beat of the drums. The term itself is an onomatopoeic term based on
the drum sounds “dang” and “dut”. In contrast to the traditional keroncong music
that is popular among the older generation and among foreign visitors, dangdut
music is especially fashionable among the younger generation and is not promoted
as being “traditional” music for tourists. Emerging as a music genre of the working
class, and often regarded by the upper classes as un-sophisticated plebeian music,
dangdut music reached a steadfastly mass public. The popularity of individual
dangdut artists, the “affordable” prices of the music cassette and – later on – VCD
production, and the fact that dangdut was broadcasted on numerous television
networks, contributed to this huge success.
Despite its dependency on western musical instruments, and its culturally
hybrid forms, dangdut is defined as being truly “Indonesian”. Many political
leaders throughout Indonesian history have stressed this explicit Indonesian
identity of dangdut, politicizing the music form to their own agenda’s. A
politicized example is embodied in the figure of Rhoma Irama, the founding father
of Indonesian dangdut. As a symbol of anti neo-colonialism or imperialism
(nekolim), Rhoma Irama’s dangdut became the national symbol of Indonesian pop
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music in the 1960s patronized by President Sukarno’s administration. In turn, it
was incorporated in the mid-1980s into the music of Islamic propagation (dakwah)
by Rhoma Irama’s endeavor to counter New Order’s anti- Muslim sentiments. This
was at a time when he campaigned for the Islamic opposition party, the United
Development Party (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan or PPP). By the end of the
1980s, however, his political shift to Golkar, the ruling party of the authoritarian
New Order regime made it possible for dangdut to be re-included into Indonesian
state-sponsored media. Dangdut became here a strategic instrument for the New
Order government to project their populist ideas onto Indonesian society (Sen and
Hill 2000: 175).
Away from the metropolitan capital Jakarta and the nationally mediated
dangdut, another form of dangdut is performed on live shows in local
communities. Whereas in the first, Islamism functioned as a central element in the
message of dangdut music, the latter embraced eroticism as an important element
in the overall dangdut experience. As Pioquinto (1995) observed in her study of
dangdut at Sekaten, a religious festival in central Java, live dangdut shows
centered on performances of provocative sensual female singers. The female body
is here depicted as a spectacle, in which westernized costumes (such as fluorescent
tight-fitting tops or mini skirts) emphasized sexualized parts of the body, such as
the breasts and buttocks. Often the women performing on these live shows were
equated with promiscuity, prostitution and power over men. Compared to the
national dangdut represented by Rhoma Irama, which focused on the music and
lyrics, the live dangdut shows focused more on the performance of the female
singer who would dance erotically to the music.
Since the late 1980s, these dangdut shows have become the center of
attraction at the Sekaten night bazaar, not in the least because of their connotation
with illicit sexuality. Islamic voices have criticized the erotic shows, but even
police raids that were reportedly carried out at random did not stop the shows from
resuming when they left the scene. Quite the reverse, as Pioquinto (1995) argued,
these police raids gave the shows the status of a legend enticing even more people
to come. Moreover, as she surprisingly observed, these “frictions” seemed to have
escaped the attention of the authorities in Jakarta (1995: 62). Thus by the end of the
1990s, we can differentiate between two forms of dangdut. The first focusing on
music and associated with Islamist ideology and the second focusing on dance or
performance and associated with eroticism. Rhoma Irama’s attempt to “Islamize”
dangdut had been quite effective and resulted in the national incorporation of the
popular Indonesian music genre into the hegemonic Islamic cultural realm.
Although regionally very popular, the events of the erotic dangdut shows were
relatively marginalized from this hegemonic realm. In other words, the two forms
of dangdut never met. Until, Inul appeared on the scene.
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Rhetorics of Gender and Religion: Inul Daratista versus Rhoma Irama
Popular media eagerly reported on the heated virtual exchanges between Rhoma
Irama and Inul. Hence, headlines covering statements from Rhoma Irama
screamed: “Inul’s dancing is as mattress movements moved to a stage”, “I have a
responsibility to prevent Inul-ization to the last drop of my blood”, “Inul has evil in
her breasts” or “Inulization is much worse than the SARS epidemic” (Champagne
and Millah 2003; my emphasis). Rhoma Irama condemned Inul’s drilling, saying
that it gave dangdut a bad name by promoting free sex and rape among the young.
Suggesting that her dance was an insult to religion and morality, he explicitly
forbade Inul to perform on national television or to ever again perform one of his
songs. The Indonesian Organization of Malay Music Artists (PAMMI) backed him
up. Although this was an organization that was intended to monitor the
development of dangdut music and its artists, the PAMMI monopolized the
dangdut genre to the extent that only certain forms were acknowledged. In such a
way, they decided what was considered authentic dangdut.
As observed by daily newspapers and readers’ comments, Rhoma Irama
acted as the moral father of Indonesian society. In the name of Islam he defined
what was to be morally acceptable, especially in the dangdut genre. This
authoritarian approach is indivisibly linked to the status he obtained from his fortyyear career in the Indonesian dangdut music world. It is not surprising therefore,
that we can see his moral stance reflected in his lyrics. As observed by Ollaora
(1998), his lyrics constituted patriarchal notions of gender relations linked to
religious preaching. In her work, Ollaora analyzed the song entitled “Women’s
Emancipation” (Emansipasi Wanita), a song that Rhoma Irama composed and
which was recorded in the early 1990s. I would like to go back to a few excerpts of
the song Emansipasi Wanita to compare his position in relation to the Inul debate
of post New Order times:
Women today are in a struggle/ Competing with men on all terrains/ At
home and in the office/Even on the road to government/ Of course the role
of women is needed in development / However this role should not go too
far/ (…) / Men and women will never be the same/ In nature’s terms they
differ in function / Their souls and their bodies/ God already regulated
their roles/ (…) / When we disturb God’s stipulations/ You’re certain to
receive all kinds of defiance/ Because women are crowding the offices/
Resulting in men’s unemployment/ (…) / Strive forward women, work
with spirit/ But don’t forget your first task/ Whatever you are/ You are the
mother of household/ (…)
This upbeat and cheerful-sounding song is performed on the electric guitar and on
the synthesizers backed up by typical sensuous dangdut drumbeats. In the lyrics,
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Rhoma Irama’s stress on the rhetoric of development, as legitimating women to
start working in the public sphere, coincides with Krishna Sen’s analysis of the
New Order “working woman” (1998). Sen notes here that literature on gender
relations in the New Order have referred to the construction of “woman” primarily
as the reproductive mother. In contrast to this literature, she further argues, the
1990s marked the times when both state policy and media texts reworked
Indonesian women as working women. This “new” woman, however, was
constructed largely within a middle class imaginary and implicitly excluded
working class and rural women (Sen 1998: 35). With the song Women’s
Emancipation, Rhoma Irama warns women not to go “too far” in this career driven
notion, but to remember their duties as women, namely to be a mother and a
housewife such as is naturally given by God. With this song, prepared in an album
that sold millions of copies, Rhoma Irama attacked the “dark side” of bringing
women into the male public sphere. He pointed out how women can take away
men’s jobs, and how children will suffer from the lack of love and attention at
home.
It is quite ironic to look back from the Inul debate to the song “Women’s
Emancipation”. Here comes a woman, Inul, who apparently goes “too far”, and is
in serious competition with Rhoma Irama who in the public’s perception is already
outdated. At a symbolic level, Inul embodies the woman he was singing about in
his song. The woman who takes away jobs from men (is she taking away his job?),
making them (him?) unemployed. Moreover, one could argue from this
perspective, that Inul “forgets” her foremost duty, namely of being a mother and a
“housewife”, according to Rhoma Irama a biological and natural state regulated by
God. However, Inul is not the middle class (urban) “career woman” that Rhoma
Irama attacks in his song, or that Sen analyzed in her work of the Indonesian
“working women”. Instead, Inul came from a village that is linked to a strong
traditionalist Muslim community where religious teaching is highly respected.
This ambiguity, namely of the figure of Inul not quite “fitting” into the
analogy of the Indonesian career woman might well be an explanation as to why
Rhoma Irama was not backed up by the public. Reactions from the general public
to Rhoma Irama’s authoritarian opinion towards Inul were more or less negative.
Many interpreted it as his jealousy of her success and found him to be arrogant
about losing his status as the king of dangdut. Others pointed out his hypocrisy in
moralizing about Inul and the nation, while he himself was an open polygamist
who did not want to confess to how many wives he had. In the heat of the debate,
former president and former chair of the largest Islamic organization Nahdlatul
Ulama, Abdurrahman Wahid, invited Rhoma Irama to have a meeting with him to
talk about the matter. In this private meeting the still highly respected Gus Dur (as
he is commonly called) stated that no individual had the right to deny others of
their freedom and all had the right to express themselves. It seems that in the case
of Inul, his role as religious dangdut “king” did not have enough authority to
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convince his dangdut audience of his moral pleas. Instead, people took Inul’s side
and rejected Rhoma Irama’s position.
In his sharp and witty article in the daily Kompas, cultural critic Emha
Ainun Nadjib described Inul’s bottom as “representing our faces”, and further
remarked that “our faces symbolize our existence, it is an icon of us as individuals
and a display of our identities” (Nadjib 2003: 11). He argued that because Rhoma
Irama used religion and his own status of haji (one who went on pilgrimage) for
his attack, he could effectively call upon the strategy of ritus sujud, a ritual of
prostration, which meant that he did not have to speak for himself, but that he
could call upon God to claim via him that Inul’s performance was not legitimate
and thus that it was haram, forbidden by Islam. This ritual, Emha argued, was
often used as a moral strategy to warn people that they could lose their dignity.
From the viewpoint of Rhoma Irama, to look at Inul’s behind proved ones loss of
dignity. However, the author argued “Mister Haji is afraid because people today
are not afraid of losing their dignities. Quite the opposite, people long for Inul’s
bottom, and are paying to be bottomed by Inul” (Ibid).
In contrast to Rhoma Irama’s protests, the public’s opinion of Inul was
positive. The Tempo, a well respected national weekly, conducted a poll in Jakarta
of five-hundred-and-twenty respondents, in which people were asked about their
opinions regarding Inul (Tempo 2003: 18). The weekly concluded that the overall
majority were pro-Inul and were skeptical about Rhoma Irama’s intentions. Inul
was often compared to the western icon Madonna in her struggle for freedom of
expression and from different layers of society people found her brave to be
performing her goyang ngebor that “only for dirty minds” could it be considered
pornography (Suara Merdeka, 3 May 2003; Kasali 2003). Women particularly
found her dance to be like aerobics, and applauded her stamina, denying that Inul’s
movements intended sexual connotations.
As opposed to the general public’s reaction, Inul publicly announced that
she found herself in a state of shock. Instead of fighting off the criticism like the
western icon Madonna, Inul wanted the world to know that she felt guilty and that
she could not understand why Rhoma Irama attacked her so severely. She made a
statement in which she asked for forgiveness, explaining her confusion about the
matter: “Bang Haji, forgive me, maybe I was wrong all along. But I believe that I
can repair my mistakes” (Nova 2003: 6). Inul and Rhoma Irama met together for a
private meeting. Afterwards she announced that he had been implacably stern.
Again she stated that she could not understand how this religious person could be
so unyielding. In spite of her anger, she promised that for the time being she
would not perform anymore on television, although she would continue her stage
performances (off-media).
Returning to Emha Ainun Nadjib’s argument that Rhoma Irama used ritus
sujud to legitimize himself, I would like to argue further that Inul used the very
same strategy to defend her case. Her “state of shock” and her disbelief, instead of
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anger or repulsion, coincided with the Indonesian woman’s role as proclaimed by
the New Order; to not be too aggressive in handling conflicts, to keep to your
duties as a woman, and to not criticize the (patriarchal) father. In other words, Inul
reacted in a very “traditional Javanese” way, in which she tried to maintain social
harmony (rukun). Instead of reacting aggressively, she proposed to negotiate with
Rhoma Irama and work it out together. Inul – whether consciously or not –
reversed a strategy of irony. She emphasized her own Islamic background and reappropriated it in her own terms to confront Rhoma Irama’s views. Instead of
announcing that Rhoma Irama was wrong to use Islam against her, she proclaimed
Islamic teaching and rhetoric for her own position. This also becomes clear when
we look at her reaction to Abdullah Gymnastiar (Aa Gym), a Muslim preacher and
media celebrity who asked Inul whether her movements did not destroy youth’s
morality, to which Inul answered: “alhamdullilah (Good God) no!”

Intersections of Class, Gender, and Nation
The fact that Rhoma Irama – the king of dangdut, and not some random Islamic
clerk – took center stage in the Inulmania, illustrates the importance of dangdut in
the political analysis of the Inul phenomenon. As Sen and Hill (2000) argue,
dangdut comprises over a third of the domestic market for musical recordings and
is arguably the musical genre most clearly associated with the New Order. It was
also the music genre that correlated with the working classes as pointed out by
Pioquinto who argued that dangdut was often used in a derogatory manner by the
upper class or elite to refer to lower class “thumping and clanging” (1995). In this
respect, the emergence of Inul altered dangdut’s connotation with working class
music and provided dangdut with an alternative status that could fit more into
middle classes. Partly due to people’s curiosity regarding the controversy around
the highly mediated topic, middle class people would ask their chauffeurs to buy
Inul VCDs for them to watch at home. In such a way, Inul and dangdut entered the
realm of middle class milieus.
In addition to the comparison made of Inul with Madonna pertaining to
“freedom of expression”, international media coverage also compared Inul’s status
with that of US rapper Eminem, who became a world-famous pop star against all
socio-economic odds. Inul, thus, embodied the “rags to riches” status, which won
her much sympathy in communities of the working classes and the urban poor. In
reaction to the Inulmania, village women have argued that the only choices these
women had in order to get ahead in life was to either be a domestic worker
overseas or to become an “Inul”. This seems to correspond with the female dancers
of Sekaten in Pioquinto’s study, who all stated that economic conditions were the
major motivation for their involvement in this type of occupation (1995: 70).
Working class women identified themselves with Inul and supported her by
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pointing out the hard work she’s putting into her dance. These identifications
illustrated to what extent Inul contributed to making her background, a poor village
in eastern Java, visible.
I argue that the Inulmania can be seen as an emergence of disenfranchised
voices in post-authoritarian times that have earlier been marginalized in the
political discourse of the New Order. Inul is often referred as sing ndeso kui, which
is Javanese for “the one coming from the village”. During the Inul-hype this
reference is not – as opposed to its connotations during the New Order period –
used in a derogatory manner. On the contrary, in accounts of the Inul debate the
reference to her village background legitimized her religious sincerity in her
conflict with Rhoma Irama. Moreover, with the support she received in public
discourse, the voice of the poor is not one that is resembled victimized voices of
earlier media representations, but one that showed female working class agency.
Intersecting this class analysis is its gender politics. As literature on
gender and the New Order have shown (see also chapter two), the dissemination of
New Order’s gender ideology went through practices and activities of government
assigned women’s organizations or programs such as Women’s Duty (Dharma
Wanita) or the Family Welfare Guidance (Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga or
PKK). Barbara Hatley argued, that “through direct government control in the case
of state owned media and a more diffuse reflection of dominant discourse
elsewhere, women’s roles as male-dependent wives and mothers were valorized,
and more autonomous female behavior queried and criticized” (2002: 130). Thus,
the gender ideology underlying governmental interventions centered on the notion
of housewife (ibu rumah tanga), and in late-New Order period, on the career
woman (wanita karier). These two notions fitted well in the development rhetoric
that proclaimed citizens, men and women, to be productive. The image of career
woman was projected throughout society to push women to work and to contribute
to the development of the nation. However, at the same time, women were
cautioned to not forget their offspring and duties back home or else the family,
mirroring the nation’s morale, would disintegrate (as illustrated also in Rhoma
Irama’s song).
The propagation of gender ideology through institutions like the PKK or
Dharma Wanita, but also through education, mass media and cultural practices, has
contributed to mechanisms of self-conduct in which women continuously
subjectivize and objectivize themselves in relation to the image of the (middle
class) New Order Indonesian woman. The individualizing and totalizing effect of
this practice/conduct is to be seen in the embodiment of the notions of either
housewife or career woman. The double message of housewife and career woman
was to be the combining duties of the modern Indonesian woman. However, as
Brenner (1998) argued, the image of career woman is largely assigned to white
collar workers working in banks or government institutions. Whether or not they
earned substantial money, women farmers for instance, would not be included in
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this image of the career woman. Moreover, as Diane Wolf argued in her work on
Javanese factory women, the New Order’s image of the “woman” offers a middle
class image that is completely different from the realities of the majority of women
in Indonesia (Wolf 1990: 45). Brenner further remarked that the ideas
underpinning the notion of housewife and career woman have been adopted from
the West in the regime’s attempt to make Indonesia modern (Brenner 1998: 242244). In this respect, we could argue that the phenomenon of Inul makes visible the
incompatibility of New Order’s gender politics of adopting foreign concepts, such
as housewife and career woman, interpreting the first as “traditional” and the latter
as “modern”.
Instead of pointing out to increasing Islamism as explaining the
controversy surrounding Inul, I would argue that the controversy actually points
out the initial crisis of New Order (class and gender) ideologies. Her “rags to
riches” status and its production of gender politics makes visible the transformation
and alteration of these ideologies. As argued earlier, Inul-like performances were
not new and many female performers before her have danced in quite the same
manner and in comparable settings. So it is quite peculiar that it is only just in 2003
that people started to question these kinds of practices: why have the preceding
dancers not received the attention that Inul has received? Moreover, sensuous
performances of popular western celebrities – for instance Britney Spears – seen on
MTV Indonesia, have not received significant controversial debates in Indonesia.
Here it becomes interesting to raise Pioquinto’s question again, but then reversed:
Why has Inul – as opposed to other sensual female dangdut performers in the past
– received the attention of Jakartan authorities?
In New Order Indonesia, many events have acted as a deviation from
other forms of crisis which have been deemed more important or more “real”, such
as wealth inequalities, corruption, or ethnic tensions. Rather than narrativizing
these “real” crises, national discourses of moral crisis in the family, for instance the
ones prevailing in Indonesian television dramas, developed into dominant idioms.
The happy middle class family came to represent Indonesian morale and social
order. In the case of Inul, media coverage of the performer overshadowed coverage
on for instance the political situation in Aceh, the skyrocketing prices of sugar, and
the negotiations on the new law for the national education system. At first sight, it
seemed that something “as superficial as Inul” was once again the center of
political attention while more serious problems were facing Indonesia at that time.
Although the Inul hype might suggest an initial deflection of attention
from other important crises of citizenship, I believe, that the Inul debate, and the
implications of her performance to the social context is far too complex to be
labeled a mere deviation. First, the debate (unintentionally) produced its own
discourse, making visible to what extent Indonesians will put up with New Order’s
legacy and to what extent they demand change. It illustrated how changes in
thinking about class and gender are taking place within the realm of national
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identity. Thus, the debate on Inul not only represented the manifestation of tensions
between conservative or dogmatic Muslim and liberal or non-Muslims, rather it
represented the manifestation of power relations that defined New Order
“Indonesians”. The very reason why Inul is contested, and not Britney Spears, is
precisely because of this reason. The debate on Inul did not merely take place to
cover up other (more pressing) issues, but rather, it produced new class and gender
relations and narrated the search for defining new Indonesian bodies.
Yet, taking into account the subsequent debate on the pornography bill,
we can – in retrospect – approach the Inul debate as a precedent to the morality
debate between Islamists and culturalists. In the following section, I will
demonstrate how this debate on the controversial draft law unfolded at the level of
democratic politics.

Islamism versus Culturalism
A second layer of analysis unfolds when engaging another debate on sexuality or
sexual bodies in the public sphere. The interlocking political and public debate on
the so-called pornography bill erupted not much later after the Inul phenomenon
had faded away. This new debate preoccupied many Indonesians – especially in
2006 – when mass demonstrations, protests, and public campaigns were set up to
defend or attack the new pornography bill. The bill was drafted in 1999 by a group
that called themselves People Concerned with the Future of the Young Generation.
At that time, the draft law was still called the “Anti-Pornography and Porno-action
Bill” (Rancangan Undang-Undang Republik Indonesia tentang Anti Pornografi
dan Pornoaksi or RUU APP). Although it was approved by the House of
Representatives, it took six more years, namely after Megawati’s resignation in
2004, for the bill to become seriously discussed in parliament.132 It was not until
2006, however, that the draft law was made public. Almost immediately, protesting
reactions appeared, engendering national and international media attention and
exposure.
Besides rules to regulate the production and distribution of pornographic
material, such as films, videos or magazines, the bill included articles that would
ban sensual artifacts and regulate “immoral conduct” (Republika, 22 February
2006). The first relates to article 4 of the bill which reads that any drawings,
sounds, films, songs, poetry, photographs, or paintings that portray certain sensual
parts of the mature body are prohibited (DPR 2006). The latter, namely “immoral
conduct” is gathered under the rubric of “porno-action” (pornoaksi), which is
defined as events or acts that exploit sexuality, obscenity, and/or eroticism in
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Megawati, who opposed the controversial draft law, postponed the parliamentary discussion.
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public.133 Articles under this rubric, for instance, include erotic dancing, public
kissing, and the exposure of sensual body parts.134 As such, according to this bill,
bare legs or bare shoulders in public would be considered a crime, leading to a jail
time between one to five years and/or a fine between fifty to two-hundred-fifty
million Rupiah. The same penalty applied to public kissing while erotic dancing
could lead to a prison time of two to ten years and/or a fine of one-hundred to fivehundred million Rupiah (DPR 2006; Kompas, 4 March 2006).
The controversy around the bill concerned two matters, namely the way in
which the bill discriminated against women, by curbing women’s behaviour and
women’s bodies (I will return to this matter in the final section of this chapter) and
the way in which it discriminated against non-Islamist cultures, values, and norms,
through the fact that, under this draft law, some cultural practices would be
considered forms of “porno-action”.
The year 2006 was the year in which the debate culminated in the public
and political realm. The news of the pornography bill triggered profound and
emotional reactions. While different liberal and nationalist groups protested the
pornography law, Islamist groups and factions within the House of Representatives
were keen on swiftly discussing the law so that it could be ratified and
implemented as soon as possible. The political discussions evolved around
principles of political parties, and roughly, the debate can be divided between
Islamist parties, advocating for indecent behavior to be regulated by law, and the
pancasila parties, advocating for the regulation of pornographic material but
without intervening in everyday moral conduct.
Islamist factions such as the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS), United
Development Party (PPP), and the National Mandate Party (PAN) were firm
supporters of the pornography bill. But secular parties such as the Democratic
Party (PD) and the Golkar also supported the draft law. Aligned to the progressive
strand of the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama, the National Awakening Party (PKB)
was positioned in between the Islamist parties and the secular Indonesian
Democratic Party for Struggle (PDIP). The latter strongly opposed the bill and
even threatened to walk out on parliamentary negotiations in June of that year. The
conflict primarily involved the wish of the Democratic Party for Struggle to
completely revise the bill in such a way that it opposed the dissemination of
pornographic material but not the moral or ethical conduct of people’s behaviour.
They proposed to reduce the controversial bill to seventeen rather than the original
ninety-three articles. In short, the PDIP would only agree to pass the law on several
conditions, namely that it would not be based on a particular religion; that it would
not go against religious and cultural values; and that it would not intervene in
people’s private and moral lives (Baskoro, Manan, and Rosyid 2006).
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Article 1 of the draft law (DPR 2006).
See articles 6 and 7 and especially article 25 of the draft law (DPR 2006).
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The head of the Special Committee (pansus) responsible for the
parliamentary procedures of the pornography bill, Balkan Kaplale, anticipated that
the law would be passed in June of 2006. However, at the time of this writing,
there has not been any closure concerning the passing of the bill. The beginning of
2007 did witness a revision of the draft law.135 The most important revision was the
name of the bill, which was altered from the controversial anti-pornography and
porno-action law to simply the “pornography law” (Fadil 2007). This name change
was very important in so far that it proved that the different political factions in
parliament and the government were reaching a level of consensus on how to
further implement and define this law on pornography. With the name change, the
weight of the law shifted from moral and decent conduct to the dissemination of
pornographic material. More importantly, it demonstrated that the bill did not
divide political groups into incommensurable positions.

Islamist Paradigms of Morality
Away from the political domain, a direct motive for the public to plead for the
pornography bill can be traced back to several events and occurrences in the postSuharto public sphere in which sexuality – as I have indicated in the first section of
this chapter – became a much discussed and mediated topic. As such, the debate on
Inul and the way in which her presence was contested in public discourse can be
viewed as a precedent to the debate on the pornography bill.136 Inul herself was
also directly involved in the debate by publicly announcing that she opposed the
new bill and by participating at demonstrations. In response, the militant Betawi
Brotherhood Forum (Forum Betawi Rempug or FBR) demanded an apology from
Inul. 137 They threatened to destroy her karaoke bar and to evict her out of Jakarta if
she would not show remorse for her participation in discrediting the pornography
bill (Santosa 2006). With this condemnation, Inul was back in the picture and
symbolized for many the consequences if the bill be passed, namely that people
like her would not be able to perform anymore in Indonesia.
Conservative Islamist support for the pornography bill primarily involved
the issue of morality. A lawful guide to decent and moral conduct, as the Council
of Indonesian Ulama stated, was considered a necessity in times of “moral decay”
135

This official revision of the law took place after fractions of the different political parties had
negotiated the existing draft. The changes agreed upon by these fractions were processed in a
second version of the draft law (DIM RUU APP kedua) or also known as the “Fractions version”
(Khairina 2006).
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So were the discussions concerning the film Arisan or Buruan Cium Gue!, the Miss Indonesia
pageants, or the introduction of the Indonesian version of the magazine Playboy as discussed
earlier.
137
Betawi is Jakarta’s original ethnic.
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(Jakarta Post, 29 May 2006). In May 2006, this same council issued an edict and
summoned the government and House of Representatives to pass the draft so that it
could be implemented as soon as possible. They even threatened “Muslim
sanctions” if the House failed to reach closure by the end of June (Ibid). This
threatening language and attitude was also used by the more hard-line Islamist
groups such as the Islamic Defense Front (FPI). These groups demanded from the
government that violators of the future pornography law be severely punished and
that a moral police force be established to see to it that the law is upheld.
The 26th of May witnessed a vast demonstration by an alliance of Muslim
groups. The long march held in Jakarta was called the Peaceful Million People
Action against Pornography and Porno-action (Aksi Damai Sejuta Umat Menolak
Pornografi dan Pornoaksi).138 Participating Muslim organizations included, among
others, the Islamist Prosperous Justice Party (PKS), mainstream Muslim
organizations such as the Muhammadiyah and the Nahdlatul Ulama, the
conservative Indonesian Council of Ulama (MUI), the ultra-conservative Council
for Islamic Predication (DDII) and the smaller militant groups such as the Islamic
Defense Front (FPI) and the ethnic militant group called the Betawi Brotherhood
Forum (Forum Betawi Rempug or FBR) (Pikiran Rakyat, 21 May 2006). The
majority of the demonstrators were dakwahists, that is, Islamists mostly aligned to
the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS). Their perspective was couched within the
rhetoric of nation’s declining morality arguing that the nation had to protect its
women and children against the influences of pornography and obscenity. They
called for the immediate endorsement of the pornography bill.
The family (or family metaphors as described in chapter three on
Megawati) is not only important to the Indonesian nationalist discourse, but is
equally visible in the way Muslims have catered to family values as a strategy in
promoting the bill. The struggle over how family values are to be interpreted in the
private and public spheres is central to understanding mechanisms of Muslim
politics (Eickelman and Piscatory 1996). This is especially illustrated by the way in
which family law has been heavily debated in most Muslim countries throughout
the world. The way in which family values have been deployed in ideological
struggles, can be seen approached as following “public transcripts” that consider
family roles as the “ground zero” of societies (James Scott in Eickelman and
Piscatory 1996: 83).
Returning to the debate on the pornography bill, however, it appears that
this discourse needed to be supported by potent symbols of the nation. By
repeating narratives that pornography threatens the moral fabric of the nation and
138

The phrase “Million People March” reverberates the Million Man March held in Washington,
DC on October 16, 1995. This widely reported event concerned a Black march convened by Louis
Farrakhan, leader of the Nation of Islam. Besides aiming to increase Black voting by promoting
Blacks to register, the March aimed to raise public attention for Black involvement in
volunteerism and community activism.
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that the bill is therefore necessary to protect the nation, nation(alist) discourses are
appropriated within the Islamic pro-bill rhetoric. These appeals to nationalist
sentiments pertain to the manner in which religious groups make serious efforts to
influence processes of lawmaking and practices of politicking. Hence, besides
representing cultural and Islamic tensions, the debate on the pornography bill also
exemplified tensions between political parties and political leaders. With respect to
Islamists, this tension can be explained as their political aspiration to enter the
political decision-making terrain as a full member. In the past, they have been
marginalized or denied this political membership.
For Islamists, Inul, “sexy” Indonesian female celebrities, films that depict
sexuality or eroticism, and beauty pageants were reinforcing references to bad
conduct throughout the debate on the pornography bill. The media attention that
the bill generated was strengthened by the way in which celebrities or prominent
Muslims – such as Rhoma Irama, Inneke Koesherawati, and Aa Gym – had backed
up the pro-pornography bill discourse by condemning these films, events, and
performances as pornographic, obscene, immoral and un-Islamic. Most of these
entertainers, however, did not come from an orthodox Muslim background (Hefner
2000: 125). The three entertainers described above, are ultimate examples of
proselytizing entertainers that have a background in film, music, and other mass
media rather than Muslim schools. Nevertheless, they have succeeded in gaining
support for their Muslim standpoints in public discussions.
Debates concerning sexuality or sexualized bodies and morality are not
new. The historian Elsbeth Locher-Scholten (2003) explains for instance how in
the 1930s heated debates were held between nationalists and Islamists about beauty
pageants during a night market festival (pasar malam) in Semarang. The pageant
was considered immoral, “un-Indonesian”, and “a humiliation and a danger to the
honor of ‘the Indonesian woman’” (2003: 44). In this situation, Muslim,
nationalist, as well as feminist groups, protested against the pageants. It was the
cultural Javanese discourse that went against those protests and argued that
Javanese culture also included contests and performances that carried erotic or
sexual elements. The anti-pageant speech in the 1930s was especially related to an
anti-western and anti-colonial discourse. The influence of western media images
were profound and had started to dominate over indigenous culture. The
discussions on the beauty pageants exemplified that there were clear boundaries of
what was to be defined as Indonesian (and therefore acceptable), what as tolerable
western/modern influence, and what as not tolerable influence of western culture.
The contemporary debate on the pornography bill resembles the debate in
the 1930s. However, rather than casting it in an anti-colonial paradigm, it more
accurately represents opposing views between Islamists and culturalists. One of the
slogans on the banners of women advocating the implementation of the
pornography bill during one of the demonstrations, read: “You guard your body,
I’ll guard my eyes”. This statement reveals a few things. It suggests foremost that
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there is an incommensurable difference between the two groups involved in the
debate: Although there is room to negotiate, this takes place more in terms of
“tolerance” rather than acceptance or full recognition. In fact, the protesters with
their statement imply that they will “tolerate” non-Islamists as long as they “guard
their body” or in other words, as long as they behave and dress in a moral and
decent manner. In turn, the banner suggests that when these conditions are met,
Islamists, will guard “their eyes” to “tolerate” non-Islamists’ so that they will be
able to co-exist. In such a way, the Islamist discourse polarizes an “us” and “them”
division between Islamists and non-Islamists, and assigns immoral conduct to nonIslamists while upholding morality for the own community. Nonetheless, there is
room for co-existence and room to tolerate other norms and values (to a certain
extent).
Apart from the event described above, the issue of sexuality in Islam has
not been made explicit in the Islamist discourse. Rather, many representatives
defending the bill have again and again referred to “exploitation of women’s
bodies”. Hence, in this rhetoric, to defend the draft law was to defend women’s
rights and to struggle against violence against women. Muslim clerics from the
Nahdlatul Ulama, Islamic scholars from the Council of Indonesian Ulama, and
Islamist politicians from the Prosperous Justice Party have argued that
pornography and porno-action could lead to violence against women (and children)
in real life.139 Another recurring argument has been that pornography and pornoaction diminishes the nation’s morality. These vague statements diffused the clarity
of the debate and contributed to circumventing ideological stakes in the public
discussions. The question appropriate to pose here is whether the debate would
have turned out to be more productive for Islamists if their Islamic paradigms on
sexuality in defense of the bill were made more explicit.
Implicitly, however, the demands set out by Islamists do tackle the issue
of sexuality and in particular women’s sexuality. The arguments set out above,
namely of pornography and porno-action being detrimental to the nation’s morale,
illustrates the obsession of Islamists with women’s moral conduct in public (male)
spaces. As the postcolonial scholar Jacqui Alexander argued in her study of the
“sexual offences” bill in Trinidad and Tobago, morality in this respect becomes a
euphemism for “sex” (1991:133). Alexander rightly argues that interventions of the
state in regulating sexuality through norms of morality are not new (Ibid: 135).
Also, her study illustrates that “morality talk” need not be assigned to Islamic
rhetoric in particular nor to religious rhetoric in general. Although religious
metaphors were deployed in the debate on the “sexual offences” bill in Trinidad
and Tobago, the public and political discussion was entirely secular in origin.
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Arguments also used by radical feminists in the West, especially in the United States. I will
return to this point later.
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Scholarship on gender and Islam has often argued for the necessity to
deconstruct the sexual politics underlying a conservative Islamist ideology.140
Returning to the Islamist discourse in Indonesia, although not voiced explicitly, the
call for the prohibition of exposing sensual body parts implied indirectly, the desire
to cover women. Moreover, in this ideology, women’s bodies are primarily related
to its subjection with respect to the male gaze. Hence, underlying this paradigm are
assumptions of heteronormativity.141 While morality is linked to sexuality,
sexuality in particular is linked to the conjugal heterosexual couple. In such a way,
to be moral is to be asexual or heterosexual in Islamic ways.
It is important to note that not all parties and groups promoting the
pornography bill adhered to an Islamist discourse. In 2005, President Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono, aligned to the Democratic Party (PD), spurred on the debate
by proclaiming that he was appalled by the sight of belly buttons in television
broadcasts such as MTV. He stated that he was disappointed by the Indonesian
broadcasts of such images that he regarded “alien to Indonesia’s norms and
identity” (Nurbaiti 2005). He further argued that banning such porno-action would
be the first step in making Indonesian women more dignified (Ibid). Balkan
Kaplale, coming from the same party as the president, was the head of the Special
Committee that revised the draft in parliament. Together with the former New
Order party Golkar, the Democratic Party supported the pornography bill. Their
standpoint resembled the nationalist standpoint in the 1930s beauty pageant debate,
which attended to Indonesian or Asian values rather than Islamic values. However,
trapped between the culturalists, conveying the ideology of nationalist pluralism,
and Muslim groups and parties who proclaim Islamist paradigms, this conservative
nationalist discourse did not find enough support in the public sphere.

Cultural Frameworks of Body and Sexuality
There have been many different reasons for the various groups of protesters to
oppose the pornography law. While some groups referred to democratic principles
such as the freedom of expression, or artistic freedom, others argued that the bill
could lead to alienation with respect to the rest of the world, especially the western
world. The dominant paradigm opposing the pornography law, nonetheless, was
the culturalist standpoint. This was especially personified by the strong position
that regional politics had in opposition to the government in Jakarta. Articulated by
prominent regional officials and representatives of local cultures, opposition to the
bill was vast. According to these groups, the restrictions on dress and public
behaviour went against cultural and traditional norms and values.
140

See among many others Accad 1991, Göle 1996, Mernissi 1975, Moghissi 1999, and Ong
1990. See also chapter one of this dissertation.
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See Boellstorff 2005 for a discussion on heteronormativity in Indonesia.
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The governor of Bali, I Made Dewa Beratha for example, explained that
the bill went against Hindu beliefs and traditions (Tempo 2006).142 Along with
other officials in Bali, the governor condemned the pornography law and appealed
to the Jakartan authorities that it be revised. They also posed the provocative
statement that Bali would seriously consider to separating from the Republic of
Indonesia and opt for autonomy if the law in this shape would be implemented. As
a response to this perspective, the Indonesian Mujahidin Council (Majelis
Mujahidin Indonesia or MMI) summoned the Balinese officials, arguing that this
stance was a subversive act that threatened the integration of the country (Utantoro
2006).
Also, cultural and local traditions such as dance and entertainment were
cited to argue for the un-Indonesianess of wanting to regulate artistic expressions
that could be marked as sensual or erotic (Aziz 2006). Dancers of the traditional
Tayub dance for instance have pointed out the uniqueness and holiness of the
dance despite or by reason of sensuality and eroticism. Tayub is a local Javanese
folk dance, popular in East and Central Java and performed by both men and
women. Many have referred to the consequences of the pornography law for
dances such as Tayub or other local traditional dances such as Ronggeng or
Topekong. These arguments resemble the arguments in defense of Inul Daratista
and her dangdut dance. It touches upon issues of pluralism and multiculturalism,
and by alluding to “Indonesianness” appropriates nationalist frameworks. In such a
way, culturalist standpoints, which could also be coined as a form of “vernacular
communitarianism” (Chua 2005: Frazer 1999) stood in opposition to Islamist
perspectives – although both appealed to nationalist sentiments. While the
culturalists argued that the pornography law threatened the pluralist and
multicultural fabric of the nation, the Islamist argued that the separatist positions of
regions such as Bali threatened the social fabric of the nation.
Many of the protesters were artists, dancers, or writers. And although
some referred to democratic principles of artistic freedom (Redana 2006; Gunawan
2006), they particularly obtained sympathy and moral strength from the public
through their argument of multiculturalism and nationalist pluralism. This is, for
142

He also argued that the bill would hamper and censor the creativity of artists. Moreover, Bali is
a popular tourist island for westerners and it is dependent on the incomes from the tourist
industry. The implementation of the bill, he stated, could be detrimental to the economy of the
Island as tourists who like to sunbath on the beaches of Bali would be scared off (Tempo 2006).
Ironically, these statements conflict with the ways in which modern sexual practices (by both
tourists as Balinese) in Bali have been evaluated. Laura J. Bellows, in her study of cultural
preservation in Bali, argued that women’s new sexual practices and new ideas of sexual desire in
Bali have been regarded by many Balinese officials as harmful “not only to families and
communities, but to Balinese-ness, Balinese nation, and in religious terms, the very cosmos”
(Bellows 2003: 102). Although Islamists argue in much the same manner, that it threatens
“Muslimness” and the Muslim nation, the official Balinese discourse with relation to the bill
seemed to have turned against these claims.
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instance, demonstrated by the image circulated on the internet and stemming from
an internet campaign against the pornography law. Posted by Electronposts and the
so-called Free Souls (Jiwa Merdeka), the virtual campaign – initiated by I Made
Marlowe and I Wayan Juniartha – aspired to contribute to the existing public
campaign.143 One of the images circulated on their blog was an image designed by
an anonymous contributor and which articulated the word “REMEMBER” in
conjunction with the symbol of the Indonesian constitution (see figure 5).

Figure 5: Internet campaign against the pornography bill.
(Courtesy Electronposts and Jiwa Merdeka 2006)

The image portrays the Garuda “bird”, the national symbol of the republic of
Indonesia. The Garuda (Sanskrit) represents a large mythical bird or bird-like
creature stemming from Hindu and Buddhist mythology.144 The national symbol
can be found everywhere in Indonesia, ranging from schools, official buildings,
public spaces, and public television. The shield in front of the Garuda carries five
different symbols: a star, a head of a buffalo (banteng), the banyan tree (waringin),
a chain, and the final symbol, rice and cotton. They represent the pancasila, also a
Sanskrit term, meaning five (panca) principles (sila). The five principles include:
1) Belief in the one and only God 2) Just and civilized humanity (internationalism
or humanitarianism) 3) The unity of Indonesia (nationalism), 4) Democracy guided
by the inner wisdom in the unanimity arising out of deliberations amongst
representatives (democracy), and 5) Social justice for the whole of the people of
Indonesia (Vickers 2005: 117; Leifer 1995: 210-211).145 The Indonesian Garuda

143

Marlowe and Juniartha were also members of the Bali delegation that in February 2006 left for
Jakarta to oppose the parliamentary Special Committee’s perspective on the pornography law.
144
Besides Indonesia, Thailand also uses the Garuda as its national symbol. While the Garuda in
Indonesia remains birdlike, the Garuda in Thailand pictures a half man-half bird creature.
145
With respect to the symbols on the shield, the star represents belief in God, the head of the
buffalo represents democracy, the tree represents nationalism, the chain represents “unbroken
continuity of the generation of mankind” or humanitarianism (while the round links represent
women, the square links represent men) and finally, the rice and cotton in the last symbol
represents food and clothing, basic needs of people and therefore symbolizing social justice
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also carries a banner with the words “Bhinneka Tunggal Ika” meaning Unity in
Diversity – the popular nationalist motto introduced by Sukarno. The motto refers
to ethnic, religious and cultural diversity in Indonesia and expresses the principle
of national unity and assimilation.
In his study of the pancasila ideology during the New Order, the political
scientist and director of the Asia Foundation’s Jakarta office, Douglas Ramage
(1995), points out how the symbol is appropriated and accommodated by different
political groups, such as the Suharto administration, the traditionalist Nahdlatul
Ulama, the Armed Forces (ABRI), and secular nationalists. To be dedicated to the
pancasila was a relatively easy way to show ones nationalist loyalty. Hence, by
projecting the Garuda symbol onto the words “REMEMBER”, the image presented
above conveys some form of urgency – a moral call for people involved in the
discussion on the pornography bill not to forget Indonesia’s core philosophical
principles of Unity in Diversity. Confronting readers with the national symbol and
motto compels them to relate to the principles that represent an ideology of
tolerance. Also, the haunting grey colors contribute to suggesting that there is a
threat. This threat is strengthened by the map of Indonesia in the background
evoking the implication that Indonesia could disintegrate if we are not careful.
During the New Order, however, the ideology of pancasila shifted from a
more socialist and humanitarian paradigm to an instrumental paradigm. President
Suharto called for a return to an “authentic” pancasila rather than the so-called
communist version Sukarno had advocated (Romano 2003: 44). Nonetheless, as
Ramage explains, the New Order forced pancasila upon groups and organizations.
In 1985, Suharto demanded by law that all social, religious and political
organizations and groups officially adhered to the pancasila ideology as their only
core foundation (Azra 2002; Habullah 2000; Hefner 2000; Ramage 1995: 3; Van
Bruinessen 2002). In so doing, the national and romanticized idea of pancasila
became utilized as a political instrument to control and regulate political Islam.146
Illustrative is the context of the marriage law. While before, it was the
responsibility of the Ministry of Religion, Suharto had moved this bill to the
Justice department and demanded that the law be based on pancasila (Martyn
2005: 143).147 Although Islamists have never been fond of the pancasila
discourse148, the appropriation of pancasila by New Order powers, led to an even
(Indonesia Handbook 1977). For a good analysis of pancasila see Ramage 1995, chapter one and
six, and Suyadinata 1998, chapter two.
146
With the establishment of the Association for Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals (ICMI) in the
1990s, however, the New Order took a different direction. The discourse of ICMI represented the
merging of national ideology with Islam. See also chapter two.
147
For a thorough discussion on the developments in Indonesian marriage law, see chapter six.
148
The introduction of Sukarno of the pancasila in 1945 encompassed a combination of
nationalist, Muslim, Marxist, liberal democratic and populist-Indonesian ideas. He had anticipated
that this combination would appeal to everyone (Hefner 2000: 42). However, Islamists wanted to
include the so-called “Jakarta-charter”, which involved the addition of the pancasila with an
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more suspicious demeanour and distrust from Islamists toward anyone adhering to
the ideology of pancasila. While mainstream Indonesian Muslims seemed
relatively content with the way in which pancasila co-existed with religion
(Ramage 1995: 200), Islamists, from the outset of independence, were wary of the
nationalist ideology which so often had excluded political Islam.149
As mentioned before, the dominant opposing views between the pancasila
discourse and the Islamist discourse ironically pushed the so-called Asian values
debate to the background. While in the past, pancasila was often used to
distinguish Indonesian values from western values, it is now primarily articulated
in opposition to Islamist ideology. The contemporary debate on the pornography
bill, therefore, created another paradigm shift for the pancasila discourse. From
functioning as a nationalist commitment against western colonialism and
imperialism during the Old Order, or as an Asian developmentalist and
authoritarian commitment during the New Order, it has started to function as a
discourse of cultural pluralism to oppose conservative Islamic attempts to further
Islamize (and therefore homogenize) Indonesian society.
Evaluating this new paradigm shift in light of the pornography bill, I tend
to share John Bowen’s optimism (2005) that despite of determined Islamic
demands to create a Muslim hegemony, “normative pluralism” is possible.150
Although as a national philosophy, ideas of multiculturalism or pluralism are not
new in Indonesia, the current public discourse on multiculturalism, I argue, can be
regarded as a new manifestation and a revival of the principle Unity in Diversity of
the pancasila discourse. This acts not only as a self-fulfilling rhetoric of
romanticized nationalism, but as an actual legitimation of cultural pluralism.
Although the process of giving regions and regional cultures more say in national
politics have been facilitated by the politics of decentralization (since 1999), the
public recognition of this necessity became especially apparent during the
discussions on the draft law. Hence, as a side effect of the debate on the
pornography bill, Indonesians are adopting paradigms of cultural rights as
important aspects of Indonesian citizenship.

Islamic clause, namely: “Belief in God with the obligation for adherents of Islam to carry out
Islamic law (shariah)” (Ibid). This demand was not granted and various Muslim leaders had felt
betrayed.
149
See chapter two for an elaboration on the dynamics involved between nationalists and
Islamists at the outset of independence.
150
Bowen defines “normative pluralism” in Indonesia as accommodating three aspects: the claims
of provinces, the claims of adapt communities, and religious diversity. See Bowen 2005.
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Feminism and the Intervening State
Women’s organizations, feminists, and prominent Muslim gender activists played
a central role in the discussions about Inul Daratista and the debate on the
pornography bill. With respect to the first, Rhoma Irama’s attack led different
women’s organizations to support Inul and to organize a press conference and a
demonstration to support her. In May 2003, the Indonesian Women’s Coalition
(Koalisi Perempuan Indonesia or KPI) made a formal statement that they did not
tolerate the moral and religious authoritarianism instrumentalized as strategic
politics in the debate around Inul. Moreover, they argued that “today it is Inul’s
rights that are being violated; tomorrow it could happen to us” (Kompas, 3 May
2003). This statement was supported by ninety different organizations, ranging
from women’s organizations to human rights advocates and (liberal) Islamic
groups. The same day, hundreds of women and men from some of these
organizations demonstrated in central Jakarta. Voicing slogans such as “Free Inul’s
Dance” or “To Drill (ngebor) is Not a Crime” and dancing to dangdut music while
copying Inul’s “drilling” moves, captured protesters’ support for the singer-dancer.
The effects of global capitalism and the free market that enticed media
producers to exploit women like Inul, was a recurring argument in the debate. As
explicated by the feminist lawyer and politician Nursyahbani Katjasungkana,
media producers have exploited Inul: “her own profits do not come close compared
to what media producers are profiting from her exposure.151 Moreover, as Rita
Kalibonso, also a feminist lawyer and director of Mitra Perempuan argued, the
phenomenon of Inul is really about the power of the free market. When Rhoma
Irama lost his share of the market, he used religion as a form of identity politics to
hide his economic intentions.152
Concerning the pornography bill, the feminist discourse entered the
discussion far earlier than the culturalist discourse. Hence, feminist representatives
like Gadis Arivia and Adriani Veny from the Women’s Journal Association
(Yayasan Jurnal Perempuan or YJP), or Nursyahbani Katjasungkana and Ratna
Batara Munti from the Indonesian Women’s Association for Justice (LBH APIK),
had started to voice their concerns as early as 2004.153 In their reactions, they
appealed to the ways in which the law was particularly discriminating toward
women. Although the language of the bill is gender neutral and is relevant to men
and women, women would be especially affected when taking into consideration
how the law would translate into everyday life, hence, it would be women’s bodies
and behavior that would be regarded as immoral (Arivia 2005). The draft law, they
argue, conflicts with democratic principles of equal rights and freedom of
expression.
151

Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 24 March 2003.
Rita Kaliboso, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 9 May 2003
153
As also illustrated by the special issue on pornography in Jurnal Perempuan (2004).
152
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As illustrated earlier in the discussion of the Islamist paradigm in the
debate, the feminist discourse was contested by Islamist women from the
Prosperous Justice Party (PKS), the Indonesian Muslim Student Action Union
(KAMMI), and from the more fundamentalist Hizbut Tahrir. They too took to the
streets and called upon similar frameworks of gender justice and gender equality to
assert the opposite of what the liberal feminists were arguing. In their perspective,
both pornography and porno-action were detrimental to women’s well being. It
exploited women’s bodies and destroyed the moral quality of society. Issues of
Islamic morality and the sacredness of the body were undisputable values for the
Islamist women. The implementation of the draft law would entail recognition of
these values.
These perspectives were incommensurable with the mainstream feminist
discourse. Within their “rights” discourse, “freedom of expression” was the most
prevailing argument. An Islamist perspective such as the one represented by the
Islamist women, would curb this freedom of expression because certain
expressions would not be regarded as corresponding to “Islamic morality”. Instead,
feminist critics have pointed toward the gender biased nature of the draft law and
have illustrated how it curtailed especially women’s behaviour and women’s
bodies (Arivia 2006; Handayani 2006). Both the November 2004 and the May
2006 edition of the Women’s Journal (Jurnal Perempuan), an Indonesian feminist
journal having strong ties to (western) liberal and academic feminist perspectives,
were entirely devoted to the discussion on the bill and articulated the perspective
that the draft law conflicted with CEDAW and the Indonesian constitution. As
such a human rights discourse emerged in which women’s freedom over their
bodies and the freedom of expression often functioned as arguments to reject the
passing of the law.
This is not to say that Indonesian feminists simply approved of
pornography. As the feminist lawyer Katjasungkana argued, although
pornography, in terms of production, access, and distribution needs to be regulated,
rather than curbing women’s behaviour and conduct, it is better to strengthen
existing laws (such as the KUHP).154 But she also added that banning all forms of
eroticism or pornography would not lead to less sexual violence (as argued by
some). On the contrary, “in the countries that strongly ban sexuality, such as Saudi
Arabia and Iran, violence against women is extremely high, including violence
against Indonesian domestic workers that work there” (Samhadi 2006). Analyzing
the debate from the feminist standpoint, it becomes clear that the debate did not
address pornography as such but more accurately addressed the ways in which
women’s behaviour and women’s bodies were proposed to be regulated in the draft
law.

154

See also Widyawati 2004.
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The “rights” discourse – including both national citizenship rights as well
as international human rights – was mostly represented by liberal feminists from
the secular middle classes. Muslim feminists that have engaged in the debate
depended more on the pancasila discourse and have called upon values of
multiculturalism and pluralism in opposing the pornography bill. In observing the
feminist “rights” discourse, religion or Islam is rarely proposed as informing the
misogynist nature of the draft law. Rather, “male dominated culture” and
“patriarchal culture” have been consistently appropriated to explain the genderbiased character of the bill. Contrary to some western feminist approaches to Islam
that have claimed religion – and especially Islam – as being the source of
patriarchy and misogyny (see chapter one), this perspective does not only allow for
a more complex understanding of gender relations, but also allows room for
dialogue with religious groups and representatives.
Although drawing on women’s rights over their own bodies, there have
been only a few instances in which feminists have appealed to the discourse of
sexual rights or freedom of sexuality or sexual expression. The discourse remains
largely within the confines of women’s rights as defined in the freedom of
movement or dress. To such an extent, the pornography debate in Indonesia did not
resemble the so-called “pornography wars” in the Anglo-Saxon world.
Nonetheless, comparing the different contexts of the debate does help us to
interpret more clearly the situation in Indonesia.
The so-called feminist “pornography wars” took place in the late 1970s
between liberal feminists who were anti-censorship and defended freedom of
speech and expression, and radical feminists who approached pornography as the
ultimate sexual degradation of women by men. The anti-pornography paradigm,
advocated by the controversial feminist scholar Catherine MacKinnon, was strong
among western feminists and dominated public discourse. The political scientist
Wendy Brown, however, argued in her study of this paradigm that it “mirrored”
rather than historically or analytically decoded the sexual regime of the late
twentieth century “pornographic age” (1995: 87). Brown suggests that
MacKinnon’s theory of gender, which defines sexuality and pornography as sexual
slavery by male domination, “ontologizes pornography as gender”, and therefore
“mirrors the straight male pornography it means to criticize” (Ibid: 88, Italics in
original). Translating these observations onto the Indonesian debate between
Islamists on the one side, and feminists and culturalists on the other, I suggest, that
with respect to the argument that pornography degrades women and leads to
violence in the real world, Islamists, rather than Indonesian feminists have
incorporated the same argument as some western feminists in advocating for a ban
on pornography. Although stemming from different ideologies, namely Islam and
feminism, the two positions have come to a shared analysis of sexual violence.
There are a couple of explanations why the dominant feminist paradigm
did not resemble the dominant anti-pornography paradigm of western feminists.
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First, the anti-pornography perspective could lead to some form of censorship that
would not have been desirable in the context of a post-authoritarian country that
had to deal with state-regulated media in the past. Press freedom had just been
accomplished and returning to a regulated media was not something that people
were waiting for. Second, besides the fear of censorship, many women activists did
not feel they had the appropriate tools to approach the topic of pornography. The
former director of the National Commission for Violence against Women (Komnas
Perempuan), Saparinah Sadli, argued that there did not seem to be a consistent
attitude towards issues of pornography.155 The subject of “sex” was rarely made
explicit in public discourse and it is the explicitness of labeling and naming “sex”
that was observed as being still problematic.156 The feminist philosopher Toeti
Herati, believed that Indonesian feminists were unprepared to reflect upon issues of
pornography. Discussing sexuality in an explicit way – as in the West – had not
been recognized in the same way. However, she stated, “we were asked to respond
to this explicit way of approaching sexuality”.157
The extent to which the state can intervene in the (private) lives of women
(and men) has been an important subject within feminist and queer theory.158 This
problem corresponds to issues of citizenship rights and the way in which citizens
foresee the role of the state in matters of sexuality. The sociologist Bryan Turner
distinguishes between three types of sexual citizenship: reproductive, sexual, and
intimate (2000). The state primarily focuses on the first which relates directly to
issues of demography. As such, these particular rights have often succeeded in
becoming recognized by the state. However, many theorists have demonstrated the
necessity to also legally articulate sexual and intimate citizenship rights.159 In such
a way, sexual conduct, orientation, lifestyle, and partnership would be protected by
law. Although, as illustrated in the first part of this chapter, issues pertaining to
sexual expression, sexual lifestyles, normative heterosexuality, and homosexuality
have slowly entered Indonesian media and public discourse, a feminist
conceptualization of sexual or intimate citizenship as advocated above has not (yet)
emerged in Indonesian public discourse.160
155

Saparinah Sadli, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 18 February 2003.
With the exception of Gadis Arivia and Nursyahbani Katjasungkana who did raise the issue of
sexuality and sexual rights (Pambudy 2006). See also the special issue on sexuality in the feminist
journal Jurnal Perempuan (2005), which articles have a strong reference to the western “Ourbodies-Our-Selves” discourse. This discourse however, remained very marginal in Indonesia
compared to the more general human rights discourse and the pancasila discourse.
157
Toeti Herati, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 26 March 2003.
158
For feminist theory in general see among others Alexander 1991, Cornell 1995, or Richardson
1998. For queer theorists in particular, see Dasgupta 2000 and Boellstorff 2003.
159
Ibid.
160
The important question remains whether more explicitness or openness of sexuality will
necessarily lead to more gender equality or more “freedom” in Indonesian society. Scholars in
other parts of Asia have referred to a politics of reticence in contrast to a politics of sexuality in
156
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Indonesian gender activists have instead focused their defense on human
rights and freedom of expression rather than concentrated on the subject of
sexuality in approaching the discussion on pornography. This strategy was
deployed because women’s groups wanted to keep their alliances with Muslim and
nationalist groups. Moreover, women activists have not zeroed in on sexual acts
and have not sexualized the issues, because the debate on the bill more aptly
personified a point of contention and struggle between different political forces. By
deploying women’s bodies in their political struggle, these political groups partook
in adopting sexual politics to convey their ideological messages. In light of these
mechanisms, it would not have been fruitful for feminists to play the sexuality card
because the players involved did not anticipate the outcome of the debate to be
about sexuality or women. At stake for Indonesian feminists, were the ways in
which female bodies were used in locations of masculine ideological contestations.
Their efforts to expose these structures, together with the efforts of culturalists to
expose conservative (Islamic) tendencies of homogenizing culture, can be regarded
as successful.

Conclusion
Contemporary contestations over sexualized bodies in the public sphere marked the
occasion by which the secularist system of governance employed by the
postcolonial nation-state was challenged. In this challenge, sexualized bodies and
morality talk were two sides of the same coin. While the first part of this chapter
focused on the dynamics of class and politics in the discussions around the
phenomenon of Inul Daratista, the second part focused on the highly controversial
debate between Islamists, culturalist, and feminists on the contents of a
pornography bill. At stake in these two distinct but interlocking cases are the ways
in which (sexual) morality is conceptualized in an Islamizing and democratizing
Indonesia.
The debate on Inul irritated, enraged, amused, entertained, bored, and
distracted many Indonesians. In this chapter I have clarified where this variety of
reactions came from, the ways in which they were represented, what ideologies lay
behind these representations, and how they could be placed within the changing
political landscape. Bringing into focus the significance of dangdut music in its
sound, lyrics and performance made visible the underlying socio-political and
cultural dimensions at work in contesting Inul. The mediated dispute between
Rhoma Irama, as representing the dangdut of the New Order, and Inul Daratista, as
representing a new form of dangdut, mirrors the tension between New Order

the West. In an ambivalent, voluntary, but also involuntary manner, people have related to
sexuality through discourses of reticence. For a discussion see Martin 2003.
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politics and the search for alternative politics. This new form of dangdut
illuminated the body of Inul as a site of contestation pertaining to issues of class
and gender. Inul’s dangdut has contributed to shifting the dangdut genre to a
middle class audience.
Moreover, her “rags to riches” status can be seen as representing working
class voices in post-authoritarian times. The highly mediatized debates on her
sensuous performance made visible the frictions around certain gender concepts
such as “housewife” or “career woman”, that involved a (western) gender politic
not commensurate with the developments of gender ideologies in Indonesia. The
actual friction was illustrated not by the protest of Rhoma Irama (which actually
underlined New Order gender ideology) but by the visibility and the acceptance of
Inul who represented a body that did not fit into the adopted modern notion of the
Indonesian female body. Inul, embodying the image of the “unrepresented”
counter-ideological Indonesian woman, regained more visibility and legitimacy in
public discourse. The question, of whether the discursive shift in gender models
embodied by Inul will also lead to new subject positions for Indonesian women,
remains open. Developments within Indonesian feminism indicate though that Inul
was not just an illusion.
In negotiating which bodies, sounds, performances, images, and public
conduct were moral or tolerable and which were not, Islamist, culturalist, and
feminist actors contributed to defining moral borders though their interventions in
the political and public debate on the pornography bill. In investigating this debate,
other discourses become visible in accounting for the different takes on sexualized
bodies. As such, rather than class and gender politics, the debate on the
pornography bill related to Islamist and culturalist paradigms. Islamists especially
alluded to moral frameworks, although Islamic paradigms on sexuality were not
explicitly included in their rhetoric. Rather, they appropriated nationalist
sentiments by calling for the protection of the nation’s women and children.
However, although Islamists’ morality talk gained public support, they were also
met with harsh critique. Representatives of non-Muslim regions and cultures have
successfully drawn attention to the religious bias inherent in the pornography bill.
Demonstrating the “un-Indonesianess” of the bill by attending to a nationalist
pancasila discourse, they could effectively argue that the bill challenged
Indonesian pluralism. The latter collaterally produced a paradigm shift for the
pancasila discourse, namely from an anti-colonial (Sukarno) and Asian
developmentalist (Suharto) paradigm, to a post-authoritarian multiculturalist
paradigm.
Although at the time of this writing, the draft law had not yet been passed,
we can reasonably argue that the procedure and course of political debate was one
that has been democratic. Definitions of moral bodies are transiting and open to
new meanings, in which New Order notions are scrutinized. Although not stating
that New Order sentiments have disappeared altogether in post-Suharto Indonesia,
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we can assume that the phenomenon of Inul and the debate on the pornography bill
bore reference to democratization processes in contemporary Indonesian politics.
Gender activists contributed significantly to these democratization processes. Their
meticulous work in locating misogynist structures in the bill and their emphases on
freedom of expression enabled the debate to be steered into more progressive
terms. Indonesian secular feminists joined hands with Muslim feminists and
representative groups of different regions and cultures to counter the Islamist
discourse. These culturalist and feminist discourses enabled the delay of passing
the draft, enhanced political negotiation, and pushed politicians to review the
pornography bill critically. The outcome is yet unknown. Although the sites of
contestation were fierce, rough, frustrating, and at times aggressive, the way in
which these sites have produced political and public debates signified democratic
dynamics in a changing political landscape.
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Formations of Public Piety
Jilbab, I’m in ♥
Anonymous

Since the 1970s the process of “Islamization” in Indonesia conjured up new images
and discourses of Muslim bodies. The newly acclaimed democratic space of postSuharto Indonesia, has enhanced this process, making Islamic symbols and identity
more visible. As exemplified in other countries, the most significant symbol for
this Islamic turn is the image, meaning, and debate around the veil. Whereas
before, Indonesian women rarely veiled, the present public landscape cannot be
imagined without the image of veiled women from all ages and social strata,
whether celebrities, career women, students, teachers or housewives. Rather than
the traditional headscarf, which is worn loosely over the head (kerudung), “new
veiling” involved wearing the tight veil (jilbab). By donning this new veil the
“Indonesian woman” increasingly profiled herself as being committed to an
Islamic way of life.
The prominent emergence of “new veiling” in Indonesia has triggered
controversial debates in the past. In post-Suharto Indonesia, however, it has not –
unlike in European countries – triggered a controversial debate between secularists
and Islamists. This chapter thus, deviates from the other chapters in this
dissertation, in that it does not unravel a public dialogue or conflict between
politicians, intellectuals, religious clerics, feminists, students and ordinary citizens.
Instead, this chapter poses the question as to why this debate has not taken place.
By mapping out contemporary discourses on veiling in Indonesia, I suggest that
rather than in public discourse, the disparate attitudes toward the veil are
communicated through politics of image and space. Therefore, the main focus of
this study will not cover the question as to how veiling is discussed as such.
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Rather, my intention is to indicate in what ways, different modes of veiling
manifest themselves in Indonesia’s public sphere today and how this contributes to
different semantics of womanhood and femininity in public discourse.
My main argument involves studying to what extent new paradigms
contribute to preventing a strong secularist discourse in the public sphere. Also, I
aim to explore how political, religious, socio-economic, and cultural connotations
of different modes of veiling contribute to the broader issue of negotiating
democratic and religious citizenship. This chapter demonstrates that
representations of veiling practices for Indonesian women today constitute
numerous elements of piety, politics, ideology, fashion, and personal growth all
negotiating identity and belief with existing and evolving paradigms of Islam,
Islamism, secularism, capitalism, feminism, and nationalism. Veiling therefore,
cannot – as Marnia Lazreg has argued (1994) – be seen as complying with a
normative absolute. Instead, as for the study of all gendered categories, they are
intersected by class, ethnicity, race, language, kinship, family and gender systems.
The chapter starts by giving a brief historical context of veiling and the
emergence of the jilbab in Indonesia. I then go on to describe two distinct
paradigms of veiling in contemporary Indonesian public discourse, namely the
politicized discourse and the consumerist discourse on veiling. While the first
relates back to the process and practice of “Islamization” the second dominant
discourse adheres to New Order ideas of consumerism, development, and
middleclassness. Although they sometimes overlap, they both contribute to new
practices of veiling corresponding to distinct world-views, ideas, and ideologies.
My analysis evolves around the way in which the two different paradigms
constitute one-another and how this subsequently explains as to why discussions
on veiling have not manifested themselves through a public debate. Instead, the
different dominant veiling discourses point out, that, rather through dialogue or
verbal arguments, contestations over female veiled bodies are played out through
discursive practices of representation. By looking at how capital relates to image,
and how politics or ideology relates to space, I explore out how diverging
discourses sustain one another.

Islamization and Veiling
Political policies throughout Indonesian history, but especially during the New
Order, were geared to avoid public religiosities, especially symbols and signs of
political Islam. One of these policies included banning the veil in public
educational setting by the Dutch colonial regime, and thereafter by Sukarno and
Suharto. With exception of private Islamic schools, girls or women were expected
to wear school uniforms that did not include a headscarf or the covering of the
body. With respect to Java, the most densely populated province with the biggest
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Muslim community, traditional dress did not require covering up the body or the
head. On the contrary, the traditional female costume (kebaya and sarung) is worn
tightly around the body, showing the female body’s contours, and is sometimes
accompanied by a shawl that covers the head loosely. This head covering is called
the kerudung and originally it is mostly women in the villages who wear the
traditional costume in everyday life. Mainstream Islam as such did not oblige
women to wear a veil. Many of the pious women from the traditionalist Islamic
organizations, the so-called santri, however, opted for the traditional kerudung. In
contrast, urban women, who were often associated with modernist Islamic
organizations, wore western-style clothes in everyday life (Brenner 1996: 674). At
times and especially for special religious events, some urban women would wear
the traditional costume with the loose veil. In the past, it was commonly thought
that urban people regarded the practice of covering ones head as belonging to the
rural class, often labeling it derogatorily as kampungan, which literally means
“village-like” but is often used to denote backwardness and primitiveness.
The new veil, namely the tight veil that people refer to as jilbab, is mostly
accompanied by the loose dress disguising the body’s contours. This mode of dress
did not enter Indonesian society until the 1980s when female students started to
wear the tight veil in universities. The new veiling, thus, should be set against a
background of a larger development of Islamization, which started in the 1970s
following the Iranian revolution. It should also be read as a protest against the
Suharto administration, which in its first period of office practiced a subtle but
consistent politics against political Islam.
For the sake of economic development and the fear of Islamic extremism,
President Suharto limited the influence of Islamic groups in his administration.
One of the effects of this political course was the controversial ban on wearing the
veil in public places which was released in 1982. The ban included the prohibition
of wearing the veil in all educational settings and public offices. In practice, it was
either loosely implemented, allowing veiled women to go on with their work or
education, or it was imposed rigorously, resulting in serious penalties for women
who dared to wear the veil in offices or on school grounds.161 The period marked
the beginning of a series of debates and controversies, culminating in the 1987
demonstration where masses pleaded for the lifting of the ban. Students demanded
the right to wear the veil and appealed to religious freedoms in educational
settings. The debate was isolated in so far as it did not engage the Indonesian
public as such. Controversies were settled within the universities or between the
state and the university. Outside the university, women did not feel called upon to
respond or relate to the unrest. Rather, many women, especially women from the
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urban middle classes, showed their disapproval by dismissing the students’
demands as ideological and fundamentalist.162
The protests in the mid-1980s against these state policies were coming
especially from the lower middle-classes who were targeted by the New Order
ideology to be productive and to work for the nation’s economic prosperity, but
who enjoyed little of the actual economic growth during those years. The ruling
middle classes at that time, however, were nominal Muslims, and did not want to
see their secure positions threatened by allowing political Islam to acquire more
decision-making power. Moreover, this middle class enjoyed the economic
prosperity of Suharto’s developmental policies that were geared to an increasing
secular and western outlook.
As anthropologist Suzanne Brenner (1996) argues, the new appearance of
veiling in the 1980s cannot be compared to other Islamic countries where a return
to tradition or local practice was envisioned by an Islamic revival.163 Women in
Indonesia were not “re-veiling” themselves or returning to an earlier, more “pure”
tradition. On the contrary, in many cases women chose to veil themselves against
local traditions and the wishes of their family. In this manner, the choice to veil
oneself was an act of courage and often accompanied by processes of exclusion by
others. As Brenner argues, “veiling served not as a means of protection for women
entering public spaces but as a marker of their marginality and the reason for their
harassment” (1996: 675).
The sight of veiled women was seen as a sign of extremism. Incidents of
women being harassed because of wearing the jilbab appeared in newspaper
coverage in the early 1990s, indicating a strong social and cultural stance against
the veil. The veil had become a stigma, but now, young women had voluntarily
started wearing the veil. This coincides with what the sociologist Nilüfer Göle has
observed in Turkey. Female students donned the veil despite disapproval and even
contempt from their family and peers. They adopted the turban (the tight veil)
rather than the basörtüsü (the traditional veil), and therewith, had voluntarily
adopted a stigmatized symbol (1996; 2003). Parallels can also be made with Egypt
(Abu-Lughod 1995; 1998) and Malaysia (Ong 1990), although with respect to the
latter, the process of Islamization had started earlier and with the strong
compliance of the state.
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Interestingly, this development of new veiling can be compared with the development in
Turkey, where the ban by the Kemalist regime was overthrown by Islamist demands in 1991. The
clash between Kemalist women and Islamist women were played out through the politics of the
veil. See Göle 1996.
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In general, as many have argued, the Islamist movement is very “modern”, both with respect to
ideology and organization. However, self-imposed mythical constructions within the movement
or stereotypes created outside of the movement emphasize a “return to the past” or a religious
consciousness that is being “re-invigorated”. In such a way, the so-called “Islamic revival” could
be seen as an “invented tradition” (Hobsbawn 1983). See also Heryanto 1999a.
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In 1990 the ban on veils in public schools was lifted. For many, this was
an important turn in Suharto’s policy on the influence of political Islam. The
decision on lifting the ban fitted well in the new course that Suharto was taking,
that of incorporating Islamic politics into his own course of national control. The
powerful political act of veiling that emerged in the 1980s, therefore, was
strategically incorporated by New Order populist politics.
This was especially embodied in the image of the veiled Siti Hardiyanti
Rukmana, better known as sister Tutut (mbak Tutut), president Suharto’s daughter,
who after her pilgrimage to Mecca (haj) decided to don the veil. Her choice to
cover herself went hand in hand with her father’s ideology in accommodating
Islamic identity for his political purposes. As Lies Marcoes (2004a) notes, the
representational effect of Tutut’s “conversion” – which was fashionable and stylish
– was powerful in setting an example for the whole nation. She was a prominent
business woman in the commercial field but had also become the new leader of the
Golkar party. Tutut’s conversion was important in so far as it had emphasized once
more the image of the modern Muslim woman. Rather than representing rural
backwardness or a political stigma, the veil symbolized modern femininity.
It was also in this same period that Muslim middle classes were
increasingly becoming more affluent: they could afford the haj, expensive tutoring
in religious teaching while they traveled and consumed more. By becoming more
cosmopolitan, urbanized, and santri-nized, Indonesian Islam could lose its negative
connotation with rural culture and backwardness (Azra 2002: 35). Home-grown
Islamic literature also experienced a growing popularity, especially among Muslim
teenagers who replaced their (secular) teen magazines (such as Hai and Gadis) for
Islamic teen magazines (such as Annida). Magazines particularly aimed at the
young female Muslim audience flourished at the end of the 1990s (Swastika 2003).
These magazines portrayed veiled Muslim women as the new image of modern
Indonesian womanhood. The Islamic stigma symbols described earlier, which had
permeated Indonesian politics and society, had altered greatly. Moreover,
according to the Indonesianist Andrée Feillard, acrimony between veiled and
unveiled women was relatively non-existent: there [seemed] to be a relative
readiness to adapt to social pressure and new norms or fashions” (Feillard 1999:
16).

New Democracy, New Veiling
In her 1996 article on Javanese women and “the veil”, the anthropologist Suzanne
Brenner points out that the practice of veiling, although becoming more visible,
was still marginalized when seen in light of broader societal developments. This
was primarily because the stigma of extremism attached to the image of the veiled
woman was still strong throughout society. In assessing images, representations,
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and mediated opinions on the veil throughout the ten years following Brenner’s
insightful article, I suggest that, especially since the fall of the authoritarian New
Order regime, the act of veiling has become much more prominent and has been
asserted by Muslims in new hegemonic ways.
The image of veiled women now dominates public and media landscapes.
The tight veil rather than the loose veil is popular and its promotion is evident
across class and socio-political affiliation. Veiled women have taken a prominent
place in the new political organization. This is illustrated by looking at the images
of women in politics during the past five years. Whereas during her presidency,
Megawati Sukarnoputri only wore a headscarf for special occasions, other
prominent women, politicians’ wives and presidents’ wives were donning the veil.
When the minister of women’s empowerment under Abdurrahman Wahid,
Khofifah Indar Parawansa, took office, she was the first veiled woman to enter
formal politics. Wahid’s wife, Sinta Nuriyah Wahid, always wore the loose veil.
Kristiani Herawati, the new first lady of the recent president, wife of Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono, always wears the tight veil in public. This is also the case
for the wives of Hamzah Haz, vice president under Megawati, and the wife of
Hasyim Muzadi, chair of the Nahdlatul Ulama after Abdurrahman Wahid.
The image of veiled women also entered film, television, and other (mass)
media. Whereas in the recent past, women in western-style clothes would open the
evening news without a trace of Muslim piety, today the evening news on many
networks, including secular ones, are opened by veiled women who welcome the
audience with the Muslim greeting Assalamualaikum.164 Besides the religionization
of these public and cultural spheres, the pervasive deployment of identity politics
in popular culture, journalism, art, leisure, fashion, and lifestyles defined a
“publicness” that had appealed to an Islamic identity.
Besides the changes of dress in political representation, public piety, and
popular culture, little was discussed politically until 2002. In the beginning of that
year, Islamic newspapers such as the established Republika and the more populist
Islamic magazines such as Jurnal Islam or Sabili repeatedly covered and updated
on the story of a woman called “Misye”. Misye A. Sasongko, was an employee at
the SOGO department-store, a Japanese franchise of chic retailers having their
branches located in the three most exclusive shopping malls in Jakarta. Misye was
forced to resign from SOGO after having worked there for approximately ten
years. The reason behind her resignation was her refusal to take off her veil
(jilbab). Besides the case of Misye, mass media also covered stories of Muslim
students (especially in Bali) refusing to be photographed for the schools
administration and diplomas. These schools’ regulation insisted that the ears and
neck of the students were visible in the pictures.
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The women’s narratives covered by the media often appealed to a
narrative of victimhood. Speculations circulated about the motives of the people,
companies, or institutions that discouraged female head covering. Here, conspiracy
theories that illuminated Christian, Hindu, or secularist involvement aimed at
discrediting Islam, were not uncommon, especially in the more conservative
Islamic magazines. In contrast to other debates concerning Islam and gender, such
as women’s political participation (chapter three), sexuality (chapter four), or on
polygamy (chapter six), the debate on the jilbab did not particularly spark a fierce
or controversial debate in post-Suharto public discourse. Unlike heated debates on
veiling in European countries, the topic did not ignite secularists to fiercely oppose
the practice. The tumults on prohibitions of wearing the veil in the workplace or in
school, were relatively new considering the tranquility surrounding the topic since
the lifting of the ban in 1990. Rather than triggering a national debate between
secularists and Islamists, the discussions in 2002 involved three different factors
which emphasized a dominant Muslim discourse over a secularist discourse,
namely: discrepancy in law, the process of decentralization, and international
precedents having effect in Indonesian public discourse.
First, the prohibition on wearing headscarves in workplaces and schools,
which was lifted in 1990, proved inconclusive. Many schools for instance still
required that female students take off their veil for the photographs taken for the
schools’ administration. Some schools demanded a waiver of responsibility when
female students insisted on wearing the veil for the pictures involved. This waiver,
which was to be signed by the student, included the statement that the student
would not hold the school or university responsible when she would have difficulty
finding a job because of the photograph on her diploma.165 In comparison to the
debates on the veil in the 1980s, these occurrences were rare but apparently
important enough for media to report on a “re-newed” backlash in tolerance of the
veil. As the headline of the prominent Islamic daily Republika questioned “Why is
the jilbab still prohibited?” (Susetyo 2002). It had even led to a mass
demonstration in Medan, Sumatra, where women from Islamic mass organizations
under the banner of a network called Solidarity of the Indonesian People for the
Freedom of Faith (Solidaritas Masyarakat Indonesia untuk Kebebasan Beribadah
or SOMASI) demonstrated on International Women’s Day. They demanded that
measures be taken to disrupt the recent backlash on the practice of veiling.
Persistent inquiries from protesters and the media led the parliament to condemn
schools that prohibited female students from wearing the veil freely (Republika
2002a). Evidently, Wahid’s administration backed up the protests and without
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This was for instance the case at the General Sudirman University (Unsoed) where female
students were expected to first sign the waiver before they could participate in the universities
activities and courses in a veiled manner. Many protested this procedure and the topic was in the
news for a couple of weeks (Jurnal Islam 2002).
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much hesitation granted the protesters’ demands. Little resistance came from
secular or non-Muslim groups or organizations.
Second, a common explanation for the backlash on practices of veiling
was attributed to the process of decentralization. This new political re-organization,
which gave regions more political authority and decision-making power, resulted
in non-Muslim regions applying non-Muslim standards, rules, and values of
governing. According to Muslim observers, however, this discredited Muslim
minorities that lived in these non-Muslim regions. An exemplary case that had
reached newspaper headlines is Bali. On the tourist island, populated for the vast
majority by Hindus, cases were reported from the cities of Den Pasar and Kuta in
which female high school students were prohibited from entering school grounds
when they would refuse taking off their headscarf (Republika 2002b; 2002c).
These reports were amply covered and often resulted in condemnation from
authors and readers in the national media.
Finally, a third factor that contributed to putting the issue of the veil back
on the agenda was the traveling transnational debates on veiling throughout 2003
and 2004. The clash over the veil in France particularly, was highly contested in
Indonesian public discourse.166 As soon as the news traveled about the French
schools not allowing their Muslim female students to come to school veiled,
discussions and public debates on the veil in transnational perspective were
initiated and executed throughout urban Indonesia. It also culminated in a mass
demonstration of female students affiliated with the Indonesian High School
Muslim Student Action Union, the little sister of KAMMI, the union for university
students (Hartiningsih and Pambudy 2004). The long march, held in February
2004, gathered almost a hundred students at the central Jakarta rotunda, who
marched toward the French Embassy. They protested against the French
government for violating human rights, namely of religious freedom translated in
women’s rights to don the veil in educational settings.
When compared to the 1980s, these fragmented protests and actions
concerning the veil were neither prevalent nor widespread. Although media
reported these occurrences, the discussions on the veil were more hegemonic in
discourse rather than that they actually ignited mass protests: the condemnation
over denying or dismissing the veil was obvious in public rhetoric. While there was
a strong accusatory discourse to anything or anyone that dismissed the veil,
secularist or non-Muslim opposition to this discourse was scarce. It was limited to
several non-governmental organizations and it mostly pertained to the mandatory
policies of veiling in certain regions where they had implemented Islamic law
(shariah) as a result of the decentralization process.
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discussions, whereas their policies resemble France’s.
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These policies involved stringent local measures concerning women’s
dress and conduct. Conservatism and Islamic militancy were found in several
Indonesian regions, where due to the process of decentralization (which gives
regions a considerable amount of political autonomy), local leaders implemented
their version of Islamic law. The most referred to regions included Aceh in North
Sumatra and the region of the Minangkabau community in West Sumatra. Smaller
regions in Java, such as Banten, Tasikmalaya, and Cianjur had also started
implementing some aspects of the shariah. Making the veil a compulsory dress
code for women seemed for all these regions, to be the symbol through which the
implementation of Islamic law was made visible to central authorities in Jakarta
and the outside world. In other words, women’s gender roles functioned as a proxy
for asserting local autonomy, both religiously, but especially politically. In 2004 in
West Sumatra, the veil became required in all educational settings. In Aceh,
Islamic law has already been implemented and women, Muslim or non-Muslim,
are obliged to wear the veil. There have been signs of so-called “jilbab raids” by
the shariah-police who are checking women on the streets whether they are veiled
and whether they are accompanied by men (their husband or family). Women
caught unveiled or caught traveling by themselves were reported to have been
intimidated. Stories have circulated of women having their hair shaved off as a
form of punishment because they have not followed Islamic law.167 The strong
holds that militant groups such as the Hizbut Tahrir, Jemaah Islamiyah or the
Laskar Jihad have in these regions, affected people’s everyday lives, especially
women’s.
In the meantime, the secular state remains ambivalent and does not make
attempts to limit the powers of Islamic authorities in exerting their influence on
matters pertaining to Islamic law, women, family, and moral ethics. The
department of Religion – consisting of many conservative members of different
Islamic groups and working together with the equally conservative Council of
Indonesian Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia or MUI) – is becoming more
influential and more powerful. Whereas Islamic institutions based on Javanist
Islamic principles are declining, Islamic institutions based on Islamic education,
orthodoxy, and proselytizing activities are flourishing (Hefner 2002: 18). These
state bodies are increasingly defining for the public what is, and what is not “the
right Islamic way”. As discussed in the previous chapter, the department of religion
drafted the new anti-pornography law, which directs women to dress according to
pre-arranged religious norms thereby criminalizing public manifestations of
sensuality, eroticism, or relational affection. In promoting the use of the veil,
another example is the department of health, which published the results of a study
that claimed that wearing the veil would help to reduce the possibility of getting
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cancer (DKRI 2004). Increasingly thus, state institutions intervene in public
discourse to promote (conservative) Muslimhood.
Nevertheless, whereas condemnation of banning the veil was prominent,
making the veil a compulsory dress code for Muslim women did not as such raise
moral criticism from secularist groups in society. No real debate on the veil
occurred between competing parties. Whereas the issue of female leadership,
female sexuality, and polygamy was fiercely debated by nationalists, religious
clerics, secularists, students, politicians, feminists, and activists, the issue of veiling
had merely caused a couple of limited actions revealing condemnation from the
Muslim side. No protests or strong discourse developed in favor of banning the
veil, or in favor of a non-Muslim paradigm that would marginalize the practice of
veiling. This is peculiar, considering Indonesia’s long history of non-veiling and
the stigma attached to the veil. The relative silence on the part of secularists and
non-Muslims, however, does not mean that the majority has suddenly become proveil or in broader terms, is now backing the Islamist movement. On the contrary,
when conversing with non-Muslims or many non-converted nominal Muslims,
they still see the veil either as a form of Islamic backwardness or as a symbol of
women’s oppression by Islam. The veil is still very much stigmatized.
Nevertheless, many hesitated in publicly announcing or promoting this perspective.

Politicized Bodies as Spectacle
In the past decade, media representations of Islamic protests and demonstrations
have re-produced images in which veiled bodies were ubiquitously present. These
images convey the communal representation of veiled women as a form of
collective action. Often, these images involve depictions of mass protests or
collective actions against particular political events, such as the war in Afghanistan
or Iraq, or for instance the approval of the French law prohibiting religious
symbols from educational settings. These groups are inextricably connected to the
so-called Tarbiyah or Dakwah movement.168 The people protesting were mostly
represented by students from the Indonesian Muslim Student Action Union
(KAMMI) or men and women from the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) two very
active components of the Dakwah movement that had established itself in the
political and public sphere. The younger generation of dakwahists was politically
very vocal and their political power was rooted in visualizing social change
through paradigms of Islamic politics and law. When rallying or protesting, they
assemble en masse in central urban spaces. Female adherents constitute half of the
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group and are very visible in that they all wear their green (KAMMI) or white
(PKS) veils.169
As argued in chapter two, we need to approach Islamism as dynamic,
internally fluid and fragmented rather than representing a static movement (Bayat
2005a). More hard-line or fundamentalist groups, such as Hizbut Tahrir, Jemaah
Islamiyah, Front Pembela Islam, Majelis Mujahedin Indonesia, or Laskar Jihad are
at times homogenized in media representation or public discourse with dakwahists.
This equation amount to a stereotyped discourse of extremism or religious
fundamentalism attached to all protesting members wearing the Islamic attire. The
veil is an important marker in stereotyping ideology. These hard liners, especially
the Islamic Defenders Front (Front Pembela Islam) and Laskar Jihad, are well
known for their aggressive approaches and violence inflicted upon certain
“western”, and “sinful” (maksiat) targets, such as café and pubs serving alcohol,
places of prostitution, and gay bars or clubs.170 Most violent actions do not include
women protesters. One should not, therefore, equate groups such as the latter
militant neofundamentalist groups, with the Dakwah movement embodied in the
organization KAMMI and the political party PKS.
As Olivier Roy has commented on this distinction in other parts of the
world, “Islamist politicization allowed women access to the public sphere, which
the neofundamentalists are now taking away […] whereas there were female
Islamist militants, there are no neofundamentalist militant women” (1994: 83).
Sometimes these hard line groups demonstrate with their female counterparts.
Although women are scarcely represented in these groups they draw particular
attention through their black veils and Islamic attire covering their whole bodies
and at times their faces (Hefner 1999: 166). These images attracted tremendous
media attention.
In contrast, a closer look at the mass meetings of the Dakwah movement
illustrates its emphasis on being peaceful, as “demonstrating but also smiling”,
projecting a moral force onto the Indonesian field of politics (Kraince 2000: 15).
Because of discursive conflations with more militant groups, nationalists, nonMuslims, and secularists – especially at the onset of its foundation – were wary of
the politics of the Justice Party and often labeled the movement fundamentalist and
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This stands in contrast to other images of more militant demonstrating groups, such as the
Laskar Jihad or the Islamic Defenders Front (Front Pembela Islam), that often portray protesting
men only.
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Hizbut Tahrir is not violent but is fundamentalist. Jemaah Islamiyah and Laskar Jihad are
neofundamentalist (Roy 2004) and distinguish themselves from the first by not shying away from
force or violence in their fight for an Islamic state and the implementation of Islamic law
(shariah). But also between the violent hard liners a clear distinction needs to be pointed out.
Although for instance the Laskar Jihad and FPI are both violent, they are so in different manners.
While the one is ideologically Islamic and resorts to violence out of an all encompassing Islamic
struggle for an Islamic state, the other, although acting out of Islam, consists of urban poor youth,
frustrated by poverty and crime. For an elaboration see chapter two in this dissertation.
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as a threat to Indonesia’s fragile democracy. This also involved the way in which
people perceived how women were treated by these movements. While debates
were initiated about gender biases in the Islamist movement and while many
believed the Prosperous Justice Party was an “anti-woman” party, the movement
and its political branches took pains to counter these claims. Meanwhile, the
Prosperous Justice Party and its student backers are slowly gaining recognition for
their commitment to a democratic nation-state. In a relatively short period, the
party had become extremely popular, especially in big cities. In the 2004 elections,
they became the largest party in Jakarta. Their popularity stung nationalists and
local Jakartan liberal feminists who still distrusted the party. Pious Muslims,
however, had found a party in which they could find their ideas and hopes
translated into a politics. The symbol of the veil played a significant role in these
translations.

Visuality and Spatial Power
The visual power of “veiled women” becomes productive when played out
spatially. By spatiality I mean the media effects of seeing a homogenized crowd,
such as masses of veiled women in public spaces, on streets, or in colossal spaces.
As one heading in a regional paper reads: “The Senayan Arena Becomes a Sea of
Veils” (Jawa Pos, 28 September 1998). The author referred to the famous arena in
central Jakarta used for national sporting events, concerts, or political gatherings. It
can host up to one hundred thousand people, making for one of the largest arenas
in Southeast Asia. On that day, the Justice Party (Partai Keadilan or PK – after
2003 PKS)171 held a gathering within the framework of the 1999 campaigning for
elections the following year. The “sea of veils” referred to the masses of women
wearing headscarves and dresses, mostly in white, spread out over the whole arena.
The heading exemplified the powerful media effect of uniformity especially in
women adhering to collective representation. The image of masses of veiled
women became a potent symbol of collective identity and collective action, but
also suggested threat and danger of “uncontrollable” masses.
This did not only involve the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) but also the
student movement KAMMI. Their mass gatherings were symbolized by green
logos, green attires, and green veils. Here too, journalists referred to the sea of
green jilbabs and pointed out how the mass prayer, with which the gatherings close
their meetings, were dramatized by its observers. It is a manner of reporting which
resembled the orientalist ways in which some western media have portrayed Islam
and especially Islamist gatherings.
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More precisely, it reflected the way in which Islam had become the new
“axis of evil” in world politics. The Iranian revolution, the process of reIslamization throughout the Muslim world, and the immigration of millions of
Muslims into Europe were events and developments that had contributed to
constituting Islam as the new enemy after the fall of communism in 1989. The
“commies” were replaced by “Islamists” and the veil the ultimate signifier of the
Other civilization (Göle 1996). As the sociologist Olivier Roy describes in his
work on political Islam, defining Islam and Muslims as belonging to a different
civilization – and therefore a possible threat to western civilization – related to
what he termed the “culturalist” approach to Islam which understands problems of
Muslim societies merely in terms of Islam and reduces Islam to the Middle East or
to Arab ethnicity (2004: 9-12). This new political paradigm replaced the anxiety of
the West about the Orient with a fear of Islam. In his Covering Islam (1981), the
postcolonial critic Edward Said described succinctly how western media and its
experts contributed to creating and refining this new enemy.
Portrayals of Muslim men and women were cast in such negative cultural
stereotypes that the sight of a veiled woman was immediately associated with
extremism, fundamentalism, and contempt for the West. In such a way, journalism
photography cashed in on photographs depicting Iranian women in black veils,
Taliban women in dark blue burqas, or to return to the case of Indonesia, Hizbut
Tahrir women in black veils, PKS women in white veils, or KAMMI women in
green veils. The “sea of veils” came in different colors, but depicted masses of
Islamists, much feared by nationalists, Christians, or secular Muslims that for long
had the decision-making power in independent Indonesia.
The “masses of Islamists” were feared much in the same way as poor
urban masses were feared.172 The two came together in narratives of the so-called
May 1998 riots, in which the image was projected of angry Muslim masses that
plundered shopping malls and targeted Chinese shops and houses.173 As the
anthropologist James Siegel described, Islamist media like Media Dakwah, were
quick to give a possible explanation for the rioting masses (2001). They viewed the
violence as an act of resistance against the anti-Islamic New Order – rather than of
state or racist violence. Belief that the unrest would ebb away once Muslim
leadership was installed, illustrated to what extent the riots were not only racialized
but also “religionized” (Van Wichelen 2000: 97).
The visual power that images of uniform masses evoked, involved the fear
and anxiety contained in ideas that masses are becoming bigger and are overtaking
culture, society, and even civilization. The cultural theorist Ien Ang describes for
instance the fear by Australians of “the flooding” of the land by Asian migrants
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This, as I have described in chapter three, involved the fear for the followers of Megawati
Sukarnoputri that were regarded as “uncontrollable masses”.
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For an account and the complexities involved in the May violence, see Siegel 1999, Heryanto
1999b, and Strassler 2004.
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(2001). With respect to Europe, it is anxious about too many Muslims flooding the
European Union and draining Europe’s capital. This latter is especially exemplified
by the debate about the inclusion of Turkey (Roy 2004: 16). One could also think
of the “black masses” during the civil rights movement in the United States when
millions of African-American citizens demanded equal rights and opportunities.
The sight of masses, whether black, Asian, or Muslim, has had a tremendous effect
on the gut feelings of people who had felt threatened by it.
Moreover, the “masses” are not just feared because they are masses but
because in its imagination they are “unknown” masses, “uncontrollable” masses,
masses that are angry and vent their anger toward the West or to non-Muslims. As
Nilüfer Göle aptly described the Iranian revolution, it was televised and
represented in much the same way. Zooming in on the “Islamist masses”, media
and especially western media depicted the Iranian revolution as the collective
hysteria of the fanatic masses:
As a frequently used metaphor, the notion of hysteria was associated with
feminine irrationality; the female body with its “convulsions” and
“hysteria”, was equated with the chaotic order of the revolution. The
Islamic revolution advanced the female body by giving it a new semantic
language against western civilization. Western culture locates the human
body under the aesthetic and hygienic command of human willpower and
the increasing submission of the human body to the spheres of science and
secularization. The Muslim body, on the other hand, becomes a site for
symbolic politics to the extent that Islamism attempts to politicize the
distinctiveness of a religious conception of self and body. Thus, the image
of veiled women serves to translate faith and religiosity into politics as a
civilizational issue - that is, a distinct conception of self and body (Göle
1996: 83-84).
In Indonesia, the sight of great numbers of veiled young women, uniformly, and
with tight veils and loose dresses, made visible a politicized discourse of Islam.
The veiled woman in this respect became a spectacle through which Islamism and
political Islam was imagined. The sight of black, white, and green veils were
powerful in that they conjured up new images of Muslimhood in Indonesia not
connected or associated with mainstream Islam represented by the traditionalists
and the modernists. The sight of Islamist women was not only “alien” to western
observers, but it was also an unknown phenomenon for Indonesians, especially the
nationalist and secular ruling elite.
The photo in figure 6 illustrated on the following page attends to these
same elements of uniformity, similarity, and proximity. It is a photograph taken
from the prominent daily Kompas and depicts a group of female high school
students who in February 2004 gathered in Jakarta to protest against the ban on the
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veil by the French government. Although the original affair of the Islamic scarves
in France dates back to 1989, it was not until major debates peaked again in 2004
that the news traveled to the Indonesian archipelago.174 The news about the ban
triggered many angry reactions, especially from students linked to the Indonesian
Muslim Student Action Union (KAMMI) or men and women affiliated with the
Prosperous Justice Party (PKS).

Figure 6: Women demonstrating in Jakarta against
the ban on the veil in France175

The image depicts a close-up of the protest by female pupils of KAMMI’s sister
organization called the Indonesian Muslim Pupils Student Action (Kesatuan Aksi
Pelajar Muslim Indonesia or KAPMI). The young women are dressed uniformly.
They wear white Islamic dresses covering most of their body thereby showing no
bodily curves. Their heads, ears, and necks are covered by long white jilbab, a
large veil, tight around the face, covering the hair and neck, and falling loosely
over the shoulders. Their hands are bare, they do not wear gloves. Their faces are
cleared of make-up. It is also important to imagine what we actually do not see in
these images. We do not see the western clothes that these young girls wear
underneath the robes. We do not see the displays of their hip mobile phones, nor do
we see what kind of popular television series they like to watch. In short, in the
first instance we do not see individuals protesting, but a collective.
It is significant to point out how the photograph was taken from up-close.
It has become common knowledge that photo-journalists all over the world often
photograph protests, demonstrations, or unrest from up-close so as to give the
174

See Bloul 1994 and Moruzzi 1994 for an exploration of the French controversies in the late
eighties and early nineties.
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Courtesy Kompas – published 6 February 2004.
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suggestion that the action was considerable and noteworthy. Photographing a small
demonstration from afar gives the idea that it did not have a significant impact.
Moreover, capturing emotional faces from close-by – be it angry or sad – creates
an intimacy with the viewer which would not have been captured when the faces
were unrecognizable or when a relatively un-engaged context would be made
visible. This particular photograph attends to this technique of photo-journalism.
Although only a couple of dozen students were present at the protest, the
photograph suggests that the gathering was more extensive and momentous.
Although at first sight, the photograph appeals to the image of uniformity
and collective action backed up by the ideology of Islamism, this particular
photograph does not correspond or exemplify the more stereotypical image of
Islamist masses protesting. The reason why I chose this particular photograph is
precisely because it illustrates the paradoxical nature of the Islamist movement.
Moreover, it illustrates how the image of veiled women and expression of piety
contribute to this paradox. I will explain this paradox further along the chapter.

The Purity of Piety
Whiteness or cleanliness plays an important role in the social imagination of the
movement, rendered through the image of “white” and “clean” women in the
public sphere. As explicated in their modest and simple attire, their “clean” (free of
make-up) faces; and their white traditional veils, the women convey a message of
soberness and uniformity that corresponds with their political Islamist project.
“Whiteness” or “cleanliness” conveyed by the images of these political female
bodies are partly associated with the practice of a clean politics, meaning, clean
from corruption, clean from collusion or clean from nepotism. Significant to note is
that “white” or “whiteness” is the colour associated with the so called santri,
devout Muslims in contrast to nominal Muslims, the so-called abangan. The latter
are associated with the colour red as represented by nationalist parties such as the
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle led by Megawati Sukarnoputri.
According to many Muslims, “red” has had the political leadership for too long
now. It is time for “white” to take over. Whiteness and cleanliness also had strong
moral connotations that pertain to notions of austerity, purity, and innocence. As
opposed to the consumerist and “westoxified” (Abu-Lughod 1998a) images of
brightly-colored and branded fashion in the public and mediatised sphere, this
image functions as a marker of difference, of exclusivity in the margins.
This idea of whiteness and cleanliness is also being promoted in media
and popular culture. The popular media celebrity and Islamic preacher Abdullah
Gymastiar – better known as Aa Gym – refers to “cleanliness” as being consistent
with “godliness” (Watson 2005b: 776). In regarding “cleanliness” as a vital part of
faith, Aa Gym advices his audience and devout followers to follow not only rules
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of personal hygiene and health but also a form of what I would call “moral
hygiene”. This moral hygiene extends not to clean politics as such – Aa Gym tried
to distance himself from formal politics as much as possible – but more so to clean
business, clean friendships, clean relationships, and clean marriages. The desire for
“moral hygiene” expects from people a personal trust in God and a disciplined
mind and body to resist the “dirt” of the world around them such as corruption,
illicit sexuality, drugs, and alcohol.
“Whiteness” and “cleanliness” is also gendered and sexualized. For both
men and women, the symbolic significance of “whiteness” and “cleanliness”
pertain to notions of sexual abstinence, virginity, and purity. The woman especially
is attached to sexual restrictions. These restrictions at first sight seem to refer back
to “traditional” ideas of sexuality, or better formulated, of sexual abstinence before
marriage. However, these young women have not particularly been raised in an
environment which demands the outward appearances of being chaste and pure.
In her insightful essay on postcolonial feminism and the veil (1993), the
feminist scholar Lama Abu Odeh suggests that – with respect to women in a
similar situation – most of these young women are tired of living in conflicting
gender roles and are opting for a clear notion of Islamic womanhood with its
comprehensible and unambiguous sets of sexual conduct and behaviors. In her
study she refers to Arab women in the Middle East, who before the Islamic
resurgence in the 1980 and 1990s were torn between, on the one hand, the
promotion of secular and capitalist appearance manifested in western clothes,
make-up, fashion accessories, and modern lifestyles, and on the other hand, the
continuous conservative gaze which condemned too much westernization, too
much (financial) independence, and the loss of pristine motherhood and domestic
roles.
Indonesia experiences a similar duality in gender ideologies. While
promoting women to work and to become modern career women, they were also
continuously reminded that they should not forget their offspring or neglect their
domestic duties. Moreover, in terms of sexuality, one could very well wear western
clothes, but when sexual explicitness is manifested through these clothes, they
were to be ashamed of themselves and were asking for trouble. Hence, in opting
for sober Islamic attire, exempted from western “contaminations”, young
Indonesian women are regaining a form of respect and self-consciousness. Instead
of juggling between contradicting and confusing gender models that carry double
standards, Islamist women have chosen to abide by a clear and respectable
paradigm of female Muslimhood. In such a way they would not easily be accused
of not fulfilling their roles as “good women” which in turn would provide them
with more moral power to address other issues important to them such as education
or work. I will come back to this point later in the section on femininities.
Rather than a return to so-called “tradition”, the purity or whiteness of the
movement and its representation of veiled women refer more to ideas of modern
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austerity attached to an alternative modernity of Islam. In her research on modern
Muslim women in Yogyakarta (2001), the anthropologist Leslie Dwyer argues that
for women, the desire to become modern and urban is now very much linked to the
idea of Islam as a universal and forward-looking religion. Dwyer’s example of
Sukiyem, a young rural woman who migrates to the city to find work, illustrates
this desire distinctly. Sukiyem feels she is becoming more “white” by donning the
veil and wearing Islamic dress. Not only because the attire keeps her skin from
becoming darker in the sun, but also because the attire makes her more respectable,
more urban and modern. By donning the veil, this woman defines “becoming
whiter” not so much in racial terms but in the social mobility to become modern
urban Muslims. In Sukiyem’s case, the appropriation of the Islamist “look”,
appeals to an enactment of “social, somatic and subjective transformation, from a
rural peasant to an urban worker, from a Javanese Muslim to someone ‘aware’ of
Islam as a universal, world religion” (Dwyer 2001: 261). As whiteness has come to
represent modernity through privileging the “whiter” or “lighter” bodies
(perpetuated for instance through whitening products), “becoming white” –
through wearing the veil – signifies an urban modernity that enforces respect.176

Identity, Belonging, and the Transnational
In returning to the photograph in figure four, discussed earlier, we can sum up, that
in reading the image and its links to the discursive practice and social reality, the
representation can be interpreted as conveying the bond between the veiled pupils,
suggesting a mode of belonging to a greater common, to a political ideal attached
to a collective identity, namely that of Islamism. The manner through which this
message is communicated follows logics of veiling as a mode of spatiality and
veiling as representing a pure form of public piety. In analyzing this image more
carefully, however, one can see its paradoxical message. It is not merely the
interpellation of political Islam that these pupils are conveying with their veils and
attires, but also their personal religiosities. This is most accurately portrayed by the
banner that one of the pupils holds, which reads:
Jilbab, I’m in ♥ [love]
These words, surrounded by other “love” symbols, and its letters decorated by
happy curls and doodles, create an intimacy between the pupils and the
readers/viewers. It allows the viewer into the personal world of the pupils, and in
particular the pupil holding the banner. She loves the jilbab and she wants the
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world to know that a ban against wearing the jilbab is a ban against personal
feelings of wanting to wear the veil, against her personal choice, against her very
own individuality. The love symbols, curls, and doodles, also indicate a form of
modern “girl culture”, in which playfulness, femininity, and popular culture are
constitutive elements. The combination of a modern girl culture and the
appropriation of Islamist ideology seem to suggest in this case an Islamist image of
“girl power”.177 This is also reinforced by the use of English rather than
Indonesian.178
As the anthropologists Birgit Meyer and Annelies Moors have argued,
“the presence of mediated religion in the public sphere is both constitutive of and
constituted by political activism, especially identity politics or the politics of
difference” (Meyer and Moors 2006: 11). The words on the banner betray such
mediated workings of identity politics, based on self-affirmation and a pride in
wearing a symbol that they know is still stigmatized. Despite the stigmas attached
to the veil, these young women self-consciously represent the Islamist movement
with a collective identity marked on their bodies through their uniform Muslim
dress. Moreover, the way in which the young women present themselves in this
image corresponds to Moors’ “politics of presence” in which non-verbal forms of
communication such as bodily appearances and styles of dress mediate as much as
verbal forms of communication (2006: 120-121). In such a way, these women have
marked their body and have literally and figuratively taken the streets, occupied
space, and accumulated an “in-your-face” attitude.179
Nilüfer Göle has succinctly analyzed the link between the “marked” body
and the greater ideology. She argued that:
Veiling is a religious symbol inscribed on the body; it is carried
personally but also conveys social information to others. It informs the
public of the radical transformation from the concealment of Muslimness
and its cultural attributes to the collective and public disclosure of Islam.
In wearing a veil (and, for men, growing a beard), individuals become
overtly identifiable as Muslims and publicly assertive. They convey
equally the meaning that they are more zealous and meticulous in their
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cultures.
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religious observance than those who confine their religiosity to the private
sphere. (2003: 816).
She further argued:
What is common – contrary to modernist narratives and politics that have
assumed the death of religion – is the shaping of Islamic agency by an
assertion of religious difference, rather than its denial. Instead of giving
up religiosity, considered as a source of backwardness, new religious
actors turn their Muslimness (similar to blackness) into an overt protest
called Islamism (2003: 812).
Thus, from the viewpoint of the individual, by wearing the stigmatized veil the
women in these media representations “act up” and voice their political concerns
visually. In other words, rather than denouncing or resisting stereotypes of the
veiled woman, these women have deployed and put into use the stereotypes
attached to the tight veil.180 In doing so, these women obtain a form of agency in
choosing – against all odds – to openly wear the veil and consequently “wear” the
stigma.
Following the anthropologists Dave Eickelman and James Piscatory,
veiling is not a political act as such: “it becomes one when it is transformed into a
public symbol” (1996: 4). As I have attempted to illustrate with the photograph in
figure four, the paradox of the representation of the Islamist movement concerns
the simultaneity of representing both “tradition” and “modernity”: “Tradition” in
terms of an “invented tradition” (Hobsbawn 1983) of piety, morality, and
communal responsibility embodied through Islamic attire, and “modernity”, in
terms of scientific progress, education, and individuality. The young women
embrace their veil and modest attire (associated with a conservative notion of
interiority and domesticity) but at the same time are politically active, vocal, and
demanding their rights as Muslim citizens. The difference between these Islamist
young women and their secular Muslim peers is not so much that they are more
religious and ideological per se, but rather, that the first attempt to reclaim the
public sphere that has been defined by the latter.
This act is a conscious move toward problematizing the normalization and
hegemony of a secularist public sphere in which notions of self and society are
universalized according to western secularism. As Göle convincingly asserts,
Islamism in this respect is similar to feminism:
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While feminism questions the universalistic and emancipatory claims of
the category of “human being” and asserts, instead, women’s difference,
Islamism problematizes the universalism of the notion of civilization, and
asserts Islamic difference. While women reinforce their identity by
labeling themselves feminists, Muslims emphasize theirs by naming
themselves Islamists. Civil rights activists also asserted the primacy of
difference through the use of the motto “Black is Beautiful”, thus rejecting
the equation of emancipation with white and western. Difference,
therefore, becomes the source of empowerment of contemporary
movements and the content of identity politics. It is in this context of the
rejection of the universalism of Enlightenment modernity and the
assertion of difference that the motto “Islam is Beautiful” has gained
credence among Muslims (1996: 17).
The banner held by the young woman in the photograph, stating “Jilbab, I’m in ♥
[love]” corresponds conclusively with the slogan and idea that “Islam is beautiful”.
By conveying Islamism through an overt public display of Muslimness, these
young women communicate to the outside world that their adherence to Islam is
one that not only opposes secularism but more precisely, the naturalness and even
the supremacy of non-religious citizenship.
Besides sheer identity politics, the banner also betrays the need for
individuals to articulate what Islam means for them. The woman in the image who
is holding the banner for instance, could have carried a banner or sign with
Qur’anic verses printed on them. She could have taken and recited the verses from
An-Nuur, verse 31 or Al-Ahzab, verse 59, which, according to many believers,
explain why women are obliged to veil in Islam. Instead, the young woman from
the Indonesian Muslim Pupils Student Action, chose to write down that she was “in
love” with the jilbab. Hence, it is not the Qur’an as such that defines her Islam, but
she herself who defines the meaning and practices of her religion: it is she who
finds the jilbab to be part of her belief. This corresponds to what Olivier Roy has
called the increasing importance of religiosity as opposed to religion (2004). The
process of Islamic revivalism, he contends, is also a “consequence of the need to
explicitly formulate what Islam means for the individual (rather than what it is)
when meaning is no longer sustained by social authority” (2004: 24).
With respect to the particular event and context of the photograph, namely
the demonstration against the French legislation prohibiting headscarves in public
schools, the women from the Islamist movement illustrate how important their
solidarity is to Muslim women all over the world. Not sharing any commonalities
with French Maghreb women, these Indonesian women, who define themselves as
Muslim rather than as Indonesian, stand behind their Muslim sisters. To be Muslim
articulates the very transnational idea of Muslimhood in contemporary times. For
them, and for Islamist women in general, the veil and Islamic attire is not “just a
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symbol”. Although the veil works as a symbol in public realms, it conveys a
political message in contexts of protest and space: “Islamism, in this respect, along
with feminism, can be considered the most significant contemporary social
movement that attempts to blur and redesign the borders between the private and
the public spheres” (Göle 1996: 811). Although appealing to publics demarcated
by the nation-state, the practices of “public sociability” (Hirschkind 2001) appeal
to concerns and “affective reasoning” (Ibid) that transcends the nation-state. It is
transnational in the way the movement appropriates Islam as an object of
knowledge beyond local and national borders.

The Consumer Body
The process of Islamization in Indonesia partly evolved out of a discontent with the
socio-political climate in Indonesia which adhered to New Order socio-economic
principles that privileged the already empowered secular middle class and
neglected “the other middle class” of middle-level urban workers (teachers or
lower-ranked civil servants), professionals, or students without social status or
power. This neglected class of people, as Suzanne Brenner describes, represented
“a class of people who have been fully drawn into the state-sponsored processes of
‘development’, but without reaping its spoils” (Brenner 1996: 678). The increasing
visibility of “the other middle class” in the public sphere of post-Suharto Indonesia
signaled a moment of transformation in which the hegemony of the wealthy secular
middle class was being openly contested. This new Muslim middle class opted, as
Lila Abu-Lughod calls it, for an “alternative modernity” through the practice of
Islamism (1998a: 4). These contestations over middle class bodies became
particularly evident when new forms of veiling manifested in Indonesia that
cultivated the Muslim consumer body.
The end of the nineties signaled a new phase in the process of jilbabisasi.
Whereas in the 1980s until the mid-1990s the phenomenon of veiling only took
place at universities, it now took place in the rest of the public sphere. In offices, in
parliament, in films and on national television, women increasingly started to cover
their bodies and started to advocate modest dress and behavior. The visibility of the
jilbab became a more acceptable image in the media, particularly on national
television where female television hosts and actresses veiled themselves without
losing their popularity. In many of the fancy shopping malls in Jakarta, expensive
and stylish jilbabs were put on display and sold. New terms were used especially
by the younger generation such as the “leaking veil” (jilbab bocor), referring to a
loose veil that does not cover the whole head, or the “hip veil” (jilbab gaul),
referring to trendy veils that can be worn when going out with friends. It
exemplified the increasing normalization and commodification of the veil in
contemporary society (Fadjar 2002 and Juliastuti 2003). In contrast to the image of

162

Formations of Public Piety

the veiled woman as being extremist and backward, this new trend challenged the
stigma of the veiled woman and reinforced modern images of Islamic womanhood.

“Jilbab Inc.”: Celebrating the Veil
This turn to a popularized and fashionable veiling culture and the production of a
new image of the modern Muslim woman is best illustrated by the “conversion” of
movie stars, famous female singers, and media celebrities. While an older
generation of celebrities, for instance Sitoresmi Prabuningrat, Ida Royani and Ida
Leman, had started donning the veil, the new turn to veiling by a younger
generation of female celebrities, among others Yessi Gusman and Desi Ratnasari,
had far more impact on the broader public.181 But the most talked about celebrity
concerned the well-known actress Inneke Koesherawati. Born in 1975, in Jakarta,
Koesherawati started modeling and acting at a young age. Her attractive “Indo”
(mixed-race) look and overt sex appeal had established her as a well-known
celebrity in the 1990s. She became famous for her acting in several celebrated
Indonesian films, which included so called “hot” films (film-film panas), such as
Metropolitan girls, Naughty Desires and The Stained Bed. Although never
pornographic, these films distinguished themselves from other films by their sexual
explicitness and erotic insinuations. Her involvement in these films had given her
the reputation for being Indonesia’s “sex bomb” of popular films.
In 2001, in the midst of her career, Inneke Koesherawati went on the
pilgrimage to Mecca, the haj. Upon her return, Inneke said that she did not feel
comfortable being uncovered anymore. She decided to wear the Islamic dress and
created a new image for herself as a devout but modern woman. In an interview
she explained to the press how the Islamic dress had made her feel cosmopolitan
rather than old-fashioned (Soetjipto 2003). Her conversion did not make her less
popular; on the contrary, she became one of the most wanted actresses featuring on
Islamic programs and soap operas (sinetrons). She produced religious albums
(rohani) and promoted Muslim lifestyle in every talk show she appeared.
Especially during the fasting month (Ramadan) were different media in line to
feature her as a presenter or a guest.
The phenomenon of “Inneke” is exemplary for this change in reading the
jilbab. Taking a closer look at the images of her in print and electronic media, her
outward appearance seems to confirm this “cosmopolitan” identity. There are a
couple of striking details that distinguish her appearance from the stigmatized
veiled woman. Inneke’s dresses for instance are brightly colored and often touched
up by lace embroidery; her jilbab is always fashionable and more strikingly, she
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always wears make-up and smiles with her bright red lipstick right into the lens of
the camera. Her statement and appearance ultimately dispose of the stigma that the
veil represents “backwardness”. Referring to “cosmopolitanism” entails the appeal
to modernity, to redefining “Muslimness” in such a way that it does not interfere
with the modern lifestyle to which one has grown accustomed. Inneke says she
wants to change her life by becoming a devout Muslim woman, but that she does
not want to alter her modern lifestyle.
In her article Movie Stars and Islamic Moralism
in Egypt (1995), the anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod
describes a similar trend among movie stars in Egypt who
adhere to new modes of Islamic dress: “these ‘repentant’
actresses have done what an increasing number of urban
Egyptian women have done: adopted the new modest
Islamic dress as part of what they conceive of as their
religious awakening” (1995: 64). As with Inneke
Koesherawati, most of these Egyptian actresses have
comparable narratives. They are young, sexy, modern, and
cosmopolitan, and in the prime of their careers convert to
becoming pious Muslims and start wearing the Islamic
attire including the veil. They show a repentant attitude
toward their past and talk about the way in which the haj,
or in general, Islamic teaching has enlightened them: Islam
has given them the right insights on how they should
transform their lives.
Abu-Lughod
argues
that
the
religious
transformation of these actresses has had an enormous
impact on rural and poor women in Egyptian society who
have started to identify with “their” stars believing that the
stars have turned to the same moral principles as they
Figure 7: Inneke
(1995: 65). Due to the popularity of these stars, veiling
Koesherawati’s public
becomes a legitimate trend, and, in the case of Egypt,
transformation182
encourages urban women to return to the domestic sphere.
Moreover, before their conversions, these actresses were criticized for their
relentless complicity in the world of “sexploitation”. Because the actresses
represented the “nouveau riche westernized elite, their sexual immorality is often
associated with western lifestyles, but there is also a general impression that they
are different from ordinary Egyptians” (1995: 58). Through their conversions, the
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Above: Actress Inneke Koesherawati in the 1990s. Below: After her transformation in 2001.
The above image circulates on different internet-sites, this one is taken from
www.yonky.busythumbs.com.
The image below is taken from a website specializing in Moslem fashion (www.shafira.co.id).
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broader public could now see them as one of their own, and “appropriate” these
actresses to their own life worlds.
The way in which celebrities impacted the broader public through the
disclosure of their personal lives – in this case religious conversions – has been
similarly underscored for the Indonesian case by most of my Indonesian
informants. When asked what a significant turn was in popular culture with respect
to the subject of veiling, people would refer to the case of Inneke Koesherawati. As
the director of the Center for Pesantren and Democracy Studies Lily Zakiyah
Munir argues, the figure of Inneke was very well-liked among rural women who –
especially after her conversion – could relate and identify more closely with the
actress, turning her into a new role model for pious and successful womanhood.183
Before her conversion, Inneke was regarded as one of the many “Indo” actresses in
the Indonesian world of celebrities. She embodied the ultimate example of a
mixed-race184 celebrity, regarded to belong to the ideals of “Indonesian” beauty
through the fairness of her skin and the “European” features of her face (pointed
and slim nose, round eyes, and high cheekbones) and body (long legs and firm
build). To be mixed-race, though mostly referring to Indonesian-Europeanness or
“Indo” and not including other “mixes”, was considered an asset for the media
world: the “Indo” look dominated television, soap opera’s, and film. This racial
imagery, however, does not simply correlate to a desire for whiteness, but a distinct
desire for becoming whiter but no less Indonesian.185 To be “Indo” was to belong
to the privileged “race” and class in Indonesian society; although “Indo” actresses
and actors were considered Indonesian stars, they were also seen as different from
“ordinary Indonesians”.
Thus, also in the case of Indonesia, the image of the veiled movie stars –
with Inneke Koesherawati being the most vivid example – contributes to
legitimatizing the practice of veiling for the greater society. More importantly, it
legitimized critiques of westernization underlying Inneke’s conversion. Her parting
with her past meant a parting with a “western” way of life, a western life which
involved not only the expression of sexuality and eroticism, but also in the case of
Indonesia, issues of race and class. The conversion of Inneke evoked the idea that
conversions of upper class and elite men and women to a more pious Islam, led to
the closing of the gap between poor and rich people through their common bond:
Islam. If the stigma had not already been challenged by the new veiling of young
women, it was now ultimately challenged by the fact that “even” a successful and
beautiful “Indo” woman had converted to becoming a pious Muslim. In such a
way, advocates of Islamism must have been right al along: while “becoming pious”
is juxtaposed with having a western lifestyle the necessity to “cover up” is a logical
183
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consequence in resisting the immoralities and impurities of bodily exposures
associated with western lifestyles.
Nonetheless, as opposed to the case of Egypt, where the actresses end
their career once they converted, the message from the celebrities in Indonesia
does not necessarily promote women leaving their careers and returning to
domestic life. Although Inneke stresses her desire to settle down with her husband
and to start a family, she does not take measures to end her career. On the contrary,
as mentioned earlier, she has been even more prominently visible in media,
especially on Islamic programs and media events during Ramadan festivities.
Koesherawati’s success seems to be reviving alongside her new appearances.
Instead of acting in films entitled Naughty Desires, she produces religious music
albums entitled “God the Great” (Allah yang Esa) and “Remember God” (Ingatlah
Allah), acts as presenter or host for Islamic programs, and plays in a religious soap
opera called “Hasnah’s scarf” (Selendang Hasnah). With these new religious
media initiatives aimed at the mission of proselytizing, Inneke Koesherawati
received much admiration from the general public culminating in her receiving
multiple awards, for instance from the Council of Indonesian Ulama (MUI) for
best female TV host in 2002, and from the popular Bandung Film Festival in 2006
for her acting in “Hasnah’s Scarf”.
The discourses of celebrity conversion in Indonesian publics are as much
associated with home, family, and domesticity, as are “secular” discourses on
Indonesian women’s roles and womanhood. This is illustrated most distinctly in
the pages of the women’s magazine Noor that was first launched in May 2003.
Like the images of Inneke Koesherawati, this glossy women’s magazine promotes
an Islamic way of life that does not include leaving the realm of modern
lifestyles.186 At first sight – as in many mainstream glossy women’s magazines
such as Femina or Kartini or the international Cosmopolitan – the magazine
adheres to images of the heterosexual and nuclear family. Cooking recipes,
housekeeping-tips, and educational advices for the children are exchanged that
suggest that women and mothers play an important role in the management of the
domestic sphere. However, also dominant in the magazine, is the message that
besides the domestic sphere, modern Muslim women can and should have working
careers outside the domestic realm. Trendy Islamic dress styles are portrayed,
showing work outfits, sports wear and glamorous evening garments. The
magazine, thus, suggests that modern Muslim women can and should work, can
and should do sports, and can and should have fun when going out at night. As
such, these representations suggest that the ideal Muslim woman should be able to
combine a healthy and harmonious family life with a successful career outside of
the home.
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The fashion pages from Noor portray women modeling fashionable
Muslim dress: for work, home, dinner, and a night out. The images produced by
these models, nonetheless, do not differ significantly from the other “secular”
Indonesian women’s magazines or for that matter from western glossy magazines.
The difference is only that the models are wearing Muslim dresses and are not
revealing too much skin. But even the dresses – in terms of its textile, cut, and
color – are difficult to distinguish from mainstream fashionable clothing. This is
illustrated in figure 8. The image of the model is one of an attractive young
woman. While alluringly looking into the camera she poses much in the same way
as “western” models do: seductive, feminine, sexy, and almost exhibitionist. She is
wearing full make-up and the clothes are colorful and seductive. Her veil is hip and
unconventional. Piety is evoked by the sight of the veil, but more so, the image
conjures up sexualized and exoticized
femininity rather than soberness or piety.
Again, these images suggest that
an Islamic way of life does not have to be
a difficult ordeal for modern women who
have been exposed to a western lifestyle,
becoming Muslim does not necessarily
have to entail drastic changes to ones
consumer outlook. Moreover, the images
further suggest that you do not have to
become an undesirable subject. On the
contrary, by alluringly gazing in the
camera in sensual and coyly poses, the
veiled models produce a sexually laden
image. Brenner, who observed this trend
in her analyses of the magazine Amanah
set in the 1990s, referred in this respect to
an “apparently unproblematic blending of
Muslim purity and western sexuality in a
Figure 8: Inside the Muslim
women’s glossy Noor
single image [that] perfectly captures the
contradictory messages and interests of
the late Suharto era”; as she proclaimed, “it is quintessentially New Order!” (1999:
21). These persisting New Order images in post-New Order times seems to suggest
a continuation of New Order strategies, which associates the pious modern Muslim
woman – and her harmonious family – with nation’s stability (Ibid: 36). Agreeing
with Brenner’s observation, I would further add that the contradictory message of
blending “Muslimness” with “western” influences such as explicit sexuality, but
also for instance “western” healthy life-styles such as the discourse on fitness and
slimness, can be put in the broader global framework of consumption and
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commodification in constituting and shaping the public sphere of Muslim
communities.
As the sociologist Sally Westwood has asserted, referring to the
prominent sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (1992):
[…] the ‘real’ power of consumption lies not so much in the fetishization
of commodities, but in the ways in which consumption seduces.
Seductions are powerful and suggest the sexualized construction of
capitalism – the eros of the market (2002: 82).
The images in the glossy magazine Noor attain to this mode of seduction, to the
eros of the market. In this respect, the market has “pimped” up the veil, has added
more “spice” to the “modest” attire, to create a Muslim middle class that besides
their aspirations for a pious life can also consume a pious lifestyle.
Mobility of Class and Global Capital
The interaction of market and religion has intensified strongly in the 1990s. While
Muslim identified economic activities increased, such as the establishment and
managing of Islamic banking in Indonesia, religious activities have become
increasingly commodified. The booming haj business; the popularity of attending
private lectures of renowned imams; religious teachings at expensive hotels; or the
spiritual retreat weekends on Indonesian islands all attest to this new development.
These activities adhere to a more general consumerist ideology, which deploys an
“Islamic way of life” as a lifestyle and practice without eschewing “western”
modes of advertising or appeal. It resembles much the way in which leisure and
consumption has become “Islamized” elsewhere. Kiliçbay and Binark, for instance,
argue that in the case of Turkey that Muslim lifestyles have become thoroughly
intertwined with consumption, commodity, and pleasure patterns and that these are
informed by local and global trends of the market economy (2002: 499).
The ways in which consumer culture work together with religion or
religious symbols in shaping Muslim consumers in Indonesia, have inextricably
been linked to perceptions of changing gender relations, in which women are both
stimulated to enter the workforce as well as reminded to take care of the home and
family. As the scholar in business and management Loong Wong argues for the
case of Malaysia:
The rhetoric of the market and religion overlaps with the expanding role
of women in the consumption and increasingly (re)domesticized process.
They propel what Deleuze and Guattari (1983) call ‘the desiring
economy’ of capitalism and are an indispensable anchor in (re)creating
and shaping the new private domestic sphere of the ‘family’ (2003: 10).
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This is also true for Indonesia. The media theorist Krishna Sen is right when she
asserts that Indonesian women, rather than being regarded as autonomous political
actors, are being regarded as autonomous consumers. In this respect, she argues, it
is the market more so than the state that has attended to women’s needs and desires
(2002: 66). Capitalist (western) global incentives are internalized and domesticated
in Indonesia by recasting them in an Islamic idiom. Not only did this transform
gender relations in the late 1980s when women were expected in Indonesia to enter
the workforce, but globalization has now also deployed religion, and vice versa, to
create consumer Muslim women who – although still working – are likewise
expected to re-value and re-appropriate domestic life. In such a way, the
Islamization of consumer culture does not challenge the paradoxical message that
women are expected to care for the home and family besides attending to her
career outside of the house. Nonetheless, Muslim women who in the past have not
been able to enter this consumer discourse are now able to compete in the modern
workplace. For women, veiling becomes in this respect a symbol of class mobility.
Through the public performances of Islamic subjectivities, women are not only
Islamizing the workplace, but also contributing to the formation of a new class.
Importing Islam into the development of consumerism leads to the
establishment of the Muslim middle class in general and of the Muslim middle
class family in particular. Piety is central to the family’s religious life (-style), but
so is the so-called “moral economy” of the home. It is the task of the woman to
uphold the way in which the house and family is “managed”. This includes for
instance the organization of Islamic education for the children; the purchasing of
halal ingredients for the family’s meals; the moral control over the activities of
their growing teenagers; or the way in which the family is spending its money. At
first glance, the Muslim family does not differ much from the image of the New
Order family. Both are advocating nuclear, heterosexual families, where the father
earns the income, the mother works for the extra money but stays at home once the
children are born. The differences lie, however, in the way in which the seemingly
superficial symbols of Muslimness communicate a desire of Muslim families to
differentiate themselves from secular families. This desire has a lot to do with the
way in which today’s urban secular middle class has been looked upon by
Muslims, namely as having lost all moral bearings. While husbands cheat on their
wives, young girls are having sexual intercourse before marriage and young boys
are caught up in narcotics. The New Order middle class family has built up a
reputation in which wealth has destroyed the “moral economy” of the home. The
new Muslim family aims to do it differently. Instead of relying on money, wealth
and status, they have set out to refashion their lives in Muslim (read pious) ways.
These veiling practices evidently contribute to tensions between different
Muslim groups. In reference to the dominant discourses on the veil described
above, the santri groups appear to be on the background. Rather, the two
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prominent public discourses mostly attain to the group of Islamists and the Muslim
elite – deriving from both santri and abangan circles. Even though the population
of santri form a much bigger group than both the politicized group and the elite
consumer group together, their veiling “regime” has not been picked up as relevant
in as far as they do not participate in the new veiling practices. Within the santri
group women have also increasingly donned the veil, whether the kerudung or the
jilbab. Between the traditionalist and the Muhammadiyah, the veil acts as a form of
marking difference, namely that of modernity and tradition. However, especially
for the younger generation of the santri women, these markers are shifting.
Although modernists still often refer to the traditionalism and backwardness of the
Nahdlatul Ulama, the younger generation appears to come together more often than
their predecessors have done. Veiling practices attest to this new development. The
santri have long before committed themselves to a pious life and therefore have
regarded nominal Muslims or Javanese Muslims as not “real” Muslims. For many
abangan women, donning the veil became a relatively easy way to prove one’s
Muslimness. Moreover, rather than the conventional kerudung which most nominal
Muslims associated with rural backwardness, the tight jilbab allowed converts to
appropriate a modern Muslim look. New alliances are formed and the real marker
of difference today does not so much take place between santri and abangan, or
traditionalists and modernists, but more so between Islamists and secular Muslims.

The Making of Middle Classes
It is important to note that the dominant discourses represented by Islamists - or
more preciser by dakwahists – on the one side and Muslim elite consumers on the
other, are not necessarily reflecting perceptions of the majority of Indonesian
Muslims. The elite Muslim consumer group consists of an urban minority who
reaped the fruits of late New Order Islamic reforms. Suharto gave way to Islamic
businesses and allowed Muslims to have a greater say in the socio-economic makeup of the country. They also consist of nominal Muslims who have converted to
becoming pious Muslims and have manifested these changes in religiosity through
the consumption of Islamic symbols.
With respect to dakwahists, although they are growing as a group, they
also represent a minority view, namely that of the marginalized (lower) middle
class. They appeal to Islamism much in the way as the sociologist Bryan Turner
has argued:
In sociological terms, twentieth century Islamism is a product [of] social
frustrations of those social strata (unpaid civil servants, overworked
teachers, underemployed engineers, and marginalized college teachers)
whose interests have not been well served by either the secular
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nationalism of Nasser, Muhammad Reza Shah, Suharto or Saddam
Hussein, or the neo-liberal 'open-door' policies of Anwar Saddat or Chadli
Benjedid in Algeria. [...] In summary, Islamism is a product of a religious
crisis of authority, the failures of authoritarian nationalist governments,
and the socio-economic divisions that have been exacerbated by neoliberal globalization (2003: 140).
With respect to Indonesia, the ideological carriers of Islamism nestled in technical
and science departments all over the country, and found its way to young men and
women from the well-educated urban middle class. In their political ideologies
they reacted against the corrupt and authoritarian regime of Suharto that was often
backed up by western governments and investors.
Even though the dakwahists still represent a minority in Indonesian
Muslim politics, they are dominantly present in public discourse. Within the more
mainstream Islamic groups (such as the traditionalist and modernist groups),
criticism has been voiced about the ideologies of the dakwahists. However, for this
critique to become public is another matter. Many Indonesian Muslims will not
openly contest the ideological claims of the dakwahist. It happens too often that
when they do, suspicion is laid on their degree of Muslimness, on their
commitment to Islam. Vulnerability plays an important role in self-censorship, and
in turn, politics play a crucial role in these vulnerabilities. While some assert their
Muslimness in the form of dakwahism to claim political power, others assert their
compliance to the first in order to not lose political power. The different modes of
veiling, consumerist or political, and the consequent actions attached to the
different acts of veiling, depict these sites of contestation within a shifting sociopolitical arena in which the pursuit for socio-political and economic power seems
to be played out through different Islamic visibilities. While neofundamentalists
and Islamists demand that Islam become part of Indonesia’s political organization,
the Muslim elite insist that Muslimness become part of the middle class. With
respect to the two dominant discourses on the veil, however, they should clearly be
viewed upon as opposites despite both their manifestations of new regimes of
veiling in Indonesia.
Whereas the case of the dancer and singer Inul Daratista in chapter four
alluded to the proliferation of “public sexualities”, the veiled bodies in this chapter
alludes to the propagation of “public pieties”. In the first, it was the
disenfranchised, and Javanist body that demanded recognition in the public sphere,
backed up by elite and secular women and feminists. The latter involved middle
classes. First of all, as represented by the politicized discourse of the veil, it
concerned the marginalized lower middle classes that demanded political power
and that made demands for a more Islamic public sphere. But it also concerned the
already established nominal Muslim upper middle class, who through their
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“conversions” or renewed interest in Islamic appearances and rituals have kept
their status and position over socio-political and economic control.
Many scholars have pointed out the increase of Muslim capital resulting in
the emergence of a Muslim middle class in Indonesia.187 Both of the discourses on
veiling suggest that the making of the new Muslim middle classes correspond to
the idea that the middle class today prefers to define itself as Muslim rather than
Indonesian, or as Muslim rather than Javanese. The hegemony of Javanese
identity, strongly present during both the Sukarno as the Suharto eras, has been
challenged and contested by new Muslim identities and by dakwahists especially.
The latter find Javanese practices of Islam such as the belief in saints (kebatinan),
Javanese music, and shadow puppetry (wayang kulit) to be incompatible with their
Islamic teachings. The analyses of different veiling representations, however,
illustrates furthermore that the “middle class” is dubiously defined. Next to a
prosperous, consumerist upper middle-class, there is a middle class that could
eventually consume in the same manner, but that has different ideas and ideals
about the ways in which Muslim identity should be expressed or experienced.
Unlike the de-politicized and consumerist elite, the groups of dakwahists, although
claiming their part in economic growth, do not share or desire the same middleclass culture.
Loong Wong describes a similar situation in Malaysia where on the one
hand a group of Malay Muslims stimulate economic growth, embrace
consumerism, and obtain economic and cultural capital through Muslim-associated
cultural, religious, and market investments (2003). Malay dakwahists, though, opt
for an alternative definition of a Muslim public sphere in which notions of piety,
soberness, or sacrifice are predominant. They reject the forms of consumerism,
individualism, and private belief associated with the elite discourse. The difference
between Malaysia and Indonesia is that in Malaysia, the state plays a more
important role in defining and producing the Muslim middle class than in
Indonesia (Ong 1990). Suharto did make a relevant contribution in the final years
of his administration, but this adhered primarily to the making of the elite middle
class that engaged and deployed global capital in its idea of religiosity. Rather than
through state policies, as in Malaysia, the dakwahist middle class has been defined
in Indonesia through the stability of a so-called “civil Islam” represented by the
traditionalists and modernists organizations and through the proliferation of a
grass-root Islamist movement.188 The state in that sense becomes less important in
constituting Muslim citizenship. The desire for a more Islamic community and
society comes primarily from civil society and is not in the first instance imposed
by state regulations. This does not mean, however, that it does not influence body
politics. Although in contemporary Indonesia it is less the state that is controlling
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Indonesian womanhood and or manhood, its definitions are all the more delineated
through public visibilities and new discursive standards of femininity and
masculinity.

New Femininities and Feminist Interventions
The veiling discourses discussed above are not to be defined as either oppressive or
emancipatory. They should instead be approached as overlapping discourses
exemplifying dominant differentials in the practice of veiling in contemporary
Indonesia. They also confirm Macleod’s (1992: 544) and Kandiyoti’s (1996: 1012) statements that the term “Muslim women” cannot be approached as an a priori
identity for a group of women. On the contrary, research and literature has
illuminated the fact that the status and self-representation of these women are often
informed and shaped by factors such as ethnicity, class, age, and/or local
ideologies, and occasionally far from subjected to any “Muslimness”. Even if we
can speak of a general tendency that more and more women are defining
themselves as Muslim rather than Indonesian, the more relevant question is to what
extent this new definition of Self helps to redefine Indonesian femininity.

Femininity and Sexuality
As researchers working on the subject matter of gender and Islam have argued,
Islamic attire for women including the veil carries out a moral function in Islam,
namely the protection of women's honour.189 This honour is inextricably linked to
the woman’s body and sexuality. In her influential book The Forbidden Modern,
Göle refers to the concept of mahrem in Turkey, which involves the notions of
intimacy, privacy, secrecy, silence, but also with the “danger” of unlawfulness or
sin (haram) (1996: 94). The veil demarcates the mahrem space from the public
sphere and the gaze of men, especially the gaze of foreign man, which is to be kept
away from women’s bodies and women’s seductions. When attending to the
practice of veiling, Islamist women re-affirm their difference from the West
through politics of sexuality. While dismissing women’s preoccupation with sexual
freedom, personified by issues such as abortion and reproduction rights, Islamist
women demand their rights to be free from seduction.
The concept of mahrem is inextricably linked to the Islamic notion of
awrah, which denotes those parts of the woman’s and man’s body that needs to be
covered. To not cover is considered unlawful. The Indonesian equivalent of awrah
is called aurat. Although this Islamic concept was introduced with the arrival of
189

See especially the work of Ahmed 1992, Gole 1996, Mernissi 1975, and Najmabadi 1993.

173

CHAPTER FIVE

Islam in Indonesia, it is also “Indonesianized”. Nationalists and bureaucrats alike
have adopted the term in constructing Indonesian womanhood. Unlike the original
Islamic definition, the Indonesian notion of aurat is mostly used when referring to
“nakedness” in general.190
With the new configuration of Muslim politics, public life, and
representations, the term aurat seems to be reclaimed into an Islamic domain. This
re-definition defines the Muslim woman as having to cover herself, not only with
respect to her honour, but also with respect to the outside world which is argued to
be “infested” with western sexualities. The politics of sexuality through the act of
veiling exemplify, therefore, a confrontation of the East with the West. However, it
is relevant to note that these new gender segregations in terms of covering are also
paradoxical.
While the ideology of dakwahism calls for women to return to the
domestic sphere, dakwahist women like women from the PKS or KAMMI are also
overtly politically active. This creates a situation in which women seem to be
positioned in a epistemological paradox. But the discourse of Islamist ideology
seems stronger than the way in which this is being played out for women in
everyday public life. Islamist women work outside of the home. They are doctors,
receptionists, nurses, representatives, professors and journalists. They participate
fully in public life and make appeals for full participatory citizenship in political
life. For many Islamist women, the veil plays a crucial role in making this public
life possible. They argue that wearing the veil enables them to be mobile in public
spaces and work in mixed workplaces. These women feel they are protected from
harassment in the streets and buses and also feel they are more respected in the
workplace. The veil therefore, creates a condition in which women feel less
sexually harassed and experience less gender discrimination.
With the new public visibilities of the veil in media, public spaces, and
workplaces, perceptions of hegemonic femininity are also changing. During the
first half of the New Order, the dominant gender paradigm was controlled by the
state. The New Order state constructed the idea of “state motherism” (state Ibuism) in which the middle class woman was expected to give herself over to
domestic life, motherhood, and the process of “housewifization”.191 The second
half of the New Order constructed a state ideology which extended the already
existing construction of womanhood based on (western) bourgeois notions of
domesticity. Women were now encouraged to become consumers and career
woman. In line with the New Order developmentalism middle class women were
encouraged to work outside the home and to become active consumers in modern
life (Sen 1998; Brenner 1996). Nevertheless, their work was to be seen as
190
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contributing to extra finances in the home. They were not to become the sole
breadwinner of the family, neither were they expected to put work or career before
childrearing. The family was still the primary concern for the New Order woman,
but now she could fulfil her duties with modern and consumerist techniques.
Hegemonic femininity in the past was primarily defined through
Javaneseness. Javanese manners and traditions were central in constructing
Indonesian womanhood. Submissiveness, patience, calm, and elegant control were
important elements that a woman was expected to adhere. The Javanese royal
princess Kartini was the ultimate example of Javanese womanhood. With her fair
beauty, her calm, mature, and slightly sensuous charisma, the image of Kartini was
seen as representing the ideal woman. Marginalized, on the other hand, were the
independent, autonomous, sexually overt, and political women (Wieringa 2002;
Tiwon 1996). This is particularly embodied by the image and myth surrounding the
leftist women’s organization Gerwani.192 New Order gender ideologies did not
allow room for these politically conscious women.
With the media, public sphere and workplaces becoming more Islamized,
primarily symbolized through women donning the veil, New Order definitions of
hegemonic femininity changed accordingly. All of a sudden the question of
whether “to veil or not to veil” became a question to which all Muslim women
were expected to relate to in one way or the other. In light of nominal Muslim
women, who had similarly started to don the (fashionable) veil, unveiled women
were left with questions from their surroundings as to why they have not yet
decided to veil themselves. In other words, in opposition to the past, in which
veiled women were expected to explain why they donned the veil, unveiled women
were now expected to explain and legitimize the fact that they have not.
The return to domesticity from an Islamist perspective differs significantly
from the process of “housewifization” or “state motherism” as promoted during the
New Order. First, “housewifization” and “state motherism” was an explicit
modernist project aimed at constructing the modern middle class woman. It also
contributed to putting the (Javanese) family central. Women were expected to keep
the (nuclear) family together through being harmonious and servile. Although
during the late New Order women were encouraged to become career women and
active consumers, this gender ideology in which family came first did not change
significantly. Women were always reminded, either through so-called “Asian
values” or through the argument of women’s “nature” (kodrat), that they were
needed at home to take care of the family and the household.
Although the family and loyalty to parents is very important in Islam,
loyalty to the brotherhood and to God is more important. This is why, as
Eickelman and Piscatory have argued, the contestation over the meaning of family
is crucial in Muslim politics (1996: 82-83). The Islamist appeal for women to
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return to the home implies not so much the full commitment to family or household
per se, but the full commitment to Islam and Islamic teaching at home. Islamist
women are not merely expected to take care of the household, but they are
expected to raise and educate the children in a truly Islamic way. Following the
Iranian theorist Afsaneh Najmabadi, being a wife and mother in the new Islamist
constellation differed from the time preceding the emergence of Islamism: “[T]he
“new” wife and mother was now to be in charge of the scientific management of
the orderly household of the modern nation, as well as the rearing and training of
the children who now were seen as the future citizens of the modern nation” (1998:
9). As many have argued, rather than a sign of a return to traditionalism, the “new
veiling”, therefore, should be approached as a form of modern Muslim
womanhood in a global era.193
In Indonesia, the call for women to return to the home is more dominant in
discourse than it is a common practice in daily life. As argued earlier, dakwahist
women are fully participating in the public and private sector and are overtly
politically active. Many do not want to solely remain in the home. Nevertheless,
the Islamist rhetoric provides for them an alternative vision of womanhood which
appeals to them more than the New Order construction of womanhood. The appeal
for Islamists lie in the emphasis on morality, piety, and religion, rather than
bureaucratic or consumerist agenda’s (Brenner 1996: 678). This as we have seen, is
played out in outward appearances, namely attire, veiling, and behaviour. Whereas
in the West, feminist appeals for the freedom of women’s bodies lies in issues such
as abortion, reproductive rights, and sexual expression and identity, freedom for
Islamist women lies in the “freedom from seduction” (Göle 1998). Thus, while
femininity is emphasized through the aestheticization of the explicit female body in
western cultures, veiled women conceal their bodies effectuating femininity
through piety and modesty rather than bodily curves and make-up.194

False Consciousness and Feminism
Although the women’s movement has been predominantly secular in Indonesia,
new initiatives to include religious feminism, such as Muslim feminism or
Christian feminism are not dismissed. On the contrary, Muslim feminism
especially is regarded as a new emancipation movement in Indonesia that is
relatively welcomed by established feminist institutions. Whereas in other Muslim
countries women with different world views would not be able to come together to
discuss these matters, the Indonesian case illustrates how inter-faith and interreligious dialogue within women’s emancipation movements are possible,

193
194

See for instance Abu-Lughod 1995, Jolly 2001, and Stivens 1998.
See also Göle 1996, page 130.

176

Formations of Public Piety

necessary, and often productive. However, this does not mean that ideas and
perspectives do not clash. Issues of veiling, polygamy, sexuality, and autonomy
are controversial and sensitive topics. According to many Muslim women (and
feminists), many secular feminists do not approve of women donning the veil. This
has not however, stopped them from entering into a dialogue.
Discussing the meaning of the veil, practices of veiling, or identity
discourses that it produces is a complex and ambiguous matter. However, as
Macleod states, this ambiguity should engender theorists “to rethink our
understanding of women’s agency, rather than trying to fit women's actions within
constraining categories or assuming a linear progression of consciousness from
acquiescence to resistance to conscious protest” (Macleod 1992: 556).
Contradictory messages mediated through the representations of veiled bodies, as
analyzed above are productive through the multiple ways in which women relate to
the veil. Nevertheless, this does not mean that normative judgments are nonexistent. During my fieldwork I recall asking a middle-aged modernist Islamic
unveiled woman what kind of woman her brother had married with. She replied
“Oh, she’s a good woman: she wears a veil you know” (Baik kok, dia berjilbab).
The prominent researcher of gender and Islam in Indonesia, Lies Marcoes,
has also observed this “new” moral perception. She argues that the wearing of the
veil goes hand in hand with producing a hierarchy of “good” and “bad” women,
especially approving of veiled women on the basis of piety and devotion.195 The
establishment of these hierarchies runs the risk of symbolically reproducing old
and new stigmas attached to the female body which defines the veiled body as pure
and the unveiled body as impure. As the sociologist Arlene Elowe MacLeod has
similarly asserted, while the act of veiling can be empowering and accommodating
protest, at the same time, it can perpetuate stereotypes of veiled women as “good”
women and unveiled women as immoral or sexually suspect (1992: 552). In such a
way, new images of womanhood again lead to new stereotypes and new normative
standards.
As Ciciek Farha – the director of a well-known centre for Islam and
gender in Jakarta – explains, Muslim women hardly represent a united group.
There is much friction between women and these can be read through their
perceptions and opinions on the veiling practices of other women. Farha recounts,
for instance, her research on women of the conservative Ngruki community in
Solo, central Java.196 As she reports, many of the women living in the Ngruki
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community do not agree with the way in which some women are wearing the veil.
This critique is geared towards the elite consumer women who buy fashionable and
expensive clothing and veils. In contrast to these women, the women from the
Ngruki community do not read magazines like the fashionable Noor, but read
magazines like Ummi that portray more modest models. They find Noor and the
women representing its lifestyle not Islamic enough and label it as “veiled
capitalism” (kapitalisme berkerudung). 197
Although these demarcations border alongside class alignments, they also
engage issues of so-called Islamic consciousness. The demarcations through the
meanings of the veil are based on ideas of Islamic ethics that are deeply gendered.
One young woman from the modernist Nasyiatul Aisyiyah198 described it as
follows:
Jilbab has to do with identity. Therefore, there are as many different veils
as there are identities. For instance, when I encounter someone with a big
and loose veil on campus, I immediately recognize that she is from the
circles of Tarbiyah [dakwah] or PKS [Prosperous Justice Party]. […] They
will not necessarily greet me, while in fact, when they meet someone who
similarly wears a big and loose veil, they will smile – even though this
person is not from their community. There is a term called Jahilia veil.
Meaning “dumb” and “not yet conscious” [belum paham]. Their attitudes
towards the way we veil are like that. […]199
The difference in veiling, however, does not only exist between Islamist women
and other veiled Muslim women, but also between modernist and traditionalist
women. As my informant at Nasyiatul Aisyiyah further comments:
There is indeed a clear difference when you compare young girls from the
[modernist] Muhammadiyah organization with the girls from the
[traditionalist] Nahdlatul Ulama, especially when you look at teenagers.
At the Muhammadiyah there is still a culture of wearing long veils and
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Reguler: Perempuan di Tengah Pergulatan Politik Identitas’), organized by Rahima, Jakarta, 8
March 2004. Ummi is a magazine aimed at Islamist women. Compared to the glossy magazine
Noor, models are more modest, do not ware make-up, and do not pose in a sensuous or sexual
way.
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The Nasyiatul Aisyiyah (NA) is a sister organization of Aisyiyah, the women’s faction of the
modernist organization Muhammadiyah. The organization consists of young women from the age
of 12 through 25 (or older, depending on the marital status). Compared to Aisyiyah, which
consists of more middle aged women, the younger NA is regarded to be more progressive in
terms of gender issues and Muslim politics. See chapter two for more details. See also the work of
Syamsiyatun 2004 for an elaborate account of the NA.
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Herni Ramdlannigrum, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 14 June 2005.
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Islamic tunics [jubah]. At Nahdlatul Ulama on the other hand, they wear
sexy outfits, tight blouses, tight pants, and fashionable veils. The girls and
teenagers at the Muhammadiyah still adhere to the principle that the veil
should cover breasts.200
The young woman from Nasyiatul Aisyiyah also describes that there are many
gradations to describe different forms of veiling and often these degrees of looking
are normatively defined. Many women are judged by other women in the way that
they veil. These judgements draw borders about what is and what is not
permissible. For the dakwahist women for instance, this means wearing loose and
long dresses. As noted above, veils that deviate from this ideal veil are labelled
jahiliah veils, meaning in this context that either they are not quite ready, or these
women are looked upon as ignorant.201 But women themselves also judge their
own veiling practices. As the celebrity vocalist Trie Utami argues about her own
veiling: “I still have a ‘leaking’ veil (jilbab bocor), it is not yet complete” (Amanah
2002).202 Women thus make gradations of veiling according to a “complete”
adherence to Islamic rules and laws. These rules and laws, however, are not
defined by the Quran or the fiqh rather, they are based on people’s and society’s
normative ideas of what is, and what is not Islamic based on degrees of
“consciousness”.
It is relevant to see how the idea of false consciousness is deployed in
different, even opposing, situations. Many influential scholars have argued the
multiple ways in which liberal western (or neo-colonial) feminists have depicted
(especially veiled) Muslim women as suffering from false consciousness.203
Liberal Muslim feminists in Indonesia differ from the hegemonic western
discourse in the sense that they do not oppose the veil or veiling as such. As one
Indonesian feminist aptly describes, it depends on the woman’s room for personal
choice and the conditions in which women are located: “I agree that female
Muslims should wear a headscarf, but if it is forced, it is not Islamic anymore,
since to me all compulsions are against the essence of Islamic teaching” (Mulia
2001). The boundaries set to distinguish between that which is oppressive and not
oppressive for women is not the veil as such (as some western and liberal feminists
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Herni Ramdlannigrum, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 14 June 2005.
The translation of the term jahiliah literally means “Age of Ignorance”. It refers back to the
historical age preceding the arrival of Islam associated with immorality and lack of faith
(Federspiel 1995: 111). In contemporary times it is often used by Islamic militants or
fundamentalists to attack western culture and label it as jahiliah culture. However, as illustrated
by the quote, the term is becoming even more acclimatized in everyday culture and used to refer
to un-Islamic or not “really” Islamic behavior and appearance.
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A “leaking veil” (jilbab bocor) refers to the loose veil which still exposes hair.
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See for instance the work of Leila Ahmed (1992) or Lila Abu-lughod (2002a).
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would argue) but whether it is forced upon women through (state or political)
regulation.
Secular women are relatively quiet on the issue of the veil. Most of the
liberal and secular women with whom I have talked find that this is an internal
issue among pious Muslims. They would rather not intervene in what they regard
as a theological issue. However, when probed further, some admit that they do not
understand why women would want to cover themselves. Especially with regard to
the Islamist movement, they find the development to go against the modern notion
of emancipation of women, believing that the new ideology of Islamism is holding
back women’s freedoms. Women who choose to be part of the movement are seen
as victims of a growing patriarchal religion, not able to rationalize their motives.
Moreover, many liberal feminists interpret the new veiling as coming from the
Middle East undermining Indonesian Islamic traditions. As Indonesia has never
had a tradition of veiling, they regard the new veiling as being “imported” and “unIndonesian”. This perspective goes against the way in which Islamists women have
explained their reasons to don the veil, namely as following Islamic obligation and
as showing their loyalty to God.
This is confirmed by the chief editor of UMMI magazine Dwi Septiami.
UMMI is a woman’s magazine geared toward Islamist women and girls. With
respect to the veil she argues that the headscarf for her is not just a (religious)
symbol. She describes that she feels not fully Muslim if she is not wearing it: “It
represents my devotion to Allah”.204 As many Islamists women have similarly
argued, this woman contends that the practice of veiling should not be linked to
issues of symbol, personal choice, or fashion, but should be regarded as
commitments to belief, but also as desires to be pious and to sacrifice oneself for
the love of God.205 In turn, as the Nasyiatul Aisyiyah member, Ramdlannigrum
explained at the beginning of this section, Islamist women find their traditionalist
and modernist Muslim women to be victims or “cultural dopes” of capitalism.
Similarly, Islamist women give the explanation of “false consciousness” to explain
the reason as to why other Muslim women have not joined the dakwahist
movement and have dressed according to dakwahist standards. “Not yet ready” or
“not yet enlightened” (by God) are frequent explanations that Islamist and
conservative Islamic women use to denote moderate Muslim women.
To avoid denoting these gender dynamics with Islamic or religious
practice, one can compare the dynamics in Muslim gender politics with those in
western societies. The diet and fitness culture for young women in the West for
204
Dwi Septiami, ‘Is The Ban on Headscarves A Human Right Violation?’, public discussion
organized by the Wahid Institute, tape recording, Jakarta, 3 March 2004.
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The woman in question is Dwi Septami and she reiterated this in the seminar on “Women inbetween Identity Politics Struggle” (‘Diskusi Reguler: Perempuan di Tengah Pergulatan Politik
Identitas’), seminar organized by Rahima, Jakarta, 8 March 2004.
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instance, has been coined by feminist scholars as a “troubling” phenomenon. The
feminist philosopher Susan Bordo is a well known critic of this cultural trend.
While eating disorders are increasing, the normalization of a diet and fitness
culture is spreading significantly. As Bordo argues, these women and their bodies
are affected by a deep consumer ideology through the subjectivation of cultural
discourses on fleshly bodies (1993: 183). This discussion, as the theorist Meyda
Yegenoglu argues, can be extended to the discussion of veiling: “Emphasizing the
culturally specific nature of embodiment reveals, however, that the power
exercised upon bodies by veiling is no more cruel or barbaric than the control,
supervision, training, and constraining of bodies by other practices, such as bras,
stiletto heels, corsets, cosmetics and so on” (2003: 93). By comparing “Muslim”
disciplining of the body with “western” disciplining of the body, the normalized
universalism of women’s emancipation in the West is challenged. It constitutes a
new reality in which women both in Muslim countries as in the West are subjected
to similar mechanisms of bodily control.
Nonetheless, both Islamist women who cultivate Islamic dress and
behaviour in their desire for morality and western women who cultivate their dress
and bodies in their desire to resemble the dominant western aesthetic perfection
also state that they feel empowered by their continuous focus on their bodies:
disciplining and cultivating their bodies gives them a sense of control and power.
These bodily techniques seem to contribute to a self-realization in which sexual
power through modes of outward appearances is considered the ultimate desire.
The tension that forms of bodily control, surrender, and sacrifice by
Islamist women entail for feminist theory is analyzed in the work of the feminist
theorist Saba Mahmood. In her work Mahmood wonders why feminists who work
on issues of the veil engage so little with the explanation that women veil because
they desire to become pious:
Women who contend that the veil is part of a religious doctrine, a divine
edict, or a form of ethical practice and that it therefore has nothing to do
with “identity” are usually judged to be victims of false consciousness,
mired in a traditionalism that leads them to mistakenly internalize the
opinions of misogynist jurist whom they should resist” (2006: 343).
Instead, Mahmood contends, scholars analyze a myriad of sociological motivations
in the domain of economy, protest, or strategy while notions such as morality or
divinity are conveniently set aside as belonging to “the phantom imaginings of the
hegemonized” (2001: 209). Mahmood hereby poses the question as to what the
concept of agency in feminist theory can mean for women who deliberate docility,
cultivate shyness, and submit themselves to certain forms of authority. How can
feminist theory re-engage with issues of individual freedom in which desire and
self-realization coincides with forms of compliance? Finally, she questions: “What
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kind of politics would be deemed desirable and viable in a discursive tradition that
regards conventions (socially prescribed performances) as necessary to the self’s
realization?” (2003: 857).
Recognizing Mahmood’s important point about the shortcomings of
feminist theory in recognizing women who are for instance not protesting,
subverting, or resisting patriarchal hegemonies, her fundamental critiques go
beyond the study of gender and Muslim politics in public discourses but are
extended to inquiries of Muslim subjectivities. What I do find most relevant here,
are the different meanings, definitions and understandings of individual freedom
that are brought up in discussion of normative boundaries from society on the one
side, and bodily negotiations in relation to subjectivity on the other. Returning to
the case of new veiling in Indonesia, many different discourses inform the practice
and meaning of veiling. They do not, however, stand peacefully side-by-side.
Veiling discourses are resisted, contested, and collide even from within. As for
instance an Islamist woman from the University Students’ Action Union (KAMMI)
argues:
The Muslim women in KAMMI are just *floating mass*, meaning they
are present when there is an activity or event. We are only made to
function as a *supporting system*. We akhwat [term used to refer to
KAMMI women] are only called upon in times of election because our
total number is quite significant (Swara Rahima 2001).
This quote, coming from KAMMI member Lisda Warastuti betrays a critical
attitude toward male hegemony which is claimed to be structurally present inside
the Islamist movement. Thus, while acknowledging that Islamist women are
overtly political and present in the public sphere, a quote like this one also
emphasizes a denial of real political agency for women in the movement. Thus,
even Islamist women themselves argue that they have become a mere symbol of
collective identity and that they function only as a signifier for the bigger cause. In
such a way, women’s bodies are here reduced to the discursive field over which
Islamist politics are inscribed. The symbolic power that the bodies of these women
represent are here claimed and used by the Islamist movement to give a moral
weight to their ideology. Rather than being active participants in the debate,
women in this way, have become political pawns in a male power struggle.206
Summing up, as opposed to the representation of veiled women, accounts
and stories of “real” veiled women are far from embodying “neat icons”. Through
the different modes of veiling in public discourse, new bodily habits are created
through which women define and situate themselves in society. These new habits
are not uncomplicated. While some see and feel the veil as an extension of their
206

See also Göle 1997 and Secor 2002.
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body, others struggle everyday to relate their self to the Islamic dress. Practices of
veiling, as with practices of non-veiling, correspond to ways of negotiating the Self
and the body in a social environment filled with new options and models of
femininity and citizenship.

Conclusion
Veiling discourses in Indonesia today refer back to processes of Islamization that
have started in the 1970s. It is from this period onwards, that the Islamist
movement in Indonesia, known as the Tarbiyah or Dakwah movement, has slowly
become visible. With the weakening powers of the New Order state, the
depoliticization of political Islam, and subsequent incorporation of a conservative
Islam into its populist politicking, the Islamist movement could more prominently
and more freely move through public and political domains. These processes have
led to an increasing religionization of the public and political sphere and have
contributed to redefining citizen-subjects in more religious terms.
Much in the same way as western modernities and their corresponding
identities are myriad, alternative modernities, such as Muslim modernities, are
equally heterogeneous. Identities expressed through the veil are multifold, and
capture the complex ways in which self-expression works. Veiling, thus, cannot be
approached or posited as a normative absolute; instead it should be analyzed
through local contexts, albeit intersected by national and global processes.
In this chapter, I have analyzed two dominant discourses of veiling in
contemporary Indonesia. The first concerned a politicized discourse of veiled
bodies. In contextualizing this image within the process and practice of
“Islamization”, I have clarified why this image should be placed within the
emerging influences of Islamist movements in urban centers of Indonesia. As this
politicized discourse has revealed, Islamist groups have become stronger, more
visible, and more vocal. While in the past, political Islam in Indonesia had the
status of a minority, going back to the colonial regime and into the early twentieth
century, they have increasingly enacted themselves as a majority. In relation to the
state, the Islamic presence in the public sphere is challenging the strict separations
between private religion and public secularism.
Islamist women play a significant role in the mediation of Islamist identity
politics. Through a “politics of presence” these women occupy public spaces and
communicate with their “marked” bodies to the outside world their Islamist
message. Important in this process of mediation are symbols of “whiteness” and
“cleanliness” expressing piety and purity. These symbols also demarcate Islamist
values from “westoxified” influences found in the secular public sphere. As such,
when juxtaposing their appearance of public piety with the public sexual bodies of
the previous chapter, it becomes apparent to what extent, for instance, bright
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colours and “sexy” clothing are then associated with being “un-Islamic”, indecent,
and even immoral. Although the dominant discourse coming from Islamist women
have conveyed messages of agency, choice, and autonomy, some have also
stressed the fact that they have felt their “presence” being instrumentalized for the
bigger cause of the movement.
Away from the politicized discourse, local and global processes of
Islamization and global consumerism have contributed to producing a new modern
Muslim middle class woman. Different perceptions of Islam and Muslimness in
conjunction with processes of consumerism and global capital are at the heart of
discursive contestations between existing middle classes. The second dominant
discourse of new veiling in Indonesia adhered to such a consumerist discourse of
the veil prevailing in the middle and upper classes. These images illustrated how
committing ones self to an “Islamic way of life” can be combined with a modern
lifestyle. But rather than conveying a message of Islamist piety as such, they more
aptly contained New Order elements of modern consumerism and middle class
(gendered) subjectivity.
By conveying different modes of Muslimness, the veiling discourses have
made visible class relations and class mobility and thereby produced distinct
middle class subjectivities. By looking at how these practices have corresponded to
societal discourses and ideological politics, I have made an effort to articulate how
these different new paradigms sustain one another and how the production of the
female veiled body refers back to many different frameworks such as the New
Order, Islamist ideology, global capital, and democratic reconfigurations – often
without excluding one another.
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Polygamy is not something horrible and hurtful,
it’s a beautiful and happy concept!
Puspo Wardoyo

In March 2003, the popular Indonesian daily Media Indonesia announced the
following headline: “Polygamy Juice Ordered by the Megawati Family” (Media
Indonesia, 16 March 2003). The article reported about the famous restaurant
franchise called “Solonese Man” (Wong Solo) owned by the entrepreneur Puspo
Wardoyo. The restaurant, known for its roasted chicken marinated in Javanese
spices, launched its new fruit shake called polygamy juice made out of avocado,
mango, soursop, and papaya, and apparently a favorite order for the Megawati
delegation at the restaurant. When asked why Puspo Wardoyo – a polygamous man
himself, married to four women – named his new drink product polygamy juice, he
replied that he wanted to make the practice of polygamy more visible and more
acceptable. His ambition was to make people proud, rather than blush, when they
would introduce their second or third wife.
Since then, Puspo Wardoyo involved himself in many activities
surrounding the topic of polygamy. He published several books and frequently
talked on national television about the virtues of practicing multiple marriages
simultaneously. Especially during the Ramadan fasting month he and his wives
were a much featured topic on radio and television. Most noted, however, was the
Polygamy Award which was set up by Wardoyo to award men who were regarded
to have successful polygamous marriages. Although relatively a small happening,
the contest attracted nationwide attention. Amply covered by mass media, it caused
a public outcry in different parts of Indonesian society. A public debate on
polygamy came into effect with arguments in favor or against the practice.
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The following chapter examines this phenomenon of a pro-polygamy
campaign and the emanating discussions on the practice of polygamy in
contemporary Indonesian society. It is not my intention, however, to analyze the
occurrence of polygamy as such. Rather, my main concern here, is to find out
what’s “at stake” in defending, justifying or defying polygamy as promoted by
Puspo Wardoyo. Which players were involved in the debate? Through which
frameworks were their arguments defined and formulated? In what ways do
gender, sexuality, and religiosity feed into these discussions? Instead of treating
polygamy as the focus of this study, it is through the analyses of pro-polygamy
campaign and the subsequent public debate that I would like to research the
continuities and discontinuities of certain forms of masculinity in relation to
Islamization and democratization in Indonesian public discourse today.
I will start this chapter by expanding on the difference between debate,
practice, and discourse on polygamy in Indonesia, with examples from the past and
present. Subsequently, I give a reading of the polygamy promoting events of the
entrepreneur Puspo Wardoyo. As I will indicate, Wardoyo’s performance of
polygamy signals a mode of hyper masculinity based on three idioms: man’s
sexual potency in relation to wealth and status; man’s social and religious
responsibility in relation to the nation; and woman’s piety and copings with
modernity. Different paradigms in the past have contributed to justifying and
giving legitimacy to the practice, but the practice has seldom been promoted as
such. The unique emphasis of the current campaign lies exactly on a “promotion”
or “celebration” of polygamy, which goes hand in hand with a new imagination of
an Islamic masculinity through the deployment of Islamic symbols.
This performance of an Islamic masculinity, however, is highly contested.
As I will elaborate in the third part of this chapter, moderate groups such as the
traditionalist and modernist mainstream do not sympathize with Puspo Wardoyo’s
campaign. Their critique is directed at the way in which Wardoyo promotes the
practice. Nevertheless, they do not necessarily dismiss the practice of polygamy. In
contrast to Wardoyo, however, their justification of polygamy is theologically
rather than socio-biologically informed.
In the next section, I explore the secular discourse in the debate. Here I
describe in what ways the debate on polygamy actually reflects a broader debate on
the place of nominal Muslimness in issues of Islam and nation. Islamic groups see
the critique of polygamy as articulated by a secular discourse as representing and
mimicking liberal, western, orientalist, and un-Islamic thought. This becomes even
more apparent when engaging the actions and protests against polygamy by secular
women’s groups. This is discussed in the fourth section of this chapter. Comparing
the strategies used by secular women’s groups with that of women’s groups that
appeal to Muslim or Islamist frameworks, differences and alternative
understandings of gender equality and gender justice are uncovered that expose
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conflicting paradigms. These conflicting paradigms make visible the complexity of
feminist and Muslim politics.
Finally, in the last section of this chapter, I pull together the different
dominant discourses involved in the debate in order to give a possible explanation
as to why these promotions of polygamy have taken place in this time and place.
Based on the proposition that the phenomenon of pro-polygamy campaigns
concerns the issue of masculinity rather than polygamy per se, I theorize in what
ways these new manifestations relate to Muslim, secular, and feminist politics. By
scrutinizing the concept of hegemonic masculinity in this particular context, I
connect the new performances of masculinity to the public discourses that contest
them and to the current socio-political and religious changes in society. As a result,
rather than conflating Muslim identity with the promotion of polygamy – as some
would argue – my analysis suggests that the campaign represents an affirmation or
resilience of a form of hegemonic middle class manhood that had felt threatened by
processes of both Islamization and democratization.

Debate, Practice, and Discourse
The debate on polygamy is anything but new in Indonesian public discourse.207
Polygamy in particular and the Family Law in general have long been debated and
which in certain historical periods resulted in legal reforms. On the one hand, as
political scientist Daniel Lev argues, “efforts to do away with polygamy have
failed each time, primarily because of the symbolic importance of the Qur’anic
passage that allows it” (1996: 193). Although there have been times when
polygamy was limited to strict conditions, the practice of polygamy as such was
never prohibited or criminalized. This, as Lev further argues, had not so much to
do with the issue of polygamy per se, but relates more broadly to the status of the
religious courts (ibid). Many Islamic groups felt that it was not the responsibility of
the state to intervene in family affairs, but that it was up to the authority of
religious courts and the Islamic law to give directions regarding domestic affairs.
On the other hand, polygamy has never been institutionalized in such a way that
men could easily obtain the court’s permission to marry another wife. At times,
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As mentioned before in chapter two, the correct term for the practice of men marrying more
than one woman is polygyny rather than polygamy. Polygamy is a generic term, which includes
the practice of men marrying more than one woman (polygyny) and the practice of women
marrying more than one man (polyandry). However, in Indonesian public discourse, the term
“polygamy” rather than “polygyny” is used even though referring mostly to the practice of men
marrying more than one woman. Although in the preceeding chapters I have primarly used the
term polygyny, in this chapter I will use the generic term polygamy. Hence, rather than switching
back and forth in my terminology I consistently use the emic term “polygamy” throughout this
chapter because this is the term that is used by Indonesians in public discourse.
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women’s groups and secularist groups have successfully realized restrictions on the
legal feasibilities of polygamy. Below, I briefly discuss these socio-legal debates.

Socio-legal Debates on Polygamy
The legal debate on polygamy started as early as 1937 when the colonial Dutch
government had drafted a law which would, among others, institutionalize
monogamy.208 It was primarily set up to protect European women from polygamy
should they marry an Indonesian man. Institutionalizing monogamy, nonetheless,
was seen as an affirmation of colonial western influences (Feillard 1999: 18).
Moreover, Indonesians advocating or showing their preference for monogamy
were accused of being elitist or of siding with the culture of the Dutch
colonizers.209 Understanding the draft as an attack on Islam, Indonesians rejected
it immediately. Apart from a few secular-nationalist (women’s) groups who
supported the draft law, the majority of the Indonesian population throughout the
archipelago protested against the colonial state’s interference with Islamic law and
defended Islamic marriage. In the end, the colonial state renounced their plans in
order to avoid clashes with Muslims.
The early period of the Old Order brought more space for the intervention
of the women’s movement. In 1952, in anticipation of various women’s groups, a
law was drafted that would among others define a marriage as one that needs
mutual consent of both partners, and that would allow polygamy in principle, but
would subject it to very strict conditions. The draft was debated endlessly until the
government eventually resolved that men receive double payment of their pensions
when they had a second wife. This resolution (called resolution number 19) was
fiercely protested. While the Consultative Council of Indonesian Muslims
(Masyumi), The Indonesian Islamic Youth Organization (Gerakan Pemuda Islam
Indonesia or GPII), and the women’s organization Muslimat from the traditionalist
Nahdlatul Ulama supported the resolution, the Indonesian Women’s Union
(Persatuan Wanita Indonesia or Perwari) fiercely opposed it. They held a
demonstration that had been successful in so far that it eventually led to the
withdrawal of the resolution (Burhanudin and Fathurahman 2004: 67). This event
proved important for the women’s movement for it illustrated to what extent it was
possible to oppose controversial issues that involved religion.
208

Besides the institutionalization of monogamy, the clauses in the draft law included the
formalization of divorce through court decisions and the formalization of alimony paid by men.
See Locher-Scholten 2000, chapter six, for an extensive account of this draft law.
209
In the same period, this was most vividly exemplified by the so-called Bangoen affair in which
Siti Soemandari, a female journalist who, in the journal Bangoen (Wake Up), had written
critically of the prophet Muhammad and was publicly scolded. She was accused of slandering
Islam by involving the prophet in a worldly discussion (Locher-Scholten 2000: 205).
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But the limits of women’s political power soon became apparent when in
1958 Islamic parties dismissed the so-called Soemari bill, that had proposed to
define marriage as based on monogamy (Martyn 2005: 138). Discussions around
the Soemari bill proved, in contrast to the outcome of previous debates on the
number 19 resolution, the authority and power of Islamic groups in justifying
polygamy. Muslim women from Islamic parties defended the belief that issues of
marriage were to be subjected to religious law (Ibid: 42).
From the very beginning of his administration, President Suharto, ignoring
the positions of various Islamic groups on the topic of marriage law in general and
polygamy in particular, had promoted the conjugal couple and nuclear family, and
had set out to restrict the practice of polygamy. The new marriage law in 1974 was
geared to limit polygamy in Indonesian society. It acknowledged and promoted
monogamous unions. The court could approve a man’s appeal to have more than
one wife only on certain conditions. These included that if his wife was not able to
carry out her conjugal duties; if his wife became crippled or terminally ill; or if his
wife was incapable of bearing his children. Moreover, the present wife should give
permission and the man is obliged to prove to the court that he can be fair and
support all his wives and children. Compared to local regulations, this new national
law made it more difficult for men to marry a second woman.
Initially, for divergent reasons, both secular as well as Muslim (women’s)
groups opposed the marriage law of 1974. Islamic groups resisted the formalization
of monogamy. They did not want the state to regulate marriages, for marriage, they
argued, was the affair of Islamic authorities rather than that of state authorities.
Besides the holiness of Islam, their argument was based on a biological
explanation, namely, that in reality men are polygamous by nature (van Wichelen
1975: 135). In response, a representative of the Indonesian Women’s Union
(Perwari) Siti Soemandari, stated in the daily paper Merdeka that such
argumentations were backward, scientifically outdated, and not belonging to
modern times (Ibid: 136). She found the 1974 marriage law to be biased: it adhered
to traditional women’s roles and privileged men’s legal positions. She called for
the rejection of the myth that advantaged male’s natural and biological potency
(Ibid 1975: 137). In the end, a consensus was reached upon which both factions
agreed. While Islamic groups were happy that Islamic rules and customs were
included in the law, secular and women’s groups were relatively content with the
crafting of a national law, which they regarded as a first step toward genderequality (Katz and Katz 1978: 665-666).
In 1983, the Marriage law was accompanied by a regulation that would
further restrict the practice of polygamy. Under the pressure of demands from the
organization of civil servants’ wives (Dharma Wanita) and the president’s wife Siti
Hartinah, the Suharto administration sanctioned regulations that prohibited civil
servants and state officials from having more than one wife. This new regulation,
Governmental Regulation number 10 (known as PP10) dismissed the permission of
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the wife, thus making it very difficult for civil servants to marry another wife.210
This regulation contributed to shifting the practice of polygamy from the public to
the private sphere. Because of the restrictions on polygamy through the marriage
law and the PP10 regulation, there have been indications that polygamy was now
practiced informally and secretively (Suryakusuma 1996: 108). Moreover, women
hesitated to file for divorce for they found the official public procedure to be an
embarrassing affair which would also discharge their husbands from the civil
service, leaving them with no financial security (Ibid: 109).
The new political organization of post-Suharto Indonesia brought about
significant changes in the socio-legal make-up of polygamy. In light of Islamic
demands to lift prohibition on Islamic practices, the Muslim Unity Organization
(persatuan Islam or persis) demanded a retraction of the PP10 regulation. In
September 2000, the parliament under the administration of President
Abdurrahman Wahid agreed to the annulment of the controversial regulation. The
secretary of the department of women’s empowerment, Khofifah Indar Parawansa,
also supported the annulment of the seventeen-year old ban on polygamy. This
move by Khofifah, whom many Jakartan feminists thought highly of because she
was known as a strong advocate of feminist issues, took many Jakartan feminists
by surprise. Some women’s groups supported Khofifah’s move, agreeing that the
PP10 regulation was a heritage of New Order politics and that it involved the
strong influence of Women’s Duty (Dharma Wanita) who discriminated between
civil servants and the rest of society.211 Although acknowledging that the
regulation was discriminative and gender biased, many skeptics remained
convinced that to a certain extent it did prevent men from practicing polygamy. To
them the annulment meant that procedures for men to remarry another woman
were now simplified. In response to protesting signs from a couple of women’s
organizations, Khofifah argued that the reason for supporting the annulment was
not because she believed men had the right to practice this Islamic custom, but
because “there does not need to be a formal ban on polygamy: Men should be
ashamed of themselves and self-aware enough not to want to practice it” (Johanson
2001).
After seventeen years of relative silence on the issue of polygamy, the fall
of Suharto brought about a re-opening of the controversial topic. Administrations
210

A total ban on polygamy was hindered by the Indonesian Council of Ulama (MUI). See
Nurohman 2003: 32.
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During the political transition, women’s groups heavily critiqued Women’s Duty. The
organization changed its formal structure and renamed it to United Women’s Duty (Dharma
Wanita Persatuan). Although still suspicious of their events, women’s groups did not fear
continuing influence of the organization, for although they were surviving, they did not receive
much support from the government anymore. As a result, United Women’s Duty is more
voluntary based and stays low-profile. They did voice their protests against the annulment of the
PP10 regulation in September 2000 because they were convinced that “most of the state
employees still have very low morals and discipline” (The Jakarta Post, 13 December 2000).
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under Wahid and Megawati had loosened or dropped legal restrictions on
polygamy not so much because these administrations were unified in their approval
of the practice, but because these administrations needed to accommodate Islamic
demands for various socio-political reasons. It is important to note, however, that
the intensity with which polygamy was and is debated stands in stark contrast to
the actual practice of polygamy. While the debate on polygamy was intense and
permeated Indonesian politics, the practice was relatively marginal.

Marginal Practice, Ubiquitous Discourse
While the idea of polygamy is widespread and not uncommon, its prevalence
within different cultures and religious societies is comparatively uncommon
(Altman and Ginat 1996: 40). This is also the case in Indonesia, where, in general
polygamy has been infrequently practiced. Figures from the 1930 census showed
that only 2.6 percent of all Indonesian men in the Netherlands-Indies practiced
polygamy. The data in the most densely populated Java was even lower, namely
1.9 percent. In the outer islands, the percentages were higher, ranging from 3.1 in
Sulawesi to 13.5 in Sumba (Jones 1994: 269).212 After an increase during the
Sukarno’s Old Order, the New Order indicated a slight decrease as specified by the
1973 Fertility-Mortality survey. According to this survey, the percentage of women
whose most recent marriage was to a polygamous husband averaged around three
to four percent in urban Java and four to five percent in rural Java. Sumatra and
Sulawesi have higher percentages, around five for urban Sumatra, eight for rural
Sumatra, eight for urban Sulawesi and nine for rural Sulawesi (Jones 1994: 273).
According to June and Ronald Katz, the 1974 Marriage law had led to a
decrease in polygamy on Java (1978: 311).213 But apparently this was a general
trend in the 1970s and 1980s across Islamic Southeast Asia (Jones 1994). Although
I have not found recent statistics on the prevalence of polygamy in present-day
Indonesian society, according to a number of journalistic sources, the practice of
polygamy is increasing (Berger 2006). The question remains, however, to what
extend the figures give a distinct picture of the prevalence of polygamy. As
mentioned earlier, there have been indications for instance that the Marriage law
and the PP10 regulation contributed to the increasing number of illegal
212

See especially table 7.1 in Jones 1994: 269. Here the data was divided in regions: Java 1.9
percent, Sumatra 4.4 percent; Sulawesi 3.1 percent, Maluku 4.2 percent; Bali and Lombok 4.0
percent; Timor and vicinity 8.1 percent (with Sumba having the highest score, namely 13.5
percent). See also Locher Scholten 2000: 212, footnote 9, for a discussion on the figures in this
period.
213
Statistics from Yogyakarta showed 525 polygamous marriages in 1975 (out of 24,694
marriages) and 36 polygamnous marriages in 1976 (out of 20,224). See Katz and Katz 1978: 311,
footnote 14.
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polygamous marriages (perkawinan siri) making it impossible for women to go to
court. Men, who wanted to avoid the court, could marry again at the local mosque
in the presence of a local imam and a witness. In this way, statistics based on
official records could give a distorted picture.
Moreover, it is not so much the discussions about the actual increase or
decrease of polygamous marriages that engaged the public, but the increase or
decrease in public manifestations of polygamy. The idea that polygamy is either
endorsed or resisted in the public sphere impacted societal perceptions, opinions,
desires, and fears greatly. Instead of referring to particular legal debates or
statistics, my informants and respondents would quickly relate to important figures
in Indonesian history to explain how it was perceived in the past, and to new public
expression of polygamous politicians and celebrities to indicate the practice in the
present. These public materializations pertained to cultural or socio-political icons
of polygamy as well as of anti-polygamy.

Icons of (Anti-) Polygamy
An iconic image of polygamy in the colonial past involves the images of wealthy
polygamous men from Javanese royal courts. This is also where the idea stems
from that only wealthy and elite man could practice polygamy. During the colonial
period, polygamy in Java was indeed primarily practiced among people of upper
classes and royalty. But with respect to cultural imagery, it was the image of the
reigning kings of the central Javanese Surakarta palace that shaped common
thoughts on practices of polygamy. These royal kings were known to have multiple
wives (besides their numerous mistresses) reaching sometimes fifty women.214
Although seen as (material) excess, the Javanese kings were also regarded as
having great sexual potency which acted as legitimacy for men and women to
endorse the practice. This legitimacy was reserved for elite and wealthy men only
who could afford to maintain the costs of having multiple households. As Gavin
Jones argued, the subject of polygamy in Malay communities often appeared the
subject of mockery and ridicule, “particularly if engaged in by a man who cannot
really afford it [it reflects] an unwise lack of control over sexual drives” (Jones
1994: 283-284).
Another important example in the past is the iconic figure of President
Sukarno, who overtly and publicly practiced polygamy. Sukarno was seen as a
strong and virile man who as the symbol of nationalism had won the hearts of
many Indonesian men and women. In the advent of Indonesia’s independence, the
nationalist leader Sukarno pledged that he was going to accommodate women’s
rights as soon as the new nation was constituted. This included among others
214

For an account of male sexuality and fantasy in nineteenth-century Java, see Florida 1996.
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women’s right to education and the elimination of polygamy. However, after
independence, and once installed as president, his promise to eradicate polygamy
was broken by his own entrance into a polygamous life with four official wives.215
Even though he was still seen as being “pro-women” and kept his promise of
improving socio-economic and political conditions for women, his personal move
toward a polygamous life betrayed many women’s groups who had supported him.
More significantly, as a role model, his own practice of polygamy legitimized the
practice for other Indonesian men.
Next to the images or icons endorsing polygamy, there were also clear
images and cultural icons resisting polygamy. The idea that polygamy is hurtful to
women and children was equally dominant and acted as a discourse against
polygamy. There was a strong agreement between women finding the act of being
made the second wife, known as dimadu, to be harmful and denigrating for women
and children.216 While single women feared to end up – unknowingly – in a
polygamous marriage, married women feared that their husbands would marry
another woman.
Important figures in the past have pointed out the discriminatory and
oppressive character of polygamy. Among them is Kartini. The renowned Javanese
princess and feminist icon Raden Adjeng Kartini (1879-1904) has been regarded as
the predecessor of the women’s movement, thereby becoming the symbol of
women’s emancipation in Indonesia. In her letters to her friends in Indonesia and
abroad, which were published a few years after her death, she wrote critically
about the practices of polygamy in Javanese royal courts. She considered
polygamy to be detrimental to the health and freedom of women and children.
Even though she vehemently opposed the practice, Kartini agreed to her father’s
wishes to marry the regent of Rembang, a man of three wives and six children.217
Although her thoughts and positions were at times criticized for being elitist and
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Sukarno was married to nine women, namely Oetari, Inggit Garnasih, Fatmawati, Hartini,
Dewi, Haryati, Yurike Sanger, Kartini Manoppo, Heldy Djafa. However, officially, he married
only four simultaneously, namely Fatmawati, Hartini, Dewi, and Haryati.
216
The literal translation of madu is honey. Bulan madu can be compared to the English saying
“honeymoon”. The term dimadu therefore refers to the sweetness and naturalness of being
married. Linguistically, the term dimadu is gender neutral, but it is more often used in relation to
the woman.
217
Despite his practice of polygamy, Kartini seemed fond of him. He supported her and shared
her progressive thoughts, which made him someone she could confide in (Wieringa 2002: 63).
Besides discussing women’s issues she also disputed colonialism and voiced in favour of a rural
lower class empowerment (Ibid). Her birthday has been turned into a national holiday and is still
celebrated every year on April 21. In contemporary times, her feminist struggle, nevertheless,
tends to be overshadowed by the way in which she is remembered as a symbol of Indonesian
femininity and nationalism (Ibid: 270-271). For the mainstream public she became a role model
for the ideal Indonesian woman, rather than representing a woman fighting Javanese
patriarchy.For an elaboration on today’s reception of Kartini, see Sears 1996, Tiwon 1996.
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inspired by the West, she received much attention and respect in Indonesian
community. Her stance against polygamy was seen as brave and carried the
message that women were to stand up against polygamy.
This was also the message conveyed by Fatmawati, Sukarno’s first official
wife. In 1954 president Sukarno married his second official wife, Hartini.
Fatmawati openly protested against his endeavor and threatened to abandon the
palace. In order to prevent Fatmawati from divorcing him, Sukarno undertook
arrangements to install Fatmawati as the first lady. This action led to an enormous
controversy in public discourse in which women’s groups supported Fatmawati
while drawing Sukarno’s attention to his own book entitled Sarinah. In this book
he underscored the importance of women’s emancipation and the necessity of
equality between men and women (Wieringa 2002: 83). One of the most prominent
women’s groups that protested against the marriage of Sukarno to Hartini, was the
Women’s Union of the Republic of Indonesia (Persatuan Wanita Republik
Indonesia or Perwari). Sukarno’s turn to polygamy was seen by this Women’s
Union as a hypocrite move away from his promises for women’s equality and
justice. The open attack by Perwari, however, led Sukarno to desert the movement
which he now labeled as “bourgeois feminism”. Rather than supporting the
nationalist women’s organization, he now backed up the “true revolutionary spirit”
of the Indonesian Women’s Movement (Gerwani) that was based on communist
ideals. (Wieringa 2002: 47).
Fatmawati’s explicit stance against Sukarno reverberated strongly in
society. Along with women’s support for Fatmawati at that time was the
simultaneous rejection of Hartini. Thus, the sufferings depicted in first-wifenarratives – of being made the second wife (dimadu) – created a vital authority in
claiming empathy. There was no compassion for the second wife, for she
represented the endorsement of polygamy through her consent to marriage. These
powerful images of Kartini and Fatmawati openly resisting polygamy have
contributed to seeing polygamy as a practice that discredits the unity and harmony
of the family (Feillard 1999: 19). Furthermore, when actually practiced, family or
acquaintances do their utmost best to keep it a secret. Especially for women, the
practice was seen as embarrassing and humiliating.
In line with Suharto’s courting of Islamic groups in the late 1990s, the
discourse on polygamy started to change. In the late New Order period, but
especially in the post-Suharto era, the representation and discourse of polygamy
became increasingly visible and even promoted through various public
manifestations. Notably after the annulment of the PP10 regulation, politicians
became increasingly more open about their polygamous marriages (Asmarani
2002). During the Megawati administration, this was most evident in the figure of
the vice president Hamzah Haz. The politician from the Muslim based United
Development Party (PPP) did not shy away from the press regarding his multiple
marriages. He was widely known to be polygamous, and openly acknowledged that
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he had three wives and twelve children.218 A new phenomenon evolved among
men of the upper classes that found polygamy to be fashionable (Feillard 1999:
20). Books about polygamy mushroomed in mainstream bookstores with titles such
as The Beauty of Polygamy, The Wives of the Prophet and Polygamy from the
Perspective of Islam (Gatra 2003a) and the popular magazine Polygam emerged in
2000 which included sections called firstpolygamy, illustrating stories of first
wives, or polycelebrity, depicting polygamous practices of celebrities (Gatra
2003c).
These discursive shifts in representations of polygamy were also reflected
in people’s attitudes toward the practice. According to a study based on opinion
polls, the political scientists William R. Liddle and Saiful Mujani have concluded
that 37 percent of the population agrees that men may have more than one wife
(2004: 115). Perceptions on polygamy were strongly shaped by symbolic figures
and icons of polygamy or anti-polygamy. This explains to a certain extent the gap
between a fierce and intense debate and a marginal practice. The phenomenon of
Puspo Wardoyo should be seen against this background. Increasing images of
prominent polygamous men, increasing propagation of books on polygamy, and
the polygamy promoting campaigns of the notorious entrepreneur have all
contributed to a belief that a resurgence of polygamy is taking place in Indonesia
today. The heated debate on polygamy had begun, and was brought to a climax
with the (in)famous event of the Polygamy Award.

The Pro-Polygamy Campaign
Born in 1957 in Solo, in central Java, Puspo Wardoyo’s name suggests Javanese
aristocratic or royal heritage. His biography tells us, however, that he did not
inherit much of aristocratic wealth. As he explained in the ample narratives that
take account of his life and his successes, Wardoyo had a passion for doing
business from the very beginning. He tried to run a business for a while but failed.
After teaching for a short period he realized that he did not feel comfortable there –
he needed to return to the world of entrepreneurship. In 1991 he started his first
eating establishment in Medan, which he called Solonese Man (Wong Solo).219
This eating stall (warung) could accommodate only ten people at a time and his
sales did not reach thirty-five thousand Rupiah (which is around three and a half
Euro) a day. It took a little over a decade for him to go from one eating stall to
thirty-three full-blown outlets of much visited restaurants all over Indonesia in
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The minister of cooperatives, Alimarwan Hanan also openly acknowledged that he has two
wives.
219
Solo, formally known as Surakarta, is a city in central Java. The Javanese word wong literally
means “human” but is more often used with respect to “man” as in “mankind”.
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2004. His roasted chicken became an Indonesian favorite from Padang to Bali and
his success was unprecedented.
Puspo Wardoyo’s secret to success – he claimed – was polygamy. “Many
women, many children, and much fortune” was his slogan (Suryono 2003a: 44).
Because he wanted to share the secret to his success with others he organized
events and gatherings to spread the idea and virtues of polygamy. Journalists and
the public took an eager interest in his activities. Local and national media amply
covered his events and gatherings while celebrities like the television preacher
Abdullah Gymnastiar supported Wardoyo’s endeavor publicly. He was on
numerous discussion panels on national television and had his own radio talk show
in Bandung called Puspolygamy. In all of these events and activities, Wardoyo and
his wives would explain the why, how, and what of polygamy.
The most talked about event nonetheless, was the so-called Polygamy
Award. In July 2003, together with the Indonesian Polygamy Society (Masyarakat
Poligami Indonesia), which he himself had founded, Wardoyo organized,
sponsored, and hosted the Polygamy Award event. This contest took place in the
chic Aryaduta hotel in central Jakarta and its intention was to award men who were
regarded to have successful polygamous marriages. Among the dozens of
nominees was also the vice president Hamzah Haz. Approximately a thousand
people attended the event. Among them were prominent celebrities, politicians,
and religious leaders who supported and celebrated the happening. Angry activists
also were present, protesting the ceremony. In the end, thirty-seven men received
trophies for winning the polygamy award.

Sexual Potency, Wealth, and Status
Analyzing Wardoyo’s (vastly mediated) pro-polygamy events, public statements,
and opinions in books, articles, and interviews, three idioms dominate the rhetoric
of promoting polygamy, namely 1) man’s sexual potency in relation to wealth and
status, 2) man’s social and religious responsibility in relation to the nation, and 3)
woman’s piety and copings with modernity. Below, I will discuss these idioms and
their linkages to the production of masculinity.
The one-hundred page book Polygamy: The Secret of Success to Having
Many Wives (Poligami: Kiat Sukses Beristri Banyak) edited by Eko Suryono, a
journalist for the daily newspaper Jawa Pos, and published in 2003 by Bumi
Wacana in Solo, contains stories from Wardoyo, his wives, his children and his
neighbours – all reflecting on their experiences, feelings, and opinions of
polygamy in general and the polygamous marriage of Wardoyo in particular. An
excerpt in this book discusses Wardoyo’s thoughts and reflections on impotence,
which he regards as a myth kept alive to sustain the system of monogamy:
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Thus, in fact, there is no such thing as a man being impotent. Men desire
polygamy because of their sexual drive, but it is not because of [the
woman’s] neck, breasts, or private parts. The drive is triggered by her
smile, her smell, her beauty and softness. This is what is given by God
(disunnahkan) and many wives do not have this anymore because they do
not have rivals. In the meantime, the practice of prostitution that is selling
the [womanly] features described above is increasing. That is why many
men, who have a weak faith, choose to buy the sateh [meat snack] rather
than the goat. In the end the wife too takes the directive: “let it [the bottle]
be empty, as long as the bottle returns” (Wardoyo 2003a: 42).
As the above excerpt suggests, men practice polygamy because of their sexual
drive. In fact, as Wardoyo claims in an interview for the popular men’s magazine
Male Emporium, men have a biological drive given by God (2003). Men cannot
control this drive and in order to meet this biological and natural instinct, they are
to marry more than one woman. Interesting enough, the writers of another book on
Wardoyo’s Family entitled The Beauty of Polygamy, quote a food scientist who
argues that when men consume certain food, such as tofu or fermented soy beans
(tempe), their libido will increase. The writers state that it just happens that those
types of food are favourites of Wardoyo (Nurbowo and Joko 2003: 52). Wardoyo
himself acknowledges that when you have enough money to feel comfortable, you
start eating more healthy and nutritious food, which elevates stamina and sexual
drive – and he admits that he himself has a “voracious sexual appetite” (Asmarani
2003). The solution to this problem is to have “variation” in ones sex-life, for
which polygamy is a good option. Wardoyo’s suggestion, that this extra libido
should be channeled through polygamy, was affirmed during the event organized
by the Friendship Forum of Muslim Journalists (Forum Silaturahmi Jurnalis
Muslim), which took place shortly after the Polygamy Award. Sparked by curiosity
the journalists asked Wardoyo how he could keep up his stamina with four wives,
to which he answered: “Having one wife actually makes me weak (loyo); my
stamina now has never been better” (Gatra 2003b).
Man’s stamina, hyper-sexuality, and sex as a biological drive were
recurring arguments. The “libido” argument was especially salient in non-Muslim
media, such as the monthly magazine Male Emporium, which is one of the
Indonesian men’s magazines – comparable to western men’s magazines such as the
For Him Magazine.220 This “libido” argument, based on the thought that men have
a stronger biological urge for sexual intercourse than women, underscores the
naturalness of men’s hyper sexuality. This thought – also present in western
constructions of male sexuality – is a wide-spread belief. While it is neither new
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Another example of an Indonesian men’s magazine is Matra, which existed long before Male
Emporium.
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nor uncommon in other parts of the world, the “libido” argument is here linked to
polygamy.
Because of this normalized public discourse that “men-need-more-sexthan-women”, women marginally allow or (grudgingly) accept their husbands’
affairs with other women. Often, this is verbalized through the so-called
“snacking” metaphor as coined by the anthropologist Suzanne Brenner (1996:
152). This “snacking” refers to that which Wardoyo calls buying the sateh (rather
than the goat). According to several studies, and often articulated in the recent
debate on polygamy, women do sometimes argue that men need more sexual
intercourse then they are able to give to them but they do not want their husbands
to marry another woman. Rather, they would then prefer that their husbands
“snack” outside of the house and don’t bring the “goat” home (Brenner 1996: 152,
Suryakusuma 1996: 115). In other words, they prefer them to have an affair outside
of wedlock (secretive) rather than to have them openly marry their mistresses.
Men’s sexual desire is often referred to in the Indonesian context – but
particularly in the Javanese context – as nafsu. The term nafsu, as Brenner
indicates, should be seen in a broader definition than mere libido or sexual desire.
It should be placed in a Javanese tradition where it is related to the notion of desire
as a whole, as a passion relating to love, sex, money or work. When excessively
present and uncontrolled, and especially when involving money, nafsu can become
an irrational emotion that excludes rational reasoning, that is potentially dangerous
to the individual, the family and society (1996: 150). However, as Brenner further
observes:
Many Javanese men and women seem to take as a given that this desire is
extremely difficult for them to suppress. Although this notion runs
counter to both Javanese and Islamic ideologies that hold males to have
greater control of their instincts and emotions than females, I encountered
it often enough to be convinced that it was not just the idiosyncratic
opinion of a few individuals. The degree to which it actually contradicts
the ideology of male potency is debateable, however, since it reaffirms
male sexual potency – a concomitant of male spiritual potency (Anderson
1990) – even as it challenges men’s ability to master their passions (1996:
150).
When we apply this knowledge to what is promoted by Puspo Wardoyo, we find
that male sexual potency, again, is being reaffirmed, but that in contrast to the
traditional cultural thought that values men’s ability to master their passions, in
Puspo Wardoyo’s terms, these passions are valued when acted upon, not when
controlled or withheld. However, Wardoyo warns that the way of the “emergency
backdoor” (pintu darurat), which includes adultery (perzinaan) or visits to a
prostitute, is the wrong way. It does not follow Islamic teachings and should be
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avoided at any costs. The right way is polygamy and when practiced in an Islamic
way, it can solve the problem of man’s “excess” of sexual potency. Instead of
going to prostitutes or mistresses, which leave these women with no material
security, men should take their responsibility and marry the women to whom they
feel attracted. In this respect, it is not so much the sexual drive that can be held
against men, but of not properly taking the consequences of wanting to act upon
these biological urges. The sexual desire of the man itself, however, is not
scrutinized.
In his work on Indonesian politics, language and power, the political
scientist Benedict Anderson describes how in Javanese thought, the relationship
between male sexual potency and status is connected and emphasized in Javanese
political thought (1990: 32). This virility, however, needs to be connected to
fertility to have power. Virility without fertility indicates a personal indulgence in
sexuality and greed (pamrih), which lowers one’s status rather than increasing it
(1990: 51).221 In this respect, promiscuity, adultery, or prostitution would be
considered a form of personal indulgence. Wardoyo, however, does not licence
promiscuity, or marriage(s) without children, hence, the inclusion of “children” in
Wardoyo’s slogan: “Many women, many children, much fortune”. Because his
form of polygamy connects virility with fertility, his nafsu is not a form of personal
indulgence, but a masculine act that coincides with notions of power and status in
Javanese thought.
Interlocking with nafsu is money and wealth. As Wardoyo’s slogan goes:
“Work is Jihad, and many wives will bring much fortune” (Suara Merdeka, 10
June 2002). Not only is one better (morally) and one will go to heaven when one
practices polygamy, one will also materially gain from it. Wardoyo claims that his
business only started to flourish after he started to practice polygamy. He sees
polygamy, then, as belonging to one of his Islamic business ethics. 222 Besides
Javanese ornaments decorating his restaurants, betraying an ethnic Javanese
dominance in his choices of marketing, posters of Wardoyo and his four wives are
papered on the walls of his outlets. Most of the posters depict him and his wives on
covers of popular magazines, such as the Islamic lifestyle magazine Amanah. One
of the posters portrays only Wardoyo and behind him a sturdy car. He leans on the
car and the text accompanying the picture reads Jago Poligami. In Indonesian
everyday language, the term jago is used to mean “champion” or someone who is
221

According to Anderson, the common understanding of pamrih is “the socially undesirable
quality of selfishness and personal aggrandizement […] on a deeper level […] the indulgence of
personal, and therefore partial, passions or prejudices means interior imbalance and a diffusion of
personal concentration and power” (1990: 51).
222
According to his website, other ethics include for instance the obligatory Islamic ten percent
deduction from the personnel’s salary (zakat), official breaks for praying, a praying space
(musholla) in every franchise, and the requirement that the managers of the restaurants are
Muslim.
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very skilled in something. It is often connotated with manliness, potency, and
sturdiness. This is because the term literally means cock, a fighting rooster
symbolizing in many cultures values of masculinist strength and sexual virility.223
The association of male potency and sturdy cars belongs to the almost universal
but often western stereotypical link of macho men with macho cars. Here status is
symbolized by a machine (a sturdy car) and a potent (cocky) masculinity
associated with having many wives.
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the connection of polygamy with
social status has been emphasized in images of the past such as in the depiction of
polygamous marriage of the Javanese elite. Aristocratic wealth and status was
associated with the luxury of having many women. Translating this imagery back
onto Puspo Wardoyo, the Soloneseness of Wardoyo plays a crucial part in turning
him into an icon of polygamy. In contemporary discourse, Solo is still recognized
as the origin of Javanese culture and ethics. To refer to a wong Solo, implies the
typification of a Solonese “man” as an archetype of Javanese culture and religion.
The self-acclaimed wong Solo Puspo Wardoyo, taps into this cultural archetype by
feeding into cultural stereotypes and images of the Javanese past.224
Puspo Wardoyo also conveys the message that polygamy is not oldfashioned; quite the reverse, it is very “sexy” and modern. This is illustrated for
instance with the image of the Jago poster described above. Whereas in the West,
potent masculinity accompanied by “sexy blonde babes” produces the western
modern lifestyle, potent masculinity for the “Solonese Man” accompanied by
Wardoyo’s four decent, pious, and veiled wives, suggests an image of a Muslim
modern lifestyle.225 He does not, for instance, oppose working women, which he
regards as an idea of modernity. By marrying a career woman she can continue to
do her work while other wives take care of the children. This perspective is most
clearly propagated by one of his fervent woman supporters Sitoresmi Prabuningrat,
the third wife of a famous band player and ex-wife of a well-known Indonesian
poet. At the event of the Polygamy award, she was one of the main speakers. In her
answer to someone from the audience who commented that polygamy did not
appeal to career women, Sitoresmi answered that she considered herself to be a
career woman and that polygamy helps her with this (Yuningsih 2003). By
practicing polygamy, she can divide the household and childrearing tasks with the
co-wives, thus, leaving her with enough time to devote her attention to her career.
In the respectable daily Kompas, Hilaly Basya, lecturer at a
Muhammadiyah University, rightly considers Wardoyo’s hype as part of a culture
that is based on a form of “sexual consumerism” that symbolically communicates
status to the outside world through polygamy. Referring to the work of Baudrillard,
223

In the past, the term jago also refers to the figure of a warrior hero. See Schulte Nordholt 1991.
Thanks to Stan van Wichelen for his discussion on the meaning and reception of the term
“wong”.
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Thanks to Deasy Simandjuntak who pointed out the existence of this poster to me.
224
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Basya further argues that this kind of communication is dependent on a culture that
fetishizes consumerist objects (2003). The object here, however, is not a luxurious
car or house, but multiple wives and male potency. By intertwining male desire
with wealth and status, polygamy becomes a status symbol that differentiates
between the “haves” and the “have-nots”, the ones that can afford to have multiple
wives and the ones that cannot. As with the fashionable veil described in chapter
five, polygamy plays with Islamic symbols to convey certain lifestyles. In such a
way, the middle class can continue their personal indulgence in the midst of an
Islamization process (see chapter two) without having to account for their capitalist
and western consumerist lifestyles. In contrast to the practice of veiling, which
commodifies the Muslim female body, the practice of polygamy commodifies the
Muslim male body. While the consumerist discourse on the fashionable veil
promotes sexy and modern Muslim femininity, this discourse on polygamy
produces the idea of a modern and virile Muslim masculinity. It establishes the
idea of a man who is not afraid to “out” himself as a polygamist for being
polygamous in these days corresponds to a wealthy middle class status. In this
way, degrees of “Muslimness” are produced along the lines of hetero-normative
sexuality, status and class.

Male Sexuality, Family, and Nation
In promoting polygamy, Puspo Wardoyo critiques current laws and practices. He
condemns the Marriage Law, in which polygamy is allowed, but only under strict
conditions:
The existence of these rules is meant to keep the couple’s household
harmonious and free from secrets. In the end, what occurs instead are
alarming social consequences. For instance, because of the many rules, the
chances are small [that polygamy is indeed practiced], which eventually
leads us to either marriages that are illegal for civil court (kawin dibawah
tangan), or to living with another woman without getting married (zina).
Because there is no way out for men that are suitable to marry again, the
road that they take is the road to prostitution (Wardoyo 2003b: 37).226
Because of these formal limitations, Wardoyo observes that many men are still
afraid to practice polygamy because they either think they have to have permission
226

The phrase “underhand marriage” (kawin dibawah tangan) means that your marriage is
performed under a local mosque leader and a witness. They are legal in the sense that local
authorities, such as the neighbourhood or community unit (RT/RW) will recognoize the marriage.
They are illegal in the sense that the marriage is not registered or performed for either the Islamic
or civil court.

201

CHAPTER SIX

of their first wife or that they have to have some capital to provide for their wives.
Wardoyo wants to debunk these two myths. First, the so-called PP10 regulation
included the clause that men had to ask permission from their first wife and from
their employer before they could practice polygamy. Even though this regulation
was annulled in 2000, the moral idea that men had to have permission of the first
wife was prevalent. Wardoyo suggests because polygamy is an Islamic right for
men, they do not have to ask permission. A woman, he claims, will never give
permission right away. Instead, the man should marry whenever he likes and keep
it a secret until the time is right. The man does have an obligation in the meantime
to socialize and empower his first wife with God’s program. If she’s ready, if you
think she is capable of accepting your new marriage, then you tell her the truth
(Wardoyo 2003b: 37).
Wardoyo also resists the cultural stereotype which associates polygamy
with rich men. He insists that polygamy is for every man, rich or poor, because all
men experience the nafsu to be with more than one wife. They should not be afraid
to practice polygamy. Financial deficiencies are not a reason to not marry again. Of
course – he claims – you have to be “just” to all women, but the myth that this
should be in a material form is outdated. Women appreciate love and kindness
more than material wealth (Nurbowo and Apiko Joko M. 2003: 60-62). Every man
has an Islamic right to polygamy because this is after all humanity’s destiny
(Wardoyo 2003b). These statements emphasize the crux of his essentialist
argumentation, namely that every man (even non-Muslims) have a natural sexual
need that is higher than that of women. To perform monogamy in this respect
would put a man into a natural disadvantage.
It was in order to debunk myths on polygamy, and to socialize his ideas,
that Wardoyo organized the polygamy award. In his foreword to the publication
Profile of the Polygamy Award 2003, Wardoyo states:
The skeptic attitudes toward polygamy are based on the current situation
in society, in which indeed there are only few people who practice
polygamy in an Islamic way (Islami). In the meantime, what is increasing
is the practice of polygamy that does not meet Islamic norms. These
practices even move in the direction of adultery (perzinaan) and
prostitution. In this kind of situation, we find that there is a necessity to
socialize the practice of polygamy that is truly Islamic. Moreover, it
creates friendships among practitioners, becoming a vehicle through
which we can learn from eachother and assist one another. The Polygamy
Award 2003, and the ones continuing in future years, aims none other than
to convey this message.
Polygamy as a solution to prostitution and adultery repeatedly return in these propolygamy narratives. These same legitimacies have been used ever since polygamy
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was first debated. Apparently, the mere justification of theology is not enough;
there is a need for social and political reasoning in order for polygamy to be an
imaginable practice. This justification relies on the justification that polygamy
actually protects not only the nation from social ills, but also protects women from
male sexuality. Puspo Wardoyo takes this one step further. Apart from satisfying
sexual desire and business profits – to which men have a right according to Islamic
norms – Wardoyo proclaims that polygamy is also an Islamic duty (kewajiban) for
both men and women in doing what is good for the country. In the interview
Wardoyo gave to Male Emporium, he argued:
Yes, the polygamy virus should be spread. Then, later, all the important
businessmen can join me in practicing polygamy. When twenty million
successful entrepreneurs are able to support two wives, this would mean
that they could give forty million women a satisfying/sufficient life. In
this respect we can overcome the problem of female overseas workers and
bring prosperity to many women. (Male Emporium 2003)
The feminization of poverty, which most clearly takes form in the increasing
number of women going overseas to work as domestic workers, became a serious
problem in Indonesia. Since the Asian economic crisis, unemployment rates
increased significantly and inflation caused a rise in prices resulting in greater
poverty, particularly affecting women. As in other parts of the world, the state does
not take measures to discourage domestic work overseas because much of the
national income is earned by these women (Enloe 1989: 177-194). Symbolically,
however, and on a more psychological level, these migrating women contribute to
an uneasy feeling that the nation is failing for it has to “sell out” its women.
Domestic work, cheap industrial labor, and sex work does not give the nation the
international professional allure that it desires, rather it exposes the “embarrassing”
reality that the economy is not strong enough that it can provide work for its male
citizens – “the breadwinners”.
As analyzed by the sociologist Nira Yuval-Davis, women play an
important role in the imagination of a nation by carrying and embodying the notion
of tradition (1997: 61). In this way, the Indonesian female domestic worker
symbolizes the crumbling away of Indonesian tradition. Her separation from her
children, husband, and family, but also from her country, signifies in the dominant
gender hierarchy the moral degradation of a nation. The separation from home is
not the only factor that contributes to a paternalistic attitude towards domestic
workers. Stories of Indonesian, especially female, domestic workers being
mistreated (materially, physically or sexually) in host countries such as Singapore,
Malaysia or in the Middle East, have contributed to this idea of wanting to keep
Indonesian women “safe” at home. In calling for an end to this problem, Wardoyo
calls upon polygamous men to shoulder the heroic burden of saving the imagined
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community of a nation as well as its gender order. By entering into polygamous
marriages, women will be protected not only from going abroad and leaving their
families, but also from suffering and violence.
In this respect, the masculinist discourse on polygamy à la Puspo
Wardoyo does not legitimize polygamy for the Muslim world or for a Muslim
politics as such, but is specifically geared towards its legitimacy with respect to the
Indonesian nation-state. Repeatedly, he points out how the act of polygamy, when
practiced in an Islamic way, can help the nation. His rhetoric contributes to the
Islamization of nationalist ideals of womanhood and manhood. The term duty, for
instance, which he uses to strengthen his incentive for men to practice polygamy, is
both masculinist as nationalist. It works as a masculine act “that articulates very
well with the demands of nationalism” (Nagel 1998: 252). Correspondingly,
Wardoyo’s call to end the problem of poverty-stricken women compelled to go
overseas, does not so much correspond to a universal Islamic idea of protection and
manhood, but to a clear nationalist framework in which it is the patriotic and
paternal duty of Indonesian Muslim men to take responsibility for the women of
their nation. By appealing to masculine notions of patriotism, honor and protection,
the pro-polygamy discourse suggests that the masculine act of polygamy can
protect and save the nation.
In general, as is the case in many countries, female sexuality is more
openly debated in the public sphere than men’s sexuality. In the Javanese context,
as Brenner argues, “public discussions have treated women’s sexuality and
morality as matters for everyone’s concern, with repercussions for the future of the
entire society” (Brenner 1999: 33, emphasis in original). Female sexuality is not
mentioned anywhere in the discussions on polygamy. There seems to be a hidden
agreement that to talk about polygamy is to talk about male’s natural
heterosexuality. Thus, the pro-polygamy discourse indicates an opposite trend
when compared to how sexuality has always been debated. As Puspo Wardoyo
argues, acting out your nafsu is good for men as they will become better both
morally and materially. It is good for the wife and family as the economic situation
of the wives improves, there is more time for educating the children, and some of
the wives have even more time for themselves, or to work outside of the home.
And it is good for society and the nation as it reduces the amount of poor women
who would otherwise work as domestic workers overseas or as prostitutes.
The emphasis on male sexuality as an element of individual familial and
national prosperity seems to reverse the cultural stigma of male nafsu that is linked
with uncontrollable danger. Rather than seeing nafsu as potentially dangerous to
the individual, the family, and society, the pro-polygamy discourse suggests that
acting out your nafsu is actually very beneficial.
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Woman’s Piety and Modern Coping Strategies
In his article Jealousy Management, Puspo Wardoyo sets out some ground rules
for women to manage their jealousy, and subsequently, to manage their household
with the challenge of sharing their husband and cooperating with co-wives
(Wardoyo 2003c: 75-77). These instructions include phrases such as “To please my
husband in any condition is jihad”, “When able to cope with rivalry, I will be
rewarded by God”, “A husband is God’s gift, don’t claim him as your own”, or
“Life is temporary, that’s why I need to remind myself that death is better than to
follow emotions” (Wardoyo 2003c: 75). Femininity is defined by submission,
sacrifice, and the ability to love and please unconditionally. The woman, here, is
defined as having to remain calm, to be receptive, to not show emotions, and to not
burden her husband (with divorce). It is expected of her that she is able to share her
husband’s love, and to overcome any negative feelings of jealousy or contempt.
This is jihad and only then will she be allowed in the most beautiful heaven.
The manner, style, and language in which Wardoyo conveys his message
resemble modern (western) talk show-styles, such as Oprah Winfrey or Dr Phil, or
self-help books that overflow the western (and increasingly the non-western) book
market with titles such as How to Divorce as Friends and Maybe Save Your
Marriage or Climb Your Stairway to Heaven: The 9 Habits of Maximum
Happiness. They supply in a demand of men and women searching for answers on
how to improve their body and their Self, how to improve their marriage, how to
live their life (more) spiritually, and ultimately, how to reach a more fulfilling life.
In more ways than one, these programs and books replace earlier tasks of the
church where the local priest would advice on personal, familial, or life problems.
The “I” style that Wardoyo employed in his advice to women even resembles the
strategies deployed in self-empowerment advice of the early 1980s in the United
States, which advised individuals to standing in front of the mirror and to talking
some empowering and confidence building words to themselves.
Of great effect in the pro-polygamy campaign, was also the deployment of
women’s own narratives. Wardoyo’s wives often accompanied him on his tours
and spoke to audiences and the press about the virtues of polygamy. All argued
that they would rather see their husband re-marry than commit adultery or seek
prostitutes. Acknowledging that they are hurt when their husband seeks his
pleasure elsewhere, they nevertheless prefer that their family stays intact in an
“Islamic way”. As Rini Purwanti, Wardoyo’s first wife argues:
When that happened, I felt very dejected. But because this has turned into
destiny, I could accept it with a breath of happiness. I always pray: “Oh
Allah, if this is indeed Your truth, please make my heart accept this
without any hesitation” (Suryono 2003b: 56).
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Purwanti, who is a lecturer at a university in northern Sumatra, follows a narrative
that is exemplary of “first wife” narratives. Feelings of hurt and betrayal were wellknown to accompany narratives of women who experienced their husbands
marrying another woman.227 Often, these narratives of victimization provoked
sympathy for the first wife and a justification of the wife distancing, leaving,
divorcing, or even mistreating their polygamous husband.228 However, this is not
the case for Purwanti. Although she acknowledged that she felt dejected, this was
not because of her husband’s wrong-doings. It was her that needed to reconcile
with a destiny that she did not foresee. Although it took her a while, with the help
of God, she could finally accept her husband’s marriage to another woman.
Purwanti’s ultimate strength in overcoming her sense of betrayal lies not, however,
in the actions or promises of her husband. It is not the way in which he is just or
kind to her and all of the other wives. Her framework to justify and accept her
polygamous marriage with Wardoyo is Islam. She does not necessarily see
polygamy as something that men need to do for their libido management, but she
sees it foremost as a plan of God. She affirms Wardoyo’s advice to men that
women need to be socialized about Islam and the practice of polygamy. As she
recounts, she was rather ignorant about polygamy, but after Wardoyo taught her
the principles and showed her the Islamic virtues of serving your husband, she
could approve of it.
However, in contrast to the first wife Purwanti, Wardoyo’s fourth wife
Intan Tri Laksmi does not only refer to Islam to justify her choice for polygamy.
The young law-graduate points out that the dominant reason for women to agree to
polygamy lies not so much in them being materially dependent from their (future)
husband. At present, she observes that the women are pretty, highly educated, and
have good careers. Nevertheless, Laksmi argues, these women are left with no
husband. It appears difficult for them to find an eligible husband. Out of fear of not
finding a husband in time, polygamy can be an alternative (Suryono 2003c: 70), a
solution for modern career women to “still” get married.
The new take on polygamy – that it could enhance women’s careers – was
not only voiced by Wardoyo’s wives, but has recently been voiced by single and
successful women, who argue that they would not rule out a polygamous marriage
as an option. With the same line of argument as described above, these women
state that because of their careers they cannot be there all the time to serve their
husband or children. (Koran Tempo, 10 August 2003). As a journalist for the
Jakarta Post similarly notes, for women who want to go far in their careers, the
pressures of playing the role of both career woman and housewife hampers their
future desires (Soegiharto 2006). Thus, in narratives of women choosing for
227

In fact, her narrative is deemed important in evaluating whether polygamy is a just practice. In
past discussions on polygamy, critique of the practice would be based on narratives of hurt and
suffering of the first wife. I will discuss this further in the section on women’s opposition.
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polygamy, problems associated with urbanism and modernity are articulated.
Ironically, men are here essentialized. This contrasts with the common reality in
which it is often only the woman who is essentialized to her body, sexuality, nature
and essence, while the man is assigned to the public sphere of work, culture, and
play. Stereotypical modern divisions are here disturbed.
This reasoning points to socio-cultural pressures for single professional
women to get married. As some women argue, polygamy is a (last) option when it
is the only remaining way for them to “still” get married (Rahmawati 2004).
“Singleness” in general, but female singleness in particular is on the increase in the
major cities and is often regarded as the accompanying ills of modernity. Singlehood, however, has not been valued much and women feel the pressure of getting
married as soon as they hit the age of twenty-five. This is also what Wardoyo was
appealing to in his promotion of polygamy. While supporting the idea of working
women, they are not to remain single. In opting for polygamy, these women
confirm the existing cultural belief that a woman (and a man) is not “complete”
without marriage. They desire monogamous marriage, but a polygamous marriage
is still better than to remain single and lead an unmarried life.

Muslim Conservatism: Distinguishing Justification from Promotion
In general, the public approached the promotion of polygamy as a display of social
status and cultural capital, dismissing Puspo Wardoyo’s plea for a polygamous
society as an act of hypocrisy (Ihsan 2003). The campaigns, however, did
contribute to triggering a more profound debate on polygamy. It seemed that
Islamic, secularist, and feminist groups could not avoid relating to the phenomenon
in one way or the other. By engaging in the matter, these groups had taken the
opportunity to conduct a debate based on theological, socio-economic, secular and
feminist perspectives. These dialogues took place among religious clerics,
politicians, intellectuals, and various women’s groups. From this debate, it became
evident that many different Islamic groups, although not necessarily endorsing
polygamy, were also not planning to eradicate polygamy altogether.
Although highly mediatized and vastly exposed, the masculinist advocacy
of polygamy did not gain much empathy in the Muslim public. Mainstream
Muslim groups did not approve of Puspo Wardoyo’s campaign for polygamy. He
did not, for instance, draw much official support from the Islamic mainstream
organizations such as the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama or the modernist
Muhammadiyah, nor did the campaign draw support from official governmental
institutions such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (MUI).229 Unofficially,
however, there were individuals from these same organizations who supported him
229
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and have used their credentials to give their and his views legitimacy. While
mainstream modernists, traditionalists, and Islamists for the most part dismissed
Wardoyo’s campaign, they clearly justified the practice of polygamy in general by
centering their arguments on two overlapping but distinct arguments. Bluntly
formulated, these included the justification “It is in the Qur’an”, and the
justification “The prophet Muhammad performed it too”.
The first argument, which follows the justification of polygamy on the
grounds of textual evidence in the Qur’an, is based on the fourth chapter (surat)
An-Nisa, verse three, which reads as follows:
And if ye fear that ye will not deal fairly by the orphans, marry of the
women, who seem good to you, two or three or four (Qur’an 4: 3).
A second theological argument that was prevalent, believed polygamy was allowed
because it followed Islamic law based on the teachings and practices of Prophet
Muhammad, which is referred to as being sunnah.230 This argument followed the
narrative of Muhammad’s life when after the death of Khadija, his first wife with
whom he led a monogamous life, married more wives. After Khadija, Muhammad
married Sawda bint Zama, Aisha and Hafsa. Later he married more wives until a
total of eleven. By referring to the practices of the prophet himself, polygamy is
regarded as something that is halal, following the “Islamic way”.231
Many Muslims – modernists, traditionalists and Islamists alike – concur
with the substantive part of the law, namely that polygamy is allowed, and do not
challenge this “rule” but see it as a given. However, they argue that the verse does
not only mention that polygamy is allowed: the verse also states clear limitations.
While literally the teachings of the Qur’an allow polygamy, the text also explicitly
explains that there are strict conditions appended. Moderates point out the
necessity not to dismiss the verses that accompany the An-Nisa verse 4:3, namely,
“[…] and if ye fear that ye cannot do justice (to so many) then one (only) or (the
captives) that your right hands possess. Thus it is more likely that ye will not do
injustice.” (Qur’an 4:3), or from verse 129, “Ye will not be able to deal equally
between (your) wives, however much ye wish (to do so). […]” (Qur’an 4: 129).
These verses actually point out that it is rather difficult to be polygamous in a just
way.
The focus on the conditions of Islamic texts concerning polygamy, rather
than focusing on the sunnah/not sunnah or halal/haram opposition, enables the
230

In more detail, sunnah describes the style of life of the prophet, especially his belief, his
behavior, and his observance of religious obligations. While traditions (hadith) are the individual
records of the memories of Muhammad by his contemporaries, sunnah is the essence of the
message in those memories. For a further clarification, see Federspiel 1995: 246.
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halal/halam. See also chapter two for an account of halal-haram politics.
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debate to become more concrete. It helps to go beyond mere rhetoric into an arena
that discusses what people find to be “just”. Some say, for instance, that these strict
conditions actually substantiate the fact that practising polygamy is an impossible
task for men because it is very difficult to do “justice” to every woman,
economically or emotionally. Support for this view is illustrated in concrete
examples, such as: What if all wives need a car and the husband cannot provide all
of them a car each? It can never be the case that each wife receives equal economic
support. Moreover, others argue that to be “just” refers more to a commitment in
intimacy and affect, rather than material obligations. They believe it is not possible
for people to share this kind of affect and intimacy with more than one spouse.
While not dismissing the theological justification of polygamy, critical
voices from the same Islamic groups, especially women’s factions, point out that
the current practice of polygamy does not do justice to either points of reference:
Men do not marry widows (out of nobility and care as the prophet did); they are
not just to all the wives; and do not ask the first wife for permission. Thus, the
practice is such that the restrictions – written down in the Holy text – are not
followed. This is then often highlighted in the concrete everyday life where the
meaning of “just manner” is given a socio-economic and modern interpretation. As
Nurlela Hidayat, a lecturer at the School of Social and Political Science at Jenderal
Soedirman University argues:
I support polygamy with restrictions, because religion permits the practice
and I think there is also a social reality that leads a man to marry more
than one woman. We should review it case by case before making a
judgment. I don't agree if polygamy is based on lust, but it should contain
a social mission. It's also important to issue a special decree so that the
man would not treat the woman in a fickle way (Jakarta Post, 18 July
2001).
Thus, these critics accept that polygamy could be a solution for societal problems,
such as demography (there are more women than men), widowhood, singleness,
for example. When performed it should be for the right social reasons and in the
right Islamic manner.
Many public figures who voiced their concerns were therefore not
necessarily against polygamy as such. But emphasis is made on the ways in which
men have to mind the restrictions. Also, they insist that polygamy is not promoted
as such. While seeing polygamy as sunnah, it should not become a practice that is
to be celebrated:
I feel not at ease with the polygamy campaign conducted by Puspo
[Wardoyo]. Polygamists should not pound their chests [as a sign of pride].
They should not *show up* [show off] too much (Gatra 2003a).
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This quotation comes from Anis Matta, secretary-general for the Prosperous
Justice Party (PKS). Increasingly popular, this Islamist party has been most
outspoken and verbal in matters of Islamism, Islamic moral, law, and politics.
Their clean (from corruption) and halal ways of doing politics, and relative success
in sustaining this image, have given them a status of role-model for other political
parties. Even though theoretically, they condone polygamy, only ten out of the two
hundred central members of the party practice polygamy (Gatra 2003a). The party
has clear and strict rules for men who want to start the practice. They have to ask
the party for permission and this permission is only granted with the approval of
the wife and with a financial statement that proves that the man can maintain his
wives. With these strict measures and the clear dismissal of Wardoyo’s campaign,
the PKS contributes to conveying the message that the practice of polygamy should
be limited rather than promoted. These same arguments are conveyed by the
women of the party, who similarly, although not advicing practise, did not oppose
it (Junaidi 2004). Further in this chapter I will return to the position of these
Islamist women.
Even the radical Islamic group Hizbut Tahrir and the militant Laskar Jihad
were against the so called socialization of polygamy: “polygamy is the doctrine of
Islam, not of Puspo Wardoyo” (Gatra 2003a). They disapproved of the Marriage
law because it did not contain clear rules on polygamy. To resolve this issue and
excesses like a pro-polygamy campaign, they suggested that a clear fatwa be
proclaimed so that the rules are unambiguous and that men know what the rules
are.

Secular Quietism: The Precarious State of Nominal Muslims
The tone of the debate changed when secularists or nominal Muslims started
engaging in the debate. In the main, nominal Muslims were cautious about having
a straightforward public position about the pro-polygamy campaign. Even
president Megawati, daughter of the outspoken Fatmawati who protested her
husband Sukarno’s decision to marry again, did not verbalize what she thought of
these new developments (Asmarani 2002). On the contrary, Megawati and her
family were quite compliant with Wardoyo’s endeavour as illustrated by numerous
occasions where Wardoyo’s business and the Megawati family were seen
together.232
Most nominal Muslims did not engage in a theological discussion with
conservative Muslims or Islamists. Rather, they appealed to the idea of democracy
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An explanation for this association could be that politically, Megawati still depended on the
positive image of her father. Condemning polygamy would discredit her political foundations.

210

Contesting Masculinity

and how democratic principles go against the practice of polygamy. As Butet
Kertarejasa, a theater performer from Yogyakarta argued in the daily English
newspaper the Jakarta Post:
I am anti polygamy. It shows the domination of men against women. If
we’re democrats who fight for equality (from our view) the practice of
polygamy indicates ignorance of the essence of democracy (Jakarta Post,
23 September 2001).
By appealing to values of equality and democracy, Kertarejasa juxtaposed the
practice of polygamy against these values. With that she also created a closure in
terms of a dialogue or debate with Muslims who do believe that polygamy could
very well be regarded as compatible with justice, equality, and democratic values.
The juxtaposition of secular democracy with Islam, or the dismissal that Islam
could be compatible with democracy, suggests incommensurable world-views.
Ade Armando, an established columnist for the daily Muslim national
newspaper Republika was one of the few nominal Muslim representatives to
engage in a theological discussion. In his weekly column for the paper, he referred
to the contextualization of the An-nisa verse, arguing that it should be seen in the
appropriate history. Slavery for instance, while practiced during the prophet’s time,
is seen as forbidden by God (haram) in present times. Thus, even religious texts
are subjected to change. He further argued in his column that, in the same text, the
prophet Muhammad clearly showed his discontent with the decision of his son-inlaw, Ali bin Abi Thalib, to remarry another woman besides his daughter Fatimah
Az-Zahra. The prophet suggested Ali divorce Fatimah first before he should marry
someone else. He also pointed out that Muhammad led a monogamous marriage
with his first wife Khadija for twenty-eight years and only led a polygamous
marriage two years after her death for eight respective years. Quoting the Muslim
feminist Musdah Mulia, Armando stated that even then, his women were not young
and pretty, but that he married them for specific reasons attached to Islamic
teaching and proselytization (Armando 2003a).
In an angry reaction to this column, Nunung Nurjanah from Bandung, a
first wife in a polygamous marriage of three wives, argued against the claims made
by Armando. In a letter to the same newspaper, she articulated her concern about
the way in which Armando claimed that Wardoyo’s campaign contributed to
misunderstandings in society about Islam. According to Nurjanah, Wardoyo’s
polygamy was completely according to Islamic teaching. She also dismissed
Armando’s claim that polygamy is not Islamic for it had detrimental effects for
women and children arguing that according to the letter (surat) Az-Zukhruf, verse
67/73, God promised heaven for the families that followed Islamic teachings. She
went on to say that monogamy is not proclaimed by Islam, but was a proclamation
from Armando himself. The prophet clearly set a boundary of four wives, thus
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proclaiming the Islamic way of a polygamous marriage. Finally, in Nurjanah’s
opinion, the prophet did not consent to the second marriage because the daughter
of Abu Jahal, whom Ali bin Abi Thalib’s son was planning to marry, had just been
rejected and made illegitimate by Allah. Thus, the prophet’s discontent did not
relate to polygamy as such, but to the reputation of his son in law’s second wife-tobe. In any case, beside the marriage to his daughter Fatimah, his son-in-law also
married other women. The prophet never opposed these other marriages (Nurjanah
2003).
This initial theological exchange illustrates succinctly the positions taken
by secularists who wanted to engage theologically on the one side, and Islamists
who respond to these theological claims on the other. Armando’s references
appealed to ideas and standpoints of the so-called liberal Islam, who adhere to
more progressive and contextual explanations of the Qur’an and hadith. Their
theological explanations were much welcomed by nominal Muslims because they
comply with ideas of equality, liberalism, and pluralism. Islamists strongly reject
this branch of Islam. They hold on to literal articulations of the texts and discard
alternative interpretations. The different takes that these authors have, on the verses
in the Qur’an or the story behind the prophet’s approval or disapproval of
polygamy, does not necessarily represent incommensurable worlds. Rather, it puts
forward different perspectives within the same framework of reference. However,
this changes when Islamists do not respond to theological claims made by secular
Muslims as such, but when they question the Muslimness of nominal Islam in
general. This is exactly what Nunung Nurjanah did next.
In addition to the whole theological dispute, Nurjanah also accused
Armando of being complicit with orientalist views on Islam. She attacked
Armando by stating that she found his arguments to be ungrounded in Islamic
texts:
Here, the views of father [bapak] are the same as the views of orientalists
in slandering and weakening Islam. They [orientalists] like taking bits and
pieces of different hadith in such a way that it suits their purpose
(Nurjanah 2003).
According to the French Indonesianist, Andrée Feillard, the real debate on issues
such as the veil or polygamy occurs within the domain of pious believers of
modernists, traditionalists, and the younger generation (Islamists). The Indonesian
population that is non-Muslim or nominal Muslim (abangan) does not meddle in
the affair (1999: 19-23). Islamic apologists, represented here by Nurjanah, often
use the critique of orientalism when secularists attack polygamy. Nurjanah’s
reaction to Armando and the dialogue between them as a whole was an exemplary
case of how the debate is really restricted to people that can adhere to their
knowledge of Islamic texts (Qur’an and traditions).
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In his closing reply to Nurjanah’s newspaper column, Ade Armando
argued that, although he is not an expert in religion, he considered his indictment
of the polygamy award as a legitimate protest that did not deserve to be regarded as
anti-Islamic:
I am not an expert in religion, but insya Allah, I am not only just talking
either. As reported in the Republika of July 28, Tutty Alawiyah, dean of
the Islamic University As-Syafiiyah, also explained that she was very
disappointed with the way in which polygamy was awarded. It insults
women and Islamic law, she said. I think it is time that MUI issued a
religious decree [fatwa] on the matter (Armando 2003b, my italics).
His defense acknowledged surrender to his opponent with respect to
knowledgeability of Islamic texts. As opposed to his not being an “expert in
religion” Armando called upon his right as a believer to give his opinion on the
matter. However, his references to the dean of an Islamic university, who
supported his opinion, and his question to the Indonesian Council of Ulama (MUI)
to issue a decree on polygamy, showed an appeal to the legitimacy of Islamic
authorities in discussing religious issues.
As I have argued in chapter two, however, non-Muslims and secular
Muslims increasingly feel the need to engage with these Islamic issues, for in the
past decade, these issues have become public issues of everyone’s concern. The
dialogue between Armando and Nurjanah illustrates how the topic of polygamy
creates a strong tension between what is to be believed as authentic Islamic
teaching or not. Pious Muslims often exclude nominal Muslims from the
discussions (let alone non-Muslims) for they regard this group “as only
superficially Muslim and in need of religious intensification to bring them into
closer conformity with orthodox practices and beliefs” (Federspiel 1995). This is
exactly what Nurjanah thinks of Ade Armando, even worse, his orientalist views
do not challenge Islamic thought but discredits and slanders the name of Islam.
Claims of discrediting or slandering Islam have been most influential for
nominal Muslims not to engage in theological debates because they too identified
themselves as being Muslim. Because religious identity – irrespective of piousness
– is still important to nominal Muslims, many still feel insecure about intervening
in the debate out of fear that they will be attacked for their limited knowledge of
Islamic theology and texts. Moreover, they feel they cannot resist a plea for a
notion of citizenship that includes religious identity, making it more difficult to go
against claims which included this desire. As the following claim of the forty-five
year old chairman of an Islamic Communication Forum Ayip Syafruddin
demonstrates:
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The idea of legalizing polygamy in Indonesia is good. It means that
Indonesia absorbs the aspirations of Muslims as the majority. Even our
Vice President himself has given a good example of polygamous practice
in Indonesia by marrying more than one wife, and it hasn't caused any
problems (Jakarta Post, 23 September 2001).
The argument that the recognition and legal endorsement of polygamy represented
the aspiration of the Muslim majority indicates a longing for a greater Muslim
identity in Indonesian society. Reflecting an earlier disempowerment of a Muslim
majority in the past this Muslim aspiration is not necessarily linked to a theological
framework, but to a sense of citizenship. Against this background – it was difficult
for the secular faction of society to enforce an opinion which goes against this
Muslim empowerment in a changing nation-state.
Interestingly, a few years later, Ade Armando himself had started to
practice polygamy. I will return to this actuality in the last section of this chapter.

Women’s Opposition
The public debate on polygamy did not go unchallenged by women’s or feminist
groups.Whereas secularists hesitated in fully critiquing polygamy, women’s
opposition was very vocal. In 2002, at the very onset of Wardoyo’s campaigns in
mid-Java, Masruchah, who was the head of the traditionalist women’s faction
Fatayat in Yogyakarta, organized a national women’s network called “Pro Women
Alliance”. Kartini Day, April 21, was the starting date of the anti-polygamy
movement which involved various activities and actions al geared to create
resistance against Wardoyo’s polygamy promoting attempts. In Jakarta, when
Wardoyo held his Polygamy Award, more then thirty women’s organizations had
joined together in a protest group called “Indonesian Women’s Conscience”
(Nurani Perempuan Indonesia). The group included secular feminist organizations,
such as The Indonesian Women’s Association for Justice (LBH APIK) or the
Indonesian Women’s Coalition (KPI), as well as Muslim feminist groups, such as
Rahima, Fatayat, and Puan Amal Hayati. Seventy women and men from this group
were present at the Polygamy Award event and disturbed the ceremony by
protesting their concerns. Women’s groups continued actively to debate polygamy
and how it affected women.
Even though the protests were relatively successful in mobilizing many
organizations and individuals, the action can hardly be compared to the mass
protests that were rallied in the time of Sukarno. Whereas these protests
represented mostly actions from non-governmental organizations, protests in the
past had included women’s factions of the mass Islamic organizations that had a
far more elaborate following. Moreover, whereas protesting women during the
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Sukarno era demanded the president to account for his practice of polygamy, the
protesting women in Jogyakarta or Jakarta did not collectively demand a
justification from the vice-president Hamzah Haz who also practiced polygamy.
Although they formed a united front in the public’s opinion, the
discourses of the women’s groups that opposed polygamy varied according to
secular and (liberal) Muslim frameworks. Polygamy appeared to be one of the
most salient issues in stressing the distinctive features of a fragmented and at times
divided Indonesian feminism. While secular feminists regarded polygamy as a
form of violence against women, Muslim feminists pointed towards misogynist
readings of Qur’anic verses and the hadith. Meanwhile, Muslim women from the
traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah were more hesitant in
expressing their positions on the matter. Additionally, the emergence of vocal
Islamist women in the public sphere, who advocated a politics deviating from the
secular and liberal Muslim feminist perspectives, has challenged prevailing
understandings of gender equality and gender justice. Below I will discuss these
different positions which allow for different forms of women’s movements to
evolve.

Secular Critique
Although I make a distinction between a secularist discourse and a feminist
secularist discourse, this does not mean that the general secularist discourse is a
male discourse. On the contrary, from a secularist perspective, both men and
women have voiced concerns over the new debauch of polygamy promoting
tendencies. The feminist discourse, however, differentiates from this more general
secularist discourse because it explicitly engages and puts forward the issue of
gender equality and gender justice. This is not necessarily the case in a broader
secularist framework in which not gender equality as such but principles of
secularism and democracy are prioritized in opposing the practice of polygamy.
The secular feminist discourse against polygamy was dominant when
looking at the way in which this was articulated in newspapers, magazines or in
talk shows on television and radio. One of the women’s groups was the Indonesian
Women’s Association for Justice (LBH-APIK). Responding to the event of the
polygamy award, this women’s association issued an official press statement in
which they declared their reasons for their struggle against polygamy.
Summarizing their points, they argued that polygamy should be seen as a form of
discrimination, which goes against laws of gender equality in the Indonesian
constitution and international agreements such as the United Nations Convention
on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). They also
argued that:
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The reality is that many cases of polygamy show the existence of
domestic violence. The effects on women and children, among others, are
physical, psychological, sexual and economic violence; Polygamy itself is
a form of domestic violence that is legitimized by law and the belief
system that prevails in society (LBH-APIK 2003: 119).
Thus, polygamy is a form of violence against women whose effects have a
tremendous impact on women and children. The women’s association supported
these arguments with data from their organization. According to these data, fiftyeight cases of polygamy were reported between 2001 and 2003 in which women
indicated that they, and their children, were physically, sexually or psychologically
abused by their (polygamous) husband.
Secular feminists depended on the framework of national and international
law. Although the title of the press statement read “Polygamy as a form of violence
in law, society, culture, and religion that is most detrimental for women’s honour
and dignity as a human being”, religion or Islam as such was not made explicit in
the overall statement. No direct references were made to Qur’anic verses to support
arguments or to highlight the usage of certain textual quotations for legitimacy. In
their views, polygamy was not something that should be discussed: it should be
eradicated. It should be banned and monogamy should be institutionalized.
Polygamy in this respect was both in practice as well as in theory a form of
violence. In such a way, secular feminists approached polygamy as a practice and
belief corresponding to a masculinist discourse. They appealed to the same kind of
logic and justification that was used by Wardoyo in socializing the practice of
polygamy. The secular feminist struggle against polygamy, therefore, was a fight
against polygamy a la Puspo Wardoyo.
The association relied on empirical evidence to suggest that polygamy is
harmful. It therefore aimed to raise attention to the sufferings of women who had
experienced the effects of polygamy with the intention of turning empathy for
these women into an anti-polygamy struggle. This approach, however, was less
effective than expected. Some argued that this was because in this period there
were no prominent references of female resistance to the practice of polygamy as
promoted in the public sphere. According to Ciciek Farha, an activist working for
the Muslim women’s NGO Rahima, the protests from women’s organizations were
quite large but they were nothing compared to the protests during the Sukarno
period. This, she contends, has much to do with the fact that there had been no
significant anti-polygamy narratives coming from public figures, particularly the
wives of Puspo Wardoyo, or the wives of the vice president Hamzah Haz: “They
all comply with the practice, say that it’s okay, and are quite passive”.233
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Ciciek Farha, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 24 March 2004.
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During the Sukarno era, the narratives of Kartini and Fatmawati gave the
women’s movement the legitimacy it needed to form a counter-discourse based on
the belief that polygamy had detrimental consequences for women – as asserted by
these role models. They were powerful narratives with great symbolic effect on
Indonesian collective memory. Along with other stories from everyday life that
depicted negative effects of polygamy on women and children, an informal
consensus against the practice of polygamy was produced. It was a relatively
marginalized practice and looked upon as something problematic and shameful.
That is why most men, when they would marry a second, third or fourth wife,
would do this secretively. In current times, we instead see an increase of women’s
public narratives endorsing the practice. The endorsements of polygamy, especially
coming from so-called “first wives” are important here. Public statements
approving the practice in general by figures such as Nani Hamzah Haz, the first
wife of the vice president Hamzah Haz, Rini Purwanti, the first wife of Puspo
Wardoyo, or Ninih Muthmainah Muhsin, the wife of the celebrated media preacher
Abdullah Gymnastiar, all contribute greatly to legitimizing the practice. These
narratives undermined the secular feminist cause which endeavored to discredit
and eventually eradicate polygamy.234
In their statement, the women’s association also critiqued the 1974
Marriage law, in which a man is allowed to marry another woman based on a
number of conditions such as when his wife is ill; cannot bear children; or when
she cannot fulfil her conjugal duties. With respect to this law the women’s
association stated:
The content of this section of the law, suggests that the aim of marriage as
such is to meet the biological needs and secure the offspring of one
particular gender [man], and is supported by the assumption that this same
gender [man] can always perform or can never experience physical or
biological trouble of its own. This situation has placed women as *sex
provider* and is subsumed by the ideology of *phallocentrism*, which is
a value system that puts central the needs and interests of the *phallus*
(penis) (LBH-APIK 2003: 118, brackets and italics in original).
The strong critique of the existing Indonesian Marriage law was a condemnation
that did not attack or accuse Islam as such. It actually problematized the way in
which Indonesian law privileged male sexuality and his right for biological
descendants while ignoring women’s sexual rights and autonomy over their bodies.
The explicit focus on male sexuality is powerful in such that it touches upon the
heart of the issue – especially with regard to the polygamy promoted by Wardoyo.
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Although at the time of the pro-polygamy campaign, Aa Gym did not practice polygamy, his
wife publicly condoned polygamy if he were to practice it in the future.
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In his pro-polygamy campaign, Wardoyo spoke out his concerns about
contemporary feminism and expanded on the “serious threat” of the “gender
movement” (Suryono 2003d):
In my opinion, the gender movement strongly violates Islamic ethics and
law. Especially considering that the gender movement enthusiastically
depicts the struggle of women against men. (...) Subsequently, these
wrong and biased understandings of women’s emancipation
unconsciously influence Muslim women’s way of thinking greatly,
leading Muslim women to ignore their function and duties as women in
the way that Islam has destined for them (...) Polygamy in Islam greatly
supports and highly respects the rights of women. But this kind of gender
movement turns it around and sees polygamy as violating women’s rights.
Prominent Indonesian women have suggested that women take the
courage to divorce when the husband marries again. Women are expected
to choose a competence which could support her daily life so that in case
of her husband marrying again, she can ask for a divorce and live
independently. This clearly violates Islamic law (Suryono 2003d: 46).
Set in this background, Wardoyo and secular feminists seem to be tied up in a
discursive fight on the question, not of what really defines women’s rights, but
whether or not polygamy is good or bad for women. Wardoyo claims that feminist
ideas are brainwashing Muslim women’s minds with ideas that lead these women
to divorce their men when they want to marry again, which is a sign of these
women distancing themselves from Islam. On the other hand, feminists claim that
polygamy depends on a phallocentric logic ingrained in a belief system, which
tricks women into accepting polygamy while in fact it causes women pain and
suffering.
The focus on male sexuality by the women’s movement dates back to the
colonial period and the Old Order. Ever since polygamy became a topic of debate,
women’s groups like the nationalist Perwari or the communist Gerwani have
targeted the prevalent idea that men have a greater libido than women in their
attacks against polygamy. Interesting to note is that Gerwani developed their own
critique of polygamy but never voiced them as explicit as did the Women’s Union
Perwari. Islam and communism were inextricably intermeshed with eachother and
many of Gerwani’s communist husbands were involved in polygamous
relationships. Nevertheless, even though Gerwani had a somewhat ambiguous
perspective on polygamy, the myth that evolved about Gerwani proved otherwise.
In the aftermath of the aborted coup in 1965, when Gerwani members were
accused of murdering the generals in perverse and barbaric ways, the topic of
polygamy played a central role. According to narratives that condemned Gerwani
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members, the murders were attributed to Gerwani’s stance and frustration with
polygamy (Wieringa 2002: 181).235
Today, the secular feminist discourse is somewhat eclectic and combines
liberal, radical, and academic post-structuralist elements of feminism. Most
elements have been influenced significantly by western theories of feminism. Their
reliance on legal advocacy work to change the gender-biased structure of this
framework appeals to practices of rights and laws supported by liberal feminists. In
addition, their use of academic feminist terminology, formulated in the English
language, such as “phallocentrism” suggests an affinity with post-structural
theories of feminism. Often, such terms were incorporated within a radical feminist
framework, characterized by an overt and verbal activism; a confrontational
approach that emphasizes women’s victimization and calls for a collective
eradication of male domination.
By framing polygamy as violence, secular feminists have ignored the
religious sensitivity surrounding the topic of polygamy. This has lead to their
positions being particularly controversial. In addition, their dependence on a legal
framework, and their projection of inapplicable and rather alienating philosophical
language onto the public, points to their inability to create other strategies. By not
appealing to more “Indonesian” or Muslim realities, this secular feminist
framework has appeared too specific and quite limited.
Tensions between these secular women’s groups and Muslim women’s
groups crystallized particularly when the so-called “Campaign against Rotten
Politicians” was initiated. In the advent of the 2004 parliamentary and presidential
elections, a group which called itself the National Don’t-Vote-for-RottenPoliticians Movement (Gerakan Nasional Tidak Pilih Politisi Busuk or GNTPPB)
was formed and had united to campaign against politicians that ran for (re)election
in parliament. The campaign adopted five criteria to locate such “rotten politicians”
which included involvement in corruption, collusion, and nepotism (abbreviated
and known in Indonesian as KKN); involvement in violations of human rights
(HAM); involvement in Violence against Women; involvement in destroying the
environment; and finally involvement in narcotics or drugs. The definition of
violence against women in particular, included domestic violence (including
polygamy), sexual violence, economic violence, and trafficking (Sosok 2004). In
their publication called Sosok they published the names and offenses of the
politicians that they defined as being “rotten”. Two politicians mentioned by name
in Sosok – were accused of “committing” polygamy: H. Daud Rasyid from the
Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) and Endin J. Soefihara from the United
Development Party (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan or PPP).
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For a more elaborate and precise account of the coup and the way in which Gerwani was
implicated, see Wieringa 2002.
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Many women’s groups were involved in this movement, secular feminist
organizations, among others the Indonesian Women’s Association for Justice
discussed above, and also Muslim-based organizations such as Rahima and
Fatayat. The inclusion of polygamy as a form of violence against women was a
much discussed and controversial topic among the women’s groups but more so
among “male” organizations that had signed the movements’ declaration. While
initially, Islamic groups supported the declaration of the movement, as soon as they
realized that polygamy was included as a form of violence against women, some of
them asked to be withdrawn from the signature list. An example of such an
organization was the Muslim Community for Upholding Islamic Law (Komunitas
Muslim Penegak Syariah or KMPS). In their protest letter to the National Don’tVote-for-Rotten-Politicians Movement, they argued that the criteria of polygamy
as form of violence against woman discredits Islam and upsets the Muslim
community (KMPS 2004).
But also the National Commission on Violence against Women (Komnas
Perempuan), a semi-governmental organization with much influence in the world
of women’s organizations, had withdrawn from the list, arguing that they did not
agree with the view that polygamy was to be regarded as a form of violence against
women (Komnas Perempuan 2004). Within a situation of a polygamous marriage,
violence could occur, but polygamy was not an indicator of violence as such. In
their statement, they argued that polygamy was a topic that should be discussed in
a socio-religious framework. It was up to socio-religious movements to take up this
redefinition and/or opposition to the practice of polygamy. Moreover, they pointed
out, that the politicization of this single issue was not productive for the woman’s
cause in general. Because the issue of polygamy was so politicized, other issues
related to violence against women were overlooked.

Muslim Feminists Respond
The group Indonesian Women’s Conscience that protested against the polygamy
award consisted of Muslim women’s groups such as Rahima, Puan Amal Hayati,
and Fatayat. These are women’s groups that, in contrast to other Muslim women’s
groups, call themselves at times “feminist” or consider themselves to be part of a
larger “gender movement”. Muslim feminism seemed to be at the forefront of
developing a critique against polygamy in contemporary Indonesia by advocating a
religious and cultural re-interpretation and appropriation of different kinds of
feminisms and Islamic text. In a relatively short period, Muslim feminists have
succeeded in organizing themselves, establishing information centres and
publishing journals devoted to gender issues in Islamic thought. They have reacted
strongly to the radicalization of Islamic groups and the strong influence of
conservative religious scholars (ulama) in media discourses. Whereas the more
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secular groups oppose polygamy from a legalist and internationalist framework,
the Islamic groups oppose polygamy from a theological perspective, bringing
textual evidence that the Qur’an does not proclaim polygamy as an Islamic duty.
Moreover, they call for the establishment of an anti-polygamy movement that runs
through Islamic boarding schools (pesantren) (Muttaqin 2003).
Muslim women have been hesitant to dismiss polygamy because of the
Qur’anic verses that allow it, finding themselves uneasy with the topic. Yet
increasingly, Muslim women who consider themselves to be part of a women’s
movement feel the need to reflect on this particular matter. Although the topic of
polygamy is still to be regarded as a highly sensitive issue among Muslim women
in general, Muslim women activists have began to voice their objection to it. This
is especially illustrated in the case of Rahima, a Muslim feminist NGO working
toward the expansion of an information and documentation centre on Women and
Islam. Rahima was established after an ideological break up with an organization
called The Association for the Development of Islamic Boarding Schools (P3M).
P3M was led by Masdar Farid Masudi, a prominent figure within the traditionalist
organization Nahdlatul Ulama. He was well-known as a defender of women’s
rights in Islam, for instance with respect to education, political participation,
divorce, and inheritance. For a lot of women in the organization, however, he lost
his credibility when he started to practice polygamy. It was his multiple marriages
that had led to an internal, irresolvable, conflict which in the end resulted in several
Muslim women leaving the P3M to start the Muslim women’s organization
Rahima.
Rahima, Fatayat, and Puan Amal Hayati clearly opposed polygamy.
Although acknowledging that the practice is described in the Qur’an and hadith,
they illustrate and argue that this literal fact does not necessarily justify the
practice. They point out to the contextualization of the verses, contradictory verses,
and the strict conditions attached to the practice. They also criticized men’s
justification of imitating the prophet’s practice of polygamy. Maria Ulfah Anshor
from the Fatayat argued that the women whom the prophet married were older
unlike the present situation in which men marry mostly younger women for their
so-called biological needs (Soegiharto 2006). The Muslim feminist discourse was
vocal and visible in the public sphere, especially with respect to Puspo Wardoyo’s
campaign. During a national meeting of the Nahdlatul Ulama in Solo on November
28, 2004, Wardoyo’s restaurant Solonese Man was chosen to do the catering.
Women, especially from the Fatayat, were furious to hear about this. They had set
up an alternative stand with food. Sinta Nuriyah – director of the Puan Amal
Hayati and wife of ex-president Abdurrachman Wahid – had stated to the press that
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participants of the meeting were welcome to come to the anti-polygamy stand that
they had provided for them (Tempointeraktif, 28 November 2004).236
Important in the feminist Muslim discourse against polygamy was the
work and perception of Musdah Mulia. The well-known Muslim feminist played a
pivotal role in the discussions. From the Muslim women faction of the
traditionalist organization Nahdlatul Ulama, called Muslimat, she was one of the
few who really called for the abolition of polygamy. Referring to countries like
Tunisia and Turkey, she proclaimed that the idea of polygamy belonged to the past
and should not be practiced in modern times. Islamic law therefore is not absolute
or static, it is debateable and revisable. In her book entitled Islam Prosecutes
Polygamy (Mulia 2004) she disentangled misogynist interpretations of Qur’anic
verses concerning polygamy. Her main argument was based on the opinion that in
the beginning Islam came to socialize the idea of monogamy. Rather than
affirming the practice of polygamy – which was practiced before Islam existed –
the prophet observed how the practice contradicted the ideas of equality. He thus,
gradually, set conditions for the practice with the aim of eradicating it altogether.
With this, Mulia undoubtedly argued for the elimination of polygamy in the
Indonesian Marriage law.
This book became one of the most prominent references in (intellectual)
debates and discussion. It is interesting to see how Mulia was being referred to by
others, or more accurately, how she was being strategically deployed to make a
statement. As Hera Diani, a journalist for the daily English Jakarta Post
commented on Mulia’s work and actions:
This is no shallow babbling from a pseudo intellectual or a “celebrity”
activist, for the mother of three has studied Islamic teachings all her life
(Diani 2004).
Here, Diani celebrates Mulia’s efforts. But again, Mulia is only taken serious
because she is a “mother of three children” and “has studied Islamic teachings all
her life”. This statement betrays a certain normalized and stereotyped contempt for
secular feminists and a romanticized idea of Muslim feminists. Secular women
activists are radical, outspoken, and exhibitionist celebrities, who are not mothers
and do not value Islamic teachings, while Muslim feminists are respectful mothers
who still adhere to traditional and religious mores.
Apart from depending on the theological knowledge of a few prominent
Muslim feminists such as Musdah Mulia, Muslim feminists depended
236

Fatayat is part of the traditionalist Nahdlatul Ulama. I distinctly categorize them here as
belonging to the Muslim feminist discourse because in their actions they distance themselves
from the larger (male) group and their older sister group Muslimat. Moreover, important figures
in Fatayat are now or also part of newly formed Muslim feminist NGO’s such as Rahima or Puan
Amal Hayati – or even secular feminist NGOs such as the Indonesian Women’s Coalition.
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tremendously on male Islamic scholars to support their cause with their knowledge
of the Qur’an and the hadith. These religious scholars often came from the socalled liberal Islamic schools that are relatively marginal in terms of mass appeal
(they are not like the traditionalist or modernist mass organizations) but are quite
vocal in terms of intellectual discourse. Representatives such as Ulil AbsharAbdalla, Faqihuddin Abdul Kodir, Hussein Muhammad, Acep ZamzamNoor, and
Hilaly Basya – play an important role in the progressive Islamic women’s/feminist
movement. Often, because of their authority, they function as the spokesperson for
many Islamic feminist issues. Most of the people in this movement are also part of
the Liberal Islam Network (Jaringan Islam Liberal) that is led by the famous
Indonesian Muslim intellectual Gunawan Muhammad.
Faqihuddin Abdul Kodir is one of the liberal individuals who wrote about
polygamy. In reacting to the discussion as to whether polygamy is or is not sunnah,
the lecturer at several Islamic universities and respected young religious leader
(kiai) from Cirebon, wrote an article in the respected daily Kompas, entitled “Is
Polygamy Sunnah..?”. He pleads for a contextualization of the Annisa verse and
calls for independent reasoning (ijtihad), arguing that the issue of polygamy is
“discussed”, rather than “advised” or “supported” in the holy text (Kodir 2003a,
2003b).237 According to Kodir, three points in the Qur’an are related to polygamy.
The first considers polygamy as an option. The second warns one to be just and the
third is the verse which says that men are never capable of doing justice to their
wives even if they try hard. There are more verses that oppose polygamy rather
than allowing it.
The deliberations on polygamy were quite similar to the arguments put
forward by mainstream Islam, represented by modernists and traditionalists.
However, the consequences of those deliberations were different. The conservative
moderates believed polygamy could be practiced as long as it was according to
Islamic law which sets strict boundaries, conditions, and limitations. Liberals,
however, argued that these conditions actually proved that polygamy should not be
practiced. Their appeal to Islamic law was an appeal to ban rather than allow
polygamy.
The dependence on male interpreters to voice the concerns of Muslim
women could be regarded by feminist critics as a weakness of the Muslim feminist
movement. At best, such a perspective would see the approach as a form of
“strategic sexism”. However, this may be so only if feminism adheres to
separatism which not only excludes men but sees all men as being anti-woman. By
arguing that a strategy, which includes men in the feminist struggle, weakens
feminism, or is viewed as sexism (no matter how strategic), these positions miss
the opportunity to define feminism in a broader and more inclusive way. Women’s
237

In the modern era, ijtihad (independent reasoning) implies the setting aside of past scholars’
(ulama) interpretations of the Qur’an and sometimes Traditions (hadith) for a fresh look at an
issue in light of religious sources. See Federspiel (1995: 91) for a further definition of ijitihad.
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groups needed male religious scholars to give a certain amount of legitimacy to
their theological claims. If feminism is about building coalitions, inclusion, and
open discussion, this is not strategic sexism, but a suitable and productive strategy
both in the context of sexist society that listens to men rather than women, and in
the context of coalition building.

Traditionalist and Modernist Muslim Women’s groups
It is important to differentiate the former discourse of Muslim feminism, mostly
represented by non-governmental organizations, from the more conservative
movement of Muslim women represented by the modernist Aisyiyah
(Muhammadiyah) or the traditionalist Muslimat (NU). These organizations have
not been part of the Indonesian Women’s Conscience group that had protested
against the Polygamy Award. This is not to say that they do not oppose polygamy,
on the contrary, many women – from both groups – are opposed to the practice.
However, most of these women opt for the greater cause, they identify with the
opinion of the larger Islamic group of traditionalists and modernists that uphold the
thought that it should be allowed for it appealed to Islamic ideals as proclaimed in
the Qur’an and hadith. Aisyiyah and Muslimat kept a low profile in the antipolygamy protests. Many feminist observers point out that the struggle against
polygamy would have been far more effective if these mass organizations were
present – as was the case during early independence.
The two groups described above have unique positions. The modernist
women’s group Aisyiyah has struggled against polygamy from the onset of their
existence. An important historical figure for the modernist women’s organization is
Muchtar Buchari, a young modernist religious scholar (kiai) from the
Muhammadiyah in Surakarta. In his writing he condemned the practice of
polygamy, stating that polygamy – although once a legitimate practice – was not to
be institutionalized in this day and age for it had detrimental effects for women and
children. He also wrote the influential book called Moeslimah, which described the
world of a (ideal) Muslim woman. This woman, called Moeslimah, was pious,
highly educated, spoke several languages (including Dutch), organized her
household well, and followed customary and religious norms regarding dress and
social codes. With this work, Buchari stressed the importance of religion and
modern education for women’s emancipation while cautioning against influences
of the West (Burhanudin and Fathurahman 2004: 30-35). Whereas Kartini’s work
influenced the secular women’s movement in general, Buchari’s work influenced
the Muslim women’s movement in particular. It seemed to also foreshadow the
tensions and differences between Muslim women’s groups and the more general
(nationalist, socialist, and later, communist) women’s groups that had started to
organize themselves in that time.
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According to many of my informants and respondents from the modernist
women’s organization Aisyiyah, the organization was known to be against
polygamy. Some argued that it is the “backward” men from the Nahdlatul Ulama
who mostly practice polygamy. This was especially confirmed in my interviews
with their sister organization, the Nasyiatul Aisyiyah. The latter, consisting of a
younger generation of modernist women, strongly voiced their opinion against
polygamy but also acknowledged that their “own men” liked to play with the idea
or already practiced polygamy. One of them argued that because of this it seemed
that “sometimes they were more NU than the NU themselves”. This statement
underlined the association of polygamy with traditionalists. A young woman from
Nasyiatul Aisyiyah argued:
I am sorry to say that my friends at Nahdlatul Ulama are convinced that
polygamy is something sunnah, even that it is an obligation. I once
discussed this with them, and I was shocked to learn that they explained to
me that it [polygamy] was a [religious] command. For me it is not a
command. It only refers to the actual practice of the prophet without
looking at the philosophy behind it. For me Puspo [Wardoyo], who
married four beautiful young women, has no human value whatsoever.
And the women are, in my opinion, equally stupid. If Puspo wants to
follow sunnah he should marry old widows who have orphaned children
because that is what the verses in the Qur’an are explaining.238
However, although modernist women generally opposed the practice, it was not
always unanimously the case. Some used Islamic frameworks to legitimize the
practice, but the “hypersex” argument also prevailed among these women. Men,
they argued, practiced polygamy because they had a greater biological drive for
sex than women. According to Andrée Feillard, who conducted research on
perceptions of the veil and polygamy among leaders of Islamic women’s
organizations, it was especially the modernist faction that believed in the
“hypersex” thesis. By understanding man to be sexually needier than women, they
saw polygamy therefore as a solution to adultery (1999: 20).
This thought was also prevalent in the traditionalist women’s faction,
although most traditionalist Muslim women argued that polygamy should only be
allowed as a form of social assistance – much like the argument articulated by the
young woman from Nasyiatul Aisyiyah. While the older generation, represented by
Muslimat, voiced more conservative opinions on polygamy and were hesitant to
touch this taboo topic, the younger Fatayat women rallied against Wardoyo’s
campaign as described previously. This new move by the younger generation had
incited internal debates on the subject of polygamy. Particularly active was the
238
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Fatayat Welfare Foundation (Yayasan Kesejahteraan Fatayat) established by
Fatayat in 1990 in Yogyakarta. Initially, polygamy was put on the agenda of the
foundation in a cautious manner. But after the events of Wardoyo in 2002 they did
not hesitate to openly start counter actions in what was called the Pro Women
Alliance (Van Doorn-Harder 2003: 58). These actions have resulted in the opening
up of a sensitive subject-matter in the women’s faction of the Nahdlatul Ulama,
which can be considered a novel development.

Islamist Women
New in the debate is the position of Islamist women, represented by the women’s
faction of the Islamist Prosperous Justice Party (PKS). Most of these women allow
polygamy although only a few would promote it as such. While critical of the way
it was sometimes practiced, they would never openly oppose the practice. Aisyah
Amini from the Prosperous Justice Party argued for instance that strict
requirements should be implemented instead of completely rejecting the practice
(Junaidi 2004). Islamist women share with their male counterparts the opinion that
polygamy is allowed by Islam and also relate it to the “hypersex” thesis. As
Nursanita Nasution, the parliament member for the Prosperous Justice Party
argues:
For people who have a condition of *hypersex*, and those people do
exist, one wife is not sufficient. Islam takes care of this. Instead of people
practicing *free sex* with many other people – which Islam already
foresaw – he has to have a legal wife, that’s far more healthy, he won’t
risk AIDS etcetera. Or for instance the man wants a child but the woman
is not able to bear his children. Islam gives a solution for that. Not from
the backdoor, there is nothing wrong with him marrying again if the wife
can accept that. It is even more respectful when the woman is able to give
the opportunity to her husband … That’s fairer, right?239
Indirectly, Nasution, states here that she finds polygamy to be a “respectful” duty
of women, not of men per se: Men can not help it when they are biologically
shaped in a way that necessitates them to look for more sexual satisfaction. Their
wanting to marry another woman officially is therefore something that needs to be
applauded, for that is the option that Islam has formulated for these cases. Nasution
does note, however, that not all men have these conditions. The need for sex differs
per person. She therefore criticizes mass media for exposing and exploiting the
topic too much:
239
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According to me, the case of polygamy is just a normal or regular topic.
But media has exposed it too much. I’m much more liberal, if you decide
to marry again, *that’s your business*, that’s a private matter in which
other’s should not meddle. I don’t agree that media exposes this matter in
such a way that it leads people to conclude that polygamy causes violence
against women. It’s not like that.240
Nasution refers here to the campaign by secular feminists and some Muslim
feminists who see polygamy as a form of violence against women. She posits
herself against these claims and rather depends on the Islamic framework which
allows and condones the practice. Ironically, she describes herself as having a
liberal perspective on the matter, which, if it were not for the asymmetrical relation
(men can have multiple wives but women cannot), would have resonated with
seventies principles of free sexual mores (as long as you marry them).
Nasution also gives women the full responsibility for the multiple
marriages. She points toward women giving permission and toward possibilities of
divorce if women do not agree with the proposition of her husband. She does not
plead for women to passively “undergo” polygamy, but draws attention to the
rights of women in Islam.
For instance, if my husband would want to marry again, but I would not
be able to, I have the right to ask for a divorce. Sometimes this is not
being socialized, as if only men have the right to divorce. In Islam women
can ask for a divorce, that’s her right, it is not forbidden. Sometimes we
blow things out of proportion because we have not read enough.241
By claiming women’s rights in the matter of polygamy, Nasution positions herself
in the same league as secular feminists. However, whereas secular feminists claim
that polygamy goes against the spirit of universal women’s rights, the Islamist
Member of Parliament argues that Islam protects women’s rights in such a way
that polygamy does not have to clash with them. She posits therefore another set of
norms and values under the rubric of women’s rights. It is here that different
understandings of women’s rights come into play. Questions of women’s rights,
gender equality, or gender justice are differently defined and understood.
Although Ciciek Farha, as a spokesperson and director of the Muslim
feminist organization Rahima officially takes the position of liberal Islam, in her
observations from her research on the fundamentalist Ngruki network in Solo, she
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takes on a different perspective.242 Farha interviewed both the female pupils
(santri) and the domestic workers of the Islamic boarding school (pesantren). She
observed that they often emphasized women’s solidarity. Rather than fighting
among each other for the attention of their husband, these women wanted to be
there for their co-wives. Polygamy is therefore women’s jihad not only for the
earthly life but also for the afterlife. Ngruki women would defend the practice of
polygamy passionately, and point out the positive sides and effects of polygamy. In
such a way, they indicate that the relationship that they have with their co-wives
can be understood as engendering a feeling of “sisterhood”.243
In her study of Christian polygamy in Cameroon, the Dutch anthropologist
Catrien Notermans observed a similar feeling among co-wives. Although they at
times experience problems in their marriage (as every marriage experiences
difficulty), “they embrace it as a means to improve the quality of these
relationships and by this, to enrich (or civilise) polygyny at the same time” (1999:
351). Notermans pleads for a rethinking of the subject of polygamy in women’s
studies that does not immediately condemn the practice or make women passive
victims of religion – in this case Christianity. Rather, as becomes evident in her
research, these women are “active innovators who creatively integrate Christianity
into their married lives (Ibid).
The fragmentation of the women’s movement with respect to the subject
of polygamy is related to the demarcation of secularist frameworks and religious
frameworks. The women’s movement therefore is divided. Both, at times, rely on
stereotypes of the other group, Islamist women seeing secular feminists as not
caring for cultural and religious values, of promoting and indulging in free sex,
while secular feminists consider Islamist women as oppressed, backward, and “notyet-enlightened”. According to the Indonesian academic feminist, Melani
Budianta, in the past, Islam and Muslims in Indonesia have been seen as
constituting the Other. As such, she believes that feminists cannot discount them
by ignoring them, dismiss them as being contradictory. She believes a dialogue
should be sustained in order for the women’s movement to succeed in being
diverse and plural. Seeing polygamy as the bad excess of Islam is therefore not
productive for Indonesian feminism, but a dialogue between secular and religious
feminism could prove otherwise.244
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The Ngruki network is a local branch of the Jemaah Islamiyah movement that is based at the
al-Mukmin pesantren in Solo, mid-Java. Founders of the network are Aku Bakar Ba’asyir and
Abdullah Sungkar, both accused of having been involved in the Bali bombings. The network has
been much researched for they are suspected of having transnational connection with other
militant Islamic networks, such as the al-Qaeda.
243
Ciciek Farha, ‘Poligami’, public discussion, Diskusi Bulan Purnama, tape recording, Jakarta,
17 March 2003.
244
Melani Budianta, my interview, tape recording, Jakarta, 24 April 2003.

228

Contesting Masculinity

The emergence of a pro-polygamy discourse should not be construed
merely as a radicalization or politicization of Islam. These explanations have often
been (ab)used by western rhetoric to diminish Islamic practices or to label them as
“backward” (Bulbeck 1998: 81; Kandiyoti 1992: 238; Mohanty 1991: 66).
Moreover, as coined by the feminist theorist Chandra Talpade Mohanty, seeing
polygamy as a universal mode of oppression against women is problematic, for
universalizing polygamy in this way denies “any cultural and historical specificity”
ruling out “contradictions and potentially subversive aspects” (Mohanty 1991: 66
quoted in Stanovsky 1998: 7).245 Although my analysis in this chapter is not based
on fieldwork about the practice of polygamy by Indonesian men, the outcome of
the different reactions to Wardoyo’s pro-polygamy discourse suggests that
polygamy has different meanings for men (as much as it has different meanings for
women). Even though the pro-polygamy discourse can be attributed to an
Islamized masculinist discourse, not all men will appeal or relate to it. The
question remains, nonetheless, what lies behind the masculinist discourse? What
does it say about contemporary Indonesian masculinity and how does it relate to
existing gender paradigms?

Reconfiguring Masculinity
At the time of writing this chapter important information about central figures in
this discussion on polygamy have appeared. First of all, news has surfaced that
Ade Armando, who vehemently opposed polygamy in his public correspondence
with Nunung Nurjanah in the daily Republika, has started to practice polygamy.
Second, the Islamic preacher Aa Gym, who ardently communicated that it was
better not to practice polygamy, has also publicly announced that he has married
another woman (Diani and Suwarni 2006).246 These details are significant in so far
that they strongly confirm the ways in which the contemporary polygamy
discourses in Indonesia articulates public manifestations of masculinist desires.
These prominent public figures have openly disapproved of the pro-polygamy
campaign lead by Puspo Wardoyo. Moreover, Armando has even stated that he
found the Islamic justifications of polygamy to go against his own interpretation of
Islamic texts. Noteworthy also, is that the contemporary public figures that have
245

According to the anthropologist Connie Anderson, western analyses of marriage
“overemphasize the attributes of men and disregard the contribution of bonds among females to
wives’ success” (2000: 99). For the South-African women in her study, the relationship deemed
important was not so much with the man but with female relatives of the man and the co-wives.
For an account of how this plays out see Anderson 2000.
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As soon as the news about Aa Gym’s second marriage came out, the attendance to his sermons
had dropped considerably. His decision had angered many Muslim, especially women (Suwarni
2006).
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started practicing polygamy – men like Puspo Wardoyo, Rhoma Irama, Aa Gym,
and Ade Armando – are not men that come from mainstream Islamic organizations
such as Nahdlatul Ulama or Muhammadiyah. Instead, they come from nominal
backgrounds. The masculinist discourse, consequently, should be set against this
background of “new-born” Muslims.
The preceding sections have illustrated the different discourses involved
in the contemporary polygamy debate. Through the topic of polygamy,
intersections of masculinist, conservative Islamic, liberal, and feminist discourses
crystallized. The question remains, however, as to why this debate has unfolded in
such a way and at this particular time? What explanations lie behind the
masculinist discourse on polygamy? What conditions in contemporary Indonesia
have made it possible for Wardoyo’s endeavour to become a national
phenomenon? In attending to these questions, I argue that at stake are shifting
definitions of masculinity. Two major factors have contributed to reconfiguring
hegemonic ideas of manhood in Indonesia, namely New Order Muslimness and the
loss of hegemonic masculinist power through the emergence of modern
womanhood in Indonesia.
In his much praised work Masculinities (1995), the Australian sociologist
Robert W. Connel outlined different categories of masculinities that operate within
the sphere of masculine power. Here, he proposed four categories of masculine
privilege: hegemonic, complicit, marginalized, and subordinated masculinities.
They are not to be conflated with identities or personalities, but should be
understood as gender practices through which individuals can access social
legitimacy and power. Hegemonic masculinity works as a cultural ideal that enjoys
most privileges of patriarchy. Subordinated masculinity bears the socio-cultural
brunt of their “effeminate” status in relation to complicit masculinity, which
adheres to the cultural ideal of hegemonic masculinity in everyday life. Finally,
marginalized masculinities include those masculinities that relate differentially to
the hegemonic realm through race, ethnicity, class, and socio-political status: they
do not correspond to the cultural ideal of hegemonic masculinity, but do however,
especially in relation to women, cash in differentially on the power privileges of
patriarchy.
In critiquing Connel’s concept of “hegemonic masculinity”, the Australian
theorist Demetrakis Demetriou argues that the concept reproduces a dualism of
hegemonic and non-hegemonic masculinities “as two distinct as clearly
differentiated configurations of practice” (2001: 347). Rather than seeing
hegemonic masculinity as a closed and unified totality which incorporated no
otherness” (347), the production of hegemonic masculinity should be understood
as working through a process of negotiation, translation, hybridization, and
reconfiguration (2001: 349). By employing Demetriou’s critique to the analysis of
the increasing visibility of polygamous men in the Indonesian public discourse, we
could argue that these representations could be a way of negotiating or
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reconfiguring masculinity in post-authoritarian times, which in turn reproduces
new realms of masculine power next to the earlier hegemonic masculinities of New
Order gender ideology. This negotiation or reconfiguration occurs with and not
against cultural ideals.
When we look at hegemonic masculinity or at the prevalent notion of
manhood during the Old or the New Order, there are three different interrelating
factors that contribute to shaping it: first a notion of “fatherism” (bapakism),
second the strong dominance of Javanese-centric ethnicity, and third a loyalty to
the nation. Fatherism, as Suryakusuma explains in her work, adheres to paternal,
feudal, and authoritative qualities of Indonesian manhood in their relationships
with other men, with women, and with children (1987, 1996: 95, 102). Javanism is
central to shaping this fatherism. The centrality of Javanese-centric ideas, beliefs,
and philosophies in Indonesian nation-building has been illuminated by
Anderson’s study into the workings of power in Javanese culture and how this
contributes to mechanisms in Indonesian politics (1990, chapter one). Here, the
association of Javeneseness and masculinity played an important role in affirming
and obtaining status or spiritual power. Finally, the mechanisms of masculinity in
the workings of nationalism worked constitutively since the beginning of
nationalism’s struggle against colonialism. It was not Islam, nor culture, race, or
ethnicity that fought the Dutch, but the “modern” sense of nationhood, which was
partly influenced by ideas of nationalism from the West. It is therefore not an
“Islamic masculinity” that formed and shaped a hegemonic masculinity, but
Javanese fatherism and “Indonesianness”.
As the anthropologist Richard Howard has argued: “A rich and powerful
man may exude a kind of sexual power and virility and may have sexual
relationships with many women, but his identity as a ‘normal male’ is only
achieved within the structure of the family unit” (1996: 253). Thus, within the
national framework, the ideal man was primarily defined through frameworks of
marriage and family, for instance by remaining monogamous and by being a
responsible breadwinner for the family (Heider 1991; Howard 1996). Moreover,
according to the anthropologist Tom Boellstorff, the New Order in particular
conveyed a strong heteronormative ideology, which played an important role in
imagining the nation and modern citizen-family (2004: 470). Considering the
stringent measures that the New Order administration took to prohibit polygamy,
the ideology extended to a monogamous heteronormative ideology. Accordingly,
in Suharto’s modern, developmentalist, and national project, a monogamous
marriage and a nuclear family of preferably two children were desired (which
much resembled western constructions of family, heteronormativity, and
masculinity).
In sum, when engaging these constructions of masculinity in the
Indonesian past with Connel’s differentiations of masculinity, we could identify
New Order hegemonic masculinity as being influenced by Javanese fatherism,
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nationalism, and monogamous heteronormativity. “Islamic masculinity”, although
present, was not part of the dominant construction of manhood and can therefore
be identified as being marginalized.
But with socio-political and religious changes becoming visible in late
New Order and expanding in post Suharto times, notions of masculinity are
shifting, and evidently challenging hegemonic positions. The pro-polygamy and
masculinist discourse of Puspo Wardoyo needs to be set against this background,
in which the dominant Indonesian idea of manhood seems to be in a crisis for it
competes with alternative definitions that are getting stronger and receiving more
legitimacy. Two broad historical developments of the past few decades have
contributed to changing Indonesian hegemonic masculinity, namely Islamization
and women’s emancipation.
Magazines, television, and radio talk shows cashed in on the Puspo
Wardoyo events. This is similar to the commodification of Islamic events,
practices, and music, which contributed to forming a Muslim middle class
(Hasbullah 2000). The public performance of polygamy and masculinity, thus,
should be set against the popularization of middle class Muslimness in the public
sphere, including the popular culture and entertainment business. This
phenomenon – as we know from other studies – is not limited to Indonesia.
Correspondingly, in Egypt, the soap opera Hagg Metwalli’s Family, a television
comedy depicting the life of a man who has three wives and is considering a
fourth, drew large audiences and initiated a fierce debate on the practice of
polygamy. Despite clear oppositions to the soap, arguing that it glamorized and
promoted the practice of polygamy, the Ramadan series was a number one hit.
Ironically, this is also true for the new American HBO drama Big Love featuring a
polygamous Mormon household and their every day struggles. The topic of
religion, polygamy, and family – both Islamic as Christian – appear to have
become entertaining and marketable topics.247 The explicit link of Muslim
polygamy with economic entrepreneurship, however, is novel, and has not – to my
knowledge – been observed somewhere else.248
The way in which Puspo Wardoyo packaged messages in his books, in the
event of the Polygamy Award, the talk shows on television, and his extensive
website – exposes an urban, middle class, and elitist habitus. These representations
and discourses on polygamy apply mostly to people in the urban centers. Global
and transnational flows of information, images and knowledge that reside in
metropolitan centers distinguish the production of urban bodies from rural bodies.
Moreover the rhetoric and polemic surrounding the debates on polygamy are
247

Many thanks to Nadia Fadil who drew my attention to this Egyptian soap opera.
In terms of linking entrepreneurship and Islamic practice, the phenomenon of Puspo Wardoyo
can be compared to the phenomenon of the popular Islamic preacher Aa Gym, who makes clever
use of new media technologies and knowledge of business for his proselytizing (dakwah)
activities (Watson 2005b: 775). See Watson 2005b for an extensive and valuable analysis.
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consumed and “monopolized” by urban Muslims (intellectuals, students, and
feminists) who are mostly based in the larger cities primarily on Java. As a result,
these representations make visible a pro-polygamy discourse that is attached to
urban consumerism and urban Islamic identity.
While images of women rather than men have been deployed to denote
the transition from tradition to modernity (Brenner 1999), it is now images of
polygamous men that contribute to new definitions of modern manhood. The idea
of a middle class “Muslimness” prompts a modern Muslim femininity as well as a
modern Muslim masculinity to become publicly visible. Increasingly men are
defining themselves as Muslim men, at times conveying the idea that masculinity
is linked to an Islamic identity. While the visibility of the veil is changing
hegemonic perceptions of Indonesian femininity, the commodification of
polygamy is changing the perception of Indonesian hegemonic masculinity.249
Wardoyo’s discourse should be set against this background but rather than
exemplifying a new articulation of Muslim or Islamic masculinity, the masculinist
pro-polygamy discourse suggests something else. Wardoyo’s pro-polygamy
discourse seems to affirm the new middle class presentation of Muslimness for he
claims a manifestation of masculinity within a framework of Islamic symbols. He
quotes from the Qur’an and cites hadith texts to justify and ground his perspective.
However, Wardoyo’s masculinist pro-polygamy discourse is more
masculine than it is Muslim or Islamic. Although he does use Islamic symbols and
theological reasoning to justify his practices, some of his statements go against
prevalent (even conservative) Islamic interpretations on polygamy. He dismisses
for instance the thought that a man needs to have legitimate reasons to re-marry or
that he has to ask for the wife’s permission. Wardoyo’s argument that polygamy is
an Islamic right and duty for all Muslim men closes off dialogue or interpretation.
This rhetoric does not engage with theological inquiries. It affirms masculinity, not
Islamic masculinity as such. Instead, Wardoyo’s masculinity pertains to a
(Javanist) New Order masculinity – disguised in Islamic clothes. His presence
249

Wardoyo is not the only one who conveys public Muslimness with public masculinity. In
recent decades, a new generation of young Islamic preachers have taken public precedence.
Among them is Aa Gym, the “hip” and popular young preachers (ustad) Jeffry Al-Buchori (also
known as Uje) and Arifin Illham. All three have in common that they have not enjoyed a classic
Islamic upbringing (mostly associated with a madrasah schooling also known as pesantren).
Some of them have “re-born” narratives, such as Jeffry Al-Buchori, who before becoming an
Islamic preacher was an actor in Indonesian soaps and films. After a downhill career in which he
eventually resorted to drugs and gambling he converted to becoming a pious Muslim and started
to work for God rather than for money and fame. Much of the new, young, and “hip” male
Muslim narratives adhere to these “re-born” narratives comparable to narratives of reborn
Christians in the United States. In the public sphere, these new Islamic-identified men are
producing new constructions of manhood. With respect to polygamy, they all are (still)
monogamous, but share the conviction that polygamy is a legitimate Islamic practice (Bakri,
Sawariyanto, and Yuniardi 2005; Watson 2005b: 779).
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betrays a longing for a masculine affirmation comparable to Rhoma Irama’s case
described in chapter four. Here, acting out polygamous behavior or acting out
masculinity, suggests the need for disempowered men to assert a masculine sexual
potency against changing masculinities in the post authoritarian period.
Literature on gender relations in the New Order has explicated (Brenner
1999, Hatley 1999, Sen 1998) that New Order’s ideology concerning women was
contradictory. While promoting women to become modern career women, the
ideology also warned these same women not to go “too far”. Women in the long
run should not forget their offspring or should not take away men’s jobs. As
Brenner’s analysis of New Order women’s magazines inform us, the message
conveyed is not so much that women should not work, but rather that they should
not prioritize their careers over family and marriage. When they do give priority to
their careers, they could become a threat to men, run the risk of emasculating men,
and driving them “into the arms of other women in order to rescue his manhood”
(Brenner 1999: 28). The new masculinist discourse seems to affirm this latter
belief. Especially in light of the recent economic crisis, in which men became
increasingly unemployed, the rapid development of women in the workforce
certainly implied at times a threat to men who have lost confidence in finding a
job.
Marshall Clark, whose work focuses on men and masculinities in
contemporary Indonesian cinema, pointed out that Indonesian masculinity is
undergoing a period of uncertainty (2004: 131). Through his reading of the film
Kuldesak he argues that the Indonesian male is torn between outdated and
archetypal images of the man (such as illustrated in Javanese mythology) and new,
alternative, images of the man that are more ambiguous and hybrid. Clark further
indicates: “With the fall of Suharto, and the disappointment of leaders such as Gus
Dur and Megawati, it appears that the days of a unifying, all conquering, male hero
à la Sukarno – who often likened himself to the heroic Bima or Gatotkaca of the
Wayang – are long gone” (Ibid.). Indeed, I would add that the figure of
Abdurrachman Wahid, as a handicapped, “half-blind”, and unpredictable figure is
far removed from the strong and virile masculine icon embodied by the figure of
Sukarno.
Although Clark optimistically indicates that the opening up of democratic
spaces in Indonesia will contribute to a less conservative patriarchal stereotype of
masculinity, I am – in light of the new pro-polygamy discourse – more reluctant in
asserting this optimism. The pro-polygamy discourse does suggest a crisis of
hegemonic masculinity. However, it does not seek less patriarchal or less
conservative definitions of Indonesian manhood. Instead, discourses of
hypermasculinity and (Javanese) paternalism are reaffirmed – albeit enveloped in
an Islamic framework. As demonstrated by progressive Muslim and feminist
counter-discourses, this new masculinist discourse has not been left unchallenged.
Future developments will indicate how this new masculinist discourse and the
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progressive counter-narratives will play a role in the reconfiguration of national,
religious, gender, and class identities.

Conclusion
Alongside the new visibilities of polygamy-endorsing images and narratives, men
and women have also started to talk about polygamy in a critical way. As many
have indicated, polygamy was a very sensitive issue. It was considered taboo to
talk openly about the practice especially if you were a woman involved in a
polygamous marriage. Gradually, this taboo is lifting, replacing silences with
openness. Public events, such as seminars and lectures were held to discuss the
matter overtly, a comical play entitled Can’t Wait to Marry Again (Kebelet Kawin
Lagi) was performed in August 2003, initiated by the Indonesian Women’s
Coalition in Yogyakarta, and a film called Sharing a Husband (Berbagi Suami)
directed by Nia Dinata came out in 2006, which depicted the narrative of three of
polygamous families from different segments of society.
The pro-polygamy discourse of Puspo Wardoyo contributed to reaffirming
an Indonesian hegemonic masculinity that had felt threatened by changes in
society. These masculinist representations worked through modes of
commodification, linking Islamic symbols with masculinity and modern consumer
culture. Especially in the mediatized public spaces of urban centers, these
representations combined male sexual potency with a new image of the modern
Muslim man. The re-affirmation of Javanese masculinity through the masculinist
pro-polygamy discourse signals a crisis of hegemonic masculinity rather than a
manifestation of an Islamic masculinity. The debate on polygamy, thus, did not
signal religious reflection per se, but suggested a heightened concern with male
desire, masculine status, and paternal masculinity.
Besides representing a shift in Indonesian masculinity, the figure of Puspo
Wardoyo became a popular reference in debating the place of polygamy in
Indonesian society today. A more subtle theological and socio-political debate lay
underneath the hyped up controversy of Wardoyo’s pro-polygamy campaign.
These discussions amongst Islamic clerics, secular intellectuals, and
representatives from various Islamic organizations went beyond the masculinist
and consumerist rhetoric of Puspo Wardoyo’s endeavour and contributed to
bringing into focus the role of religion in public life, in politics, but foremost in the
imagination of the nation. In the midst of these discussions, feminists were very
vocal. Drawing on different paradigms they publicly opposed polygamy,
attempting to persuade men and women of the violence implicated in polygamy.
Whereas Wardoyo’s discourse attended to frameworks of the nation, feminists did
not utilize discourses on the nation. An explanation for this might be that there was
no national anti-polygamy icon or woman-symbol in contemporary Indonesia,

235

CHAPTER SIX

which had been there in the past. Instead, secular feminists depended on legal
paradigms of gender equality while Muslim feminists adhered to Islamic
frameworks of gender justice.
The debate emphasized and made visible the different positions of various
Islamic groups in society. It also signalled the ambiguous and contradictory
positions of progressive movements that earlier did not adhere to religious
principles. I have proposed to view the debate on polygamy in general, and
Wardoyo’s pro-polygamy discourse in particular, in terms of negotiating
hegemonic masculinities of the New Order; in terms of the politics of status and
class; as a response to the increasing emancipation of women; as a reaction to
global discourses of neo-liberal economies; and as a mode of thinking through
religion and nation in the new Indonesia. The crux of the chapter, therefore, was
not simply the constellation that with the emergence of political Islam in Indonesia,
polygamy is once again a desired practice. Rather it aimed to show how Indonesian
citizens are re-imagining Muslim identities in-between processes of Islamization
and democratization.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Negotiating the Citizen-Subject
Muslim politics and political Islam have often been seen as impeding
democratization processes. This dissertation argues against this claim and asserts
that in Indonesia, Muslim politics go hand in hand with principles of democracy.
More importantly, this study has demonstrated that debates on “Islam and gender”
do not only concern Muslim politics but also relate to other central issues of
politics and identity, such as new class dynamics, shifting ideas of femininity and
masculinity, the production of ethnicity, global consumerism, and political power
relations. The ways in which these issues have been contested and debated in
public discourse attend to the merits of democracy. In this concluding chapter my
aim is to reassess the outcomes of the different debates and to bring the cases
together in order to evaluate how they relate to one another. In such a way I chart
how contemporary Indonesian practices of “doing democracy” have come to a
realization.
In this study I examined four cases pertaining to Islam and gender: the
debate on female presidency, discussions on public sexualities, manifestations of
new veiling practices, and public talk on polygamy. In the analyses of these
debates, I concentrated on processes of meaning-making in gendered
representations or symbols that were important for the players in the debate. By
investigating how the different groups have asserted certain images, or emphasized
certain arguments, I have made visible underlying socio-historical, political, and
cultural structures and demonstrated how the “work” of meaning-making takes
place and what effects have come out of fixing these meanings.
My theoretical contention was to avoid analyzing the debates from a
“woman question”. The reason for this particular position lies in the understanding
that in the past, this standpoint has often been preferred in scholarship on “women
and Islam” to approach Islam as not being compatible with feminism or women’s
emancipation. This perspective, as I have argued in the introductory chapter, would
have dismissed or obscured other factors involved that would more adequately
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explain the intensity and sensitivity of the debates. Rather than solely focusing on
principles of Islam or on how Muslims desire gender relations to be organized in a
Muslim society or an Islamic state, I have been concerned with the ways in which
conceptions of gender have evolved through different dynamics of change in
Indonesian society. Accordingly, through the investigation of public events or
phenomena pertaining to Islam and gender I have sought to complicate the public
events rather than to simplify them into a problem of religion and women’s
emancipation. This theoretical and methodological perspective made it possible to
disentangle other political, social, or cultural forces involved.

Embodied Sites of Contestation
The analyses in this research have confirmed that issues of women’s emancipation
are indeed just one of the concerns that have underpinned these public
contestations. Often, something else was at stake. This is not to say that gender did
not play a role. On the contrary, gendered strategies and notions of masculinity and
femininity were continuously deployed to contest opposing views. The point is
rather, that they were not only confined to Islam or Muslim politics. For instance,
while “Islamic” arguments were employed to reject the performances by the singer
dancer Inul Daratista, it was class and gender politics that more aptly formed the
crux of the controversy. In another instance, namely the chapter on polygamy,
rather than solely focusing on the effects of polygamy on women, the crisis of New
Order (Javanese) masculinity were central to understanding the debate on the propolygamy campaign.
Central to my research project was the process of untangling these sociohistorical, political, and cultural discourses projected onto the public phenomena. I
have done this through the prism of gender. Hence, I have examined how political
processes of Islamization and democratization in Indonesia have informed
Indonesian gender relations – and vice versa – how these gender relations have in
turn informed political processes. In the case studies, three dominant discourses
have recurrently been produced throughout the different debates. These include the
Islamic discourse, the nationalist discourse, and the feminist discourse. This does
not mean that they correspond to a coherent paradigm or to a fixed set of normative
principles. My analyses have indicated that the stakes of the different groups
involved, have depended on the respective topic of debate. This is for instance the
case in chapter three. While the nationalist depiction of Megawati and deployment
of family metaphors to strengthen her appeal as nationalist leader can be regarded
as a form of conservative gender politics, the same discourse is utilized in the
debate on female presidency as a progressive discourse against conservative claims
of Islamist groups that had set out to prevent Megawati from becoming president.
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The role of media proved to be vital in the analyses of the case studies on
three different accounts: as a new “vehicle”; as an active “producer” of the debates;
and as prompting different “publics” to engage in the discussions. The first relates
to the ways in which Muslim and feminist media have mushroomed in postSuharto Indonesia. The growing quantity of print and electronic media has led to a
greater dissemination of information and a wider variety in respectively, Muslim
and feminist knowledge. Second, mainstream mass media and the politics of
representation have played a key role in intensifying, aggravating, and
exacerbating the controversiality of the concerning debates. The strong symbolic
weight of “troubling” gender definitions in public discourse appealed to mass
media and have facilitated the process of turning events into “media phenomena”
or “mediatized rituals”. This was clearly the case in covering the news about the
debate on female leadership (chapter two). Rather than reporting on internal
dynamics of a congress that was organized among other things to discuss issues
pertaining to female presidency, mainstream nationalist media reported only the
sensational conclusions containing prohibitions and admonitions on female
presidency in the form of a proposed fatwa. Finally, the different mediated
phenomena have prompted Islamist, nationalist, culturalist, activist, and feminist
“publics” to engage in public discussions on matters that pertained to how
Indonesians imagined their public worlds. In so doing, media forms have
demonstrated their dialectic relationship to the public sphere and therefore as
makers of the social.
The cases were characterized by their manifestations of body politics, in
which bodies and sexualities represented sites of ideological struggle and also of
socio-cultural and political change. In Indonesia as elsewhere, female bodies
particularly have been an issue. Although at first sight, the range of controversies
in the Indonesian public domain seem to suggest that the control of women’s
bodies is an issue of political Islam, the analyses in this dissertation have indicated
that other political forces have equally contributed to defining women’s bodies.
This agrees with the way in which female bodies have been the crux of political
contestations in general, and thus, are confined neither to Muslim politics nor to
Indonesia.
Contemporary politics of the body cannot be analyzed without taking into
consideration the influences of capitalism and global culture. The new
commodified forms of veiling described in chapter five demonstrated how forces
of globalization and consumerism play a central role in fashioning the Muslim
female body. Rather than competing with a Muslim discourse, a consumerist
discourse incorporated Muslimness and has turned modes of veiling into
commodifiable accessories of identity and/or lifestyles. Besides processes of
Islamization, therefore, intersecting forces of global consumerism have also
informed veiling discourses. Through signification processes of female veiled
bodies, these combined forces have shaped new forms of Muslim middle classes.
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In the discussions on the singer-dancer Inul Daratista (chapter four), it is
not only her body per se that is disputed, but also the way in which she “moved”
that body. Her gyrating moves have not only caused emotional responses from
Islamic groups arguing that the moves are a form of porno-action, but the charged
reactions also illuminated something about the way in which her dancing altered
practices of dangdut music-style. Therefore, the reactions appealed to ways in
which her style corresponded to a certain class culture that is not supported by the
ones who have turned dangdut into New Order style proselytizing music
(represented by the dangdut King Rhoma Irama). Gaining recognition in the public
sphere, and establishing “drilling” dance as a new form of Inul-branded dangdut
style, the Indonesian singer-dancer challenged the existing popularity of the
“Islamic” New Order form of dangdut – in particular, the masculinized version
represented by Rhoma Irama.
Chapter six has demonstrated that body politics in Indonesian public
discourse does not only concern women’s bodies but men’s as well. The propolygamy campaign, initiated by the entrepreneur Puspo Wardoyo was shaped by
ideas of hypermasculinity and as such contributed to reaffirming an Indonesian
hegemonic masculinity. These masculinist representations worked through modes
of commodification by linking Islamic symbols with masculinity and modern
consumer culture. Moreover, the pro-polygamy campaigns conveyed messages of
male sexual potency with Islamic symbols and rhetoric, thereby configuring
collaterally, new images of the modern Muslim men – although these images were
immediately and strongly challenged and rejected by many Indonesians. The
debate on polygamy, thus, did not signal religious reflection per se, but suggested a
heightened concern with male desire, masculine status, and paternal masculinity.
Rather than a manifestation of an “Islamic masculinity”, Puspo Wardoyo’s propolygamy script re-affirmed New Order hegemonic masculinity. This portrayal of
the male body and male sexuality signaled a crisis of masculinity – namely of
Javanese masculinity that had felt threatened by both the Islamic revival as well as
women’s emancipation.
Family metaphors have often been employed in constructing notions of
masculinity and femininity. Here, the figure of the “mother” (ibu) is a steady
signifier in the construction of the Indonesian woman. Especially chapter three on
Megawati is concerned with the public’s appropriation and self-appropriation of
the symbol of “mother”. As the chapter illustrated, these gendered family
metaphors, icons, or symbols, did not only construct ideas about gender roles or
shape values in gender relations, but they were also inextricably linked to
imaginations of the Indonesian nation and/or state. Megawati’s popularity had
much to do with the way in which she was regarded as being the ultimate “mother
of the nation”. This metaphor was so strong that Islamist opponents of Megawati
had a hard time in convincing people that women were not qualified to sit in the
seat of president. Megawati strongly symbolized the “embracing mother” who
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would be able to save the nation from disintegrating. But she could only represent
this in her capacity as the daughter of the former first president of Indonesia,
Sukarno – whose popular legacy she inherited.
Muslim groups have also relied on ideas of the family in reinforcing their
positions in the debates. As the debate on the pornography bill showed, Islamist
groups in particular have conveyed the message that pornography and so-called
“porno-action” is detrimental to women, children, the family, and the nation. Their
appeal to “protect our women and children” found audience in the newly formed
Muslim middle classes who had regarded the influx of pornographic material into
Indonesia since the fall of Suharto as a threat to the already disintegrating middle
class family. This relates back to dominant narratives in the 1990s. With respect to
women, it related to the narrative in which women had started to forget their roles
as mothers by “emancipating” and working “too much” outside of the home
(regarded as a western influence). In reference to children, this related to the
narrative that drugs, (western) consumerist values, and illicit sex, corrupted the
morale of middle class children and youth. The debate on the pornography bill
should be set against this background, in which people feared the increasing
demoralization of a people and of a nation by foreign and non-Muslim influences.
Feminism too employed ideas of family – primarily to the powerful
notion of ibu (mother). As a form of “strategic essentialism” women’s groups have
appealed to ideas of motherhood to support and strengthen their positions in certain
debates. This first manifested itself right before the fall of Suharto, when
“mothers” protested on the streets – in a time when only a few people dared to
protest publicly – against the inflated prices of milk. But throughout other protests
and debates as well, women’s groups, both Muslim and non-Muslim, had appealed
to instrumentalizing “mother” in order to give weight to their (feminist)
perspective. This strategy was brought into action primarily to circumvent criticism
by groups who have regarded appeals to “feminism” or “emancipation” as being
imported and western.
The embodied contestations in Indonesian public discourse have made
visible certain tensions surrounding existing gender relations and gender roles in
Indonesian society. The mixed messages from opposing gender constructions such
as “housewife” and “career woman” should be taken into account when trying to
understand why so many Muslim women have opted for a pious life and a public
and politicized form of Islamism in which gender roles are more clearly and
unambiguously defined. The discontent with existing gender models should also be
seen as informing women’s reasons to start donning the veil against cultural
traditions to which they were accustomed. In a different manner, this also applied
to the figure of Inul Daratista, which represented a challenge to these gender
models. By successfully making a career and – in the end – by scrupulously not
giving in to pressures from conservative Muslim groups and the Rhoma Irama
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camp, she contributed to challenging the dominant middle class construction of
womanhood.
The issue of sexuality and sexual morale popped up vividly in discussions
on the female body. In chapter four, talk on morality was coupled with talk on
sexuality and characterized the highly controversial debate between Islamists,
culturalist, and feminists on the different readings of “sexual” or “moral” bodies.
According to the respective players in the debate, women’s bodies were to be
defined by Islamist, culturalist, or feminist paradigms. They all adhered to different
principles. Whereas Islamist paradigms regarded women’s bodies as belonging to
private domains, and therefore expected women’s bodies to be covered, culturalist
paradigms anticipated women’s bodies to represent culture and tradition. Feminist
paradigms, in turn, have employed individualist approaches to the body and expect
of women to have individual and autonomous choices over their own bodies.
Hence, at stake in this debate were ways in which sexuality and morality were to
be conceptualized in an Islamizing and democratizing Indonesia.
Sexuality also played an essential role in constructions of masculinity.
Male sexuality was problematized in the figure of Puspo Wardoyo in the
phenomenon of a pro-polygamy campaign (chapter six). Here, comparable to
issues discussed in chapter four, culturalist and Islamic discourses played an
important role in the production of sexuality. However, in contrast to the debate on
the pornography bill in which Islamist discourses were set in direct opposition to
culturalist discourses, the ideas of male sexuality represented by the figure of
Puspo Wardoyo merged discourses of Islam with culturalist ideas about
masculinity. Male sexuality and potency was defined as furthering prosperity in the
individual, family and national life. In promoting polygamy, Wardoyo repeatedly
emphasized how it would help the nation. Hence, the masculinist discourse on
polygamy à la Puspo Wardoyo did not so much appeal to a general Muslim world
or politics, but was specifically addressed in nationalist terms.

Muslim Politics and Democratization
This research aimed to make a contribution to the literature concerning the
diversity of contemporary Indonesian Muslim politics as it is related to Indonesian
gender relations. The process of Islamization since the 1970s changed the Islamic
landscape and Muslim politics in Indonesia in significant ways. The Islamic revival
saw the emergence of new Islamist movements, also known as Tarbiyah or
Dakwah movements. The fall of the New Order state, which for a long time had
banned organizations linked to political Islam, meant a greater freedom for Islamist
movements, which have slowly started to claim their positions in political and
public spaces. As such, Islamist groups are becoming stronger and more visible
and these processes have contributed to an increasing religionization of Indonesian
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society. While in the past – going back to colonial times – political Islam in
Indonesia had the status of a minority, in post-authoritarian Indonesia, it is
demanding to be treated as a majority.
Feminist studies have focused on similar manifestations of political Islam
in other parts of the Muslim world and have illustrated how it has affected
women’s lives. Although concerned with the ways in which, in certain debates,
misogynist ideas and rhetoric are deployed, my intention was not to investigate
how women are affected by the resurgence of political Islam. Instead, I have
focused on different premises and conditions of the public debates. My concern
was with public and symbolic spaces, processes of Muslim democratization, and
both nationalist and feminist perspectives on the four different cases in which
Islam and gender are discussed. I have assessed how these changes have
contributed to a reconfiguration of gender relations, but also, how gender relations
have informed changes in Muslim politics and in thinking about religion and
religiosity. The manner in which Islamist women in Indonesia have appealed to
modes of public piety by donning the veil or by promoting domesticity, for
instance, attends to this dynamic. This move, however, is not only explained by
Islamization but should also be seen as a response to gender ideologies preceding
or existing alongside processes of Islamization. President Suharto’s authoritarian
regime proclaimed a gender ideology which placed women ambiguously between
tradition and modernity. While women were expected to be “modern” (read
western) and to work and pursue a career, they were also expected to uphold
“cultural values” and to not forget their maternal duties. By adhering to new gender
models in which piety and modesty are set against overt public sexuality, Islamist
women have found a way to appropriate – rather than to symbolize – a more stable
gender identity which is Muslim, pious, and modest.
The Islamist movement cannot be simply regarded as a so-called “threat”
to the moderate mainstream. Nor does it pose a “danger” to Indonesian women in
general. Although they form a strong challenge to the secularist and nationalist
discourses, the Islamist groups are proposing a re-organization of political and
public life that is different from what Indonesians had been accustomed. Although
understandably, this engenders anxiety, it does not mean that Islamist groups
threaten the social fabric of Indonesian society. As the debate on the pornography
bill illustrates, culturalists, feminists, and progressive Muslims have contested the
draft law and have had some success in reaching a form of dialogue with Islamist
parties so as to come to a shared understanding of how to regulate pornography.
This could not have taken place if all parties involved were not open to rethinking
their own standpoints in anticipation of a consensus. In doing so, although there are
incommensurable views between Islamists, nationalists, and feminists, attempts are
made to see how in everyday political practice some of these views can be
negotiated to come to a better result for all players involved.
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Again, this does not mean that there are no ultra-conservative or more
hard-line tendencies within Islamism that defy the democratic ways in which
Muslim politics have operated in Indonesia. Moreover, these groups have a
reputation of wanting to control and regulate women’s bodies. As explained in
chapter two, they consist of two different groups, namely the neo-Salafy groups
and ultra-conservative groups also known as regimist Islam. Often, Islamic protests
against certain phenomena or events (such as the phenomenon of Inul or the debate
on female presidency) were initiated by these groups. Moreover, groups such as the
Indonesian Mujahidin Council (Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia or MMI), the Islamic
Defense Front (Front Pembela Islam or FPI), or the Betawi Brotherhood Forum
(Forum Betawi Rempug or FBR) are spreading moral panic and contributing to
creating social and political tensions in greater society by their loud, aggressive,
and violent positions in the debates. Their violent actions, however, have received
little sympathy and as such, although high in profile, remain politically marginal.
Regimist Islam, however, has more political influence. Their impact remains to be
seen.
In general, therefore, a “tandem practice” of Islamization and
democratization is taking place in post-authoritarian Indonesia. In many ways, the
debates analyzed in this dissertation have marked the beginning of allowing the
politicization of religion in public life to prosper. As such, it also marked a new
situation which is slowly breaking with Suharto’s “SARA-politics”, a form of
politicking which disposed of all political and public discussion concerning
ethnicity, race, and religion. Democracy in Indonesia brought along a new liberty
in expressing religious values and sentiments. In this climate, Muslims had more
opportunities to join political debates without being confined to the nationalist
pancasila paradigm. In addition, the visibility of Muslimness in public spaces and
mass media had much to do with the making of a Muslim middle class. This is
especially illustrated in the consumerist discourse on veiling. Through new and
fashionable forms of veiling, and images of affluent Muslim families in glossy
magazines, Muslim discourses have succeeded in signifying new constructions of
the modern Muslim middle class.
As argued throughout the chapters, Muslim discourse in general and
Islamist rhetoric in particular, are modern articulations of religious, political, and
social identities. This is also true for the ways in which these discourses depict
sexuality and gender relations. In chapter five for instance, images of the Muslim
family in glossy magazines adhere to nuclear heterosexual and monogamous
families. In these magazines, the idea of romantic love between a man and a
woman is preferred over arranged or polygamous marriages. The position that
Islamists have taken in the debate on the pornography bill, moreover, suggests a
heteronormativity that is modern in essence. As explicated, this modern
heteronormativity is not confined to Muslim societies alone, but is evident in most
modern societies.
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Theological reasoning was an important part to the debated issues of Islam
and gender. Modernists, traditionalists, and Islamists have equally contributed to
deploying verses from the Qur’an or the hadith into public domains such as mass
media to support their positions in the respective debates. This was particularly the
case in debating female leadership as well as in debating polygamy. Rather than
focusing on the theological debate per se, I have examined how theological
interpretations have been articulated, contested, and re-conceptualized by
authoritative figures in Indonesian society. In both of the case studies, it was
apparent how the relevant Qur’anic verses were contested and that there were
different explanatory factors in theological reasoning available to argue otherwise.
It also became evident that within the factions, theological standpoints differed.
Traditionalists for instance were divided between conservative and more
progressive understandings of the verses articulating polygamy in Islam. This not
only created tension within the party but it also helped to de-essentialize and
deconstruct literalist understandings of the Qu’ran and or its traditions.
The imagining of the future nation-state was an important element
informing most of the perspectives in the debates. The chapters in this study
underscored how the pancasila discourse remained a powerful factor in these
imaginings. This not only concerned the continued popularity of political parties
based on this nationalist principle, but in particular, the ways in which the
pancasila discourse had been reworked to articulate and symbolize new concerns.
The appropriation of pancasila in the debate on the pornography bill, for instance,
signaled a paradigm shift for this discourse. Whereas it informed anti-colonialism
during Sukarno, and symbolized Asian developmentalism during Suharto, it had in
the pornography debate attended to principles of pluralism and multiculturalism.
These paradigmatic shifts signify the plasticity of the pancasila concept. Not only
are their different appropriations over time, diverse publics emphasize particular
parts of pancasila: whereas Muslim publics emphasize the principle that there is
only one God, secular publics emphasize the pluralist side of the nationalist
ideology.
But the role of Islam as distinct from pancasila has become more and
more important in the imagination of the nation. Whereas religious discourses
adopted signs and symbols of the nation into their imaginings of a Muslim society,
in turn, nationalists have increasingly appealed to Islamic signs and symbols.
Hence, the different groups involved have aimed to convince Indonesians of their
political quest, by adopting ideas and rhetoric from eachother. This indicates two
changing developments, namely that ideas of nationalism are still crucial in
contemporary Indonesian political discourse and also that Islam and Islamic
perspectives are more and more expected to play a role in these same discourses.
The discussion evolving around Megawati Sukarnoputri illustrates these
developments. In her capacity of being the ultimate icon of nationalism through her
embodiment as the daughter of the nationalist hero Sukarno, she could tap in to

247

CHAPTER SEVEN

nationalist sentiments still strong in present-day Indonesia. However, public
criticism came from various Islamic groups, arguing that according to Islam she –
as a woman – could not become president, or more generally, that she failed to
represent a Muslim country because she was not “Muslim” enough. As a result,
Megawati and the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle were politically
pressed into Islamizing their appearance as to give more weight to Islam in their
political campaigns. This Islamic alteration was evident in the way Megawati was
represented in the election material preceding the 2004 presidential elections. By
wearing the Indonesian traditional veil, the kerudung she could make an appeal to
Muslimness. We saw similar actions in Islamic discourses. This was true for the
debate on the pornography bill. When culturalists claimed that the bill was “unIndonesian” because it did not respect other Indonesian traditions or cultures that
did not adhere to Islamic codes of dress and conduct, Islamic groups started to
appropriate nationalist rhetoric to counter the claims.

Feminist (Re-) Locations
The landscape of feminism has changed greatly in the post-Suharto period. While
women’s organizations grew rapidly and smaller activist groups emerged, various
gender-related issues in Indonesia were increasingly becoming public concerns.
The name-change of calling women “perempuan” rather than the New Order
connotated “wanita” signified a symbolic shift from a depolitized state-regulated
ideology of womanhood to a new concept open to different meanings and
renegotiations. In this political climate, women’s groups and gender based nongovernmental organizations could more freely voice their criticism of state policies
or address important gender issues that were of a political nature. In the
authoritarian past, these forms of criticisms would not have been possible.
Feminist discourses were present in all the “Islam and gender” debates
and in their own way have thus also contributed to re-defining gender relations.
From the previous chapters it becomes clear how a new range of women’s groups
and feminist alignments have formed in the past decades. It is not surprising, then,
that many of the cultural and religious backgrounds represented in society, are also
represented in the different women’s groups formed after the fall of Suharto. As
illustrated in chapter two and expanded upon in the subsequent chapters, women’s
groups were represented by secular, liberal, socialist, Muslim, and Islamist
feminists or “gender activists”. Although some interests overlapped, each “stream”
was either concerned with its own agenda or with similar issues but through the
employment of different strategies.
There have also been clearly opposing views from women on matters
pertaining to Islam and gender. Islamist women – although often using the same
rhetoric of gender equality – have represented entirely different perspectives on
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women’s rights and women’s bodies. This was most clearly illustrated in the
debate on pornography and polygamy. In these instances Islamist and conservative
women’s factions diametrically opposed dominant secular feminist and liberal
Muslim streams. The perspective of Islamist women in this debate – although
equally appealing to frameworks of gender justice – overlapped with Islamist
paradigms rather than with mainstream feminist paradigms. It is through these
interlocking debates on bodies and sexualities that incommensurable principles
between Islamism and liberalism become visible.
Many secular feminist discourses appealed to transnational feminist
paradigms. As such they were dependent foremost on international agreements
such the CEDAW. Often accompanying this global “rights” discourse, was the
appeal to national laws or the Indonesian constitution (pancasila). The latter
allowed gender activists to create alliances with other groups and movements.
Adhering to nationalist or culturalist framework enabled them for example, to
redirect the debate on pornography to the actual controversial part related to
“porno-action”. Indonesian secular feminists joined hands with Muslim feminists
and representative groups of different regions and cultures to counter the
conservative Islamist discourse that aimed to curb women’s conduct and cultural
expression under this rubric of porno-action. Drawing an alliance with culturalists,
the vast counter-discourse gained considerable media attention and exposure.
Moreover, these counter-discourses enabled delay in passing the draft, enhanced
political negotiation, and pushed politicians to review the pornography bill
critically
The “rights” discourse was equally dominant within the secular feminist
discourse against polygamy. This feminist discourse framed polygamy as a form of
violence against women, which was not only highly controversial, but also
prevented a productive dialogue and alliance with other women’s or Muslim
groups. Muslim feminists received more exposure and sympathy in the way they
criticized the pro-polygamy campaigns of Puspo Wardoyo. This had much to do
with the strategy that Muslim feminists deployed which concerned the theological
re-interpretation of the verses in the Qur’an, the hadith, and the fiqh. These verses
were often interpreted as allowing the practice of polygamy for Muslim men.
Reinterpretations from liberal Muslim feminists concerned two important
questionable claims, namely whether polygamy was sunnah, following the life of
the prophet Muhammad, and whether it was “just” as the Qur’an gave as a
condition. Deliberations on these verses, especially represented by the Muslim
feminist Siti Musdah Mulia, articulated the ways in which the prophet had always
practiced polygamy until Khadija died. Then he married older widows whose men
died during the war. The second interpretation concerned the social reality that one
could never be “just” when marrying more women – for it can never be the case
that every woman receives as much as the other. In short, it was argued that the
verse should be evaluated within the context that it was written. In interpreting
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Islamic verses, Muslim feminists relied on the help of male Islamic clerics.
Progressive local scholars (kiai), hence, have contributed to a great part of the
progressive Muslim feminist discourse.
Women from the older generation organized in the traditionalist Muslimat
and the modernist Muhammadiyah often disagreed with the way in which the
younger women were fighting against polygamy. Although most of them –
especially in the modernist Aisyiyah – also opposed the practice, they would not
have contested holy verses nor have rallied in public against polygamy. This
“younger generation” of Muslim women was represented by the Fatayat and the
Naisyatul Aisyiyah. In the past decade they have become more visible and have
relied less on their “mother” organization. They had been active in organizing
seminars, public meetings, and conferences on issues pertaining to Islam and
gender – but also on issues of pluralism, liberalism, and secularism – issues that
were regarded as off-limits by conservative factions of their home organizations.
To sum up, the discussion on female leadership or polygamy illustrated the
necessity of a local feminist perspective on Islam and Islamic texts. And in contrast
to the secular feminist discourse, Muslim feminists and the young women’s
factions of the mainstream Muslim organizations have catered to these Islamic
frameworks.
The “politics of presence” is discussed in chapter three, appealing to the
ways in which women were demanding political visibility – both in formal politics
as in politics outside of the formal arena. Here, women activists worked toward the
realization of an affirmative action measure to increase the participation of women
in politics. However, they met with much criticism which strongly related to the
stigmas attached to political women. These stigmas were connected to collective
memories of Gerwani, the women’s movement which was aligned with the
Indonesian communist party (PKI). In these cultural environs, politically active
women were seen as overtly sexualized, subversive, and treacherous. These ideas
are still alive today and in becoming “political” women have had to fight against
these cultural stereotypes.
Unlike the women above, Islamist women in their political activities have
experienced less harassment attached to these stereotypes. However, they have had
to cope with other stigmas strongly connected to their Islamic appearances. In the
past, the sight of veiled women, particularly the manner in which Islamist women
wore their Islamic attire, was still very much attached to ideas of backwardness,
anti-modernity, and fundamentalism. Women from the Prosperous Justice Party
(PKS), for example, have had to deal with this prejudice and anxieties that have
projected fear onto Muslim women’s outward appearances. Gradually, nonetheless,
throughout the past decade, images of Islamist women have started to slowly
become more accepted. In the new democratic spaces, these Islamist women also
alluded to a “politics of presence” by collectively occupying and claiming the
public sphere. Through their veiled bodies, these Islamist women communicate to
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the outside world, not only that they are more fervent in their religiosity compared
to those who confine religion to the private sphere (Göle 2003: 816), but also, that
they are proud of being Muslim, thereby conveying the modern idea that “Islam is
beautiful”. Such a politics of identity proved instrumental in the struggle for active
citizenship.
In sum, although still given a marginal space in the public sphere, feminist
or women’s groups working toward gender equality have succeeded in obtaining a
considerable amount of media exposure and public attention. Although it did not
always prove possible or desirable, consolidation of alliances were – more often
that not – central to the actions and efforts of the different activist groups. Along
with Muslim, Islamist, nationalist, and secularist discourses, they have equally
contributed to processes of democratization in post-authoritarian Indonesia.

Refashioning Indonesian Citizenship
Public participation by Indonesians in designing the organization of Indonesian
society is inextricably linked to questions of how Indonesians imagine themselves
as citizens in a changing nation-state. This is a new democratic practice, because if
we consider the only genuine democracy to have been between 1950 and 1957, it
was for Indonesians the first time in 40 years that they could fully participate as
citizens in contemplation of the country’s future.
It was also the first time that Islamic parties – without adhering to the
pancasila as their sole ideological basis, were free to participate in national
elections. The results of the 1999 elections, however, has indicated that pancasila
based parties are still preferred over parties based on political Islam. The 2004
elections have also confirmed this trend. Although the Prosperous Justice Party has
relished an incredible increase of voters in the last elections, the percentage of
pancasila based parties amounted to 68.8 percent while Islamist based parties
reached 20.5 percent (Liddle 2004: 121). Also, it was not an implementation of
Islamic law that led so many Indonesians to vote for the Prosperous Justice Party,
but their appeal to “clean governance” – referring to the end of corruption,
collusion, and nepotism in Indonesian politics. The other Islamist based parties did
not improve their position compared to the 1999 elections (Ibid).
These changes in politics reflect a broader wish of the population, not so
much in the “shari’a-ization” (McGibbon 2006) of their country, but to a more
Muslim society. As shown in my analysis, this desire is reflected in new
manifestations of Muslimness on different levels of civil society, on the emergence
of public Muslim intellectuals, Muslim media, the dissemination of new Islamic
knowledge, Muslim attire and veiling, but also in the eruptions of controversial
debates on Islam and gender. In agreement with Robert Hefner (2000) in relation to
Islam and Indonesia, and José Casanova (1994) with regards to other religions
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elsewhere, the case studies in this study have attested to the emergence of religion
in the Indonesian post-Suharto public sphere and it has materialized as being
compatible with democracy and political ideas of civil society. Moreover, it also
illustrates that the contestations in the public sphere are broader defined than being
in opposition to formal structures of governance. Rather, informal formations
related for instance to social movements, music, popular culture, and informal
Muslim- and women’s groups, have appeared very active and contributing to the
“civic cultures” (Dahlgren 2005) of society at large.
But my analysis has also demonstrated the ways in which democratic
developments and the Islamic revival have shifted religious and political paradigms
pertaining to how Indonesians position themselves in relation to class, ethnicity,
culture, and gender that are crucial sites of Self in reconfiguring the citizen-subject.
Hence, the contestations evolving around “Islam and gender” debates have made
visible issues of diversity and pluralism. But as these debates have also
demonstrated, and as John Bowen has equally stressed, pluralism in Indonesia (or
elsewhere) should not be approached as being represented by clearly demarcated
groups: “there is no reason a priori to pose the questions of pluralism of cultural or
religious values and practices in terms of group differences” (2003: 266). Rather,
the debates in the previous chapters have shown that people have not aligned
themselves only with one social group or affiliation – let alone defined themselves
in accordance to one identity. Instead, subjects informing public discourses can at
one point rely on their Islamist affiliation while at the other defend their gendered
or class positions.
As Hefner has argued throughout his work on civil Islam in Indonesia
(2000), Indonesian Islam is foremost an Islam that strives for a “moderate Islam”
defined in this case as a strong commitment to tolerance and pluralism. This does
not mean that this moderate Islam is not being challenged. As militant actions
and/or rhetoric of groups such as the Indonesian Mujahidin Council (MMI), the
Hizbut Tahrir, the Islamic Defense Front (FPI), or the Betawi Brotherhood Forum
(FBR) have demonstrated throughout the respective debates, values such as
tolerance and pluralism are being seriously disputed by these militant and ultraconservative groups. Although not as violent, strong opposition to pluralism via the
debates on Islam and gender was also evident in some factions of the mainstream
organizations and in the government-sanctioned Council of Indonesian Ulamas.
Hence, tolerance and pluralism cannot be seen as fixed values that are anchored in
the mainstream organizations, they are continuously disputed and need, as Hefner
indicates, “to be fought for” (2003: 22).
Drawing from the cases in this study, the secularization thesis, as
described in the introductory chapter, which is still dominantly employed in the
social sciences, is seriously challenged by the empirical situation in Indonesia. The
dynamic and active civil participation of Muslim mass-based organizations such as
Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama demonstrate that the public sphere is not a
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secular sphere separated from religious norms or institutions. The public visibility
and recognition of the Islamist based Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) also indicates
that political, public, and religious spaces are merging and becoming more
intertwined. Finally, the religionization of the public sphere also points toward the
increase of religious practices as illustrated by increase of mosques, prayer
gatherings, Islamic teachings and membership of religious institutions and
organizations. All these developments affirm Casanova’s (1994) thesis that the
modern world experiences an overall deprivatization of religion.
What is more, Indonesian citizenship has been greatly influenced by
globalization and global consumerism. As evident in the chapters on veiling and
polygamy, discourses of consumerism have helped to define the Muslim middle
class citizen. In both respects, besides indicating a religionization of the public
sphere, the normalization of the veil and the promotion of polygamy within a
consumerist discourse have affirmed New Order characteristics of global capital
through a perpetuation of its modernist and consumerist ideology. It is especially in
urban public spaces that these processes have become visible and have started to
play an important role in imagining the Indonesian nation-state. Through images of
the modern Muslim woman, the modern Muslim man, and the modern Muslim
nuclear family, private concerns become public concerns and underwrite the
project of creating modern Indonesian citizens. Hence, both global forces such as
consumerism, and local or national forces such as the affirmation of New Order
sentiments, were significant elements in fashioning the new Indonesian Self.
As John Bowen so rightly commented, “comparing religious histories
allows us to study specific ideas, practices, and strategies in a way that avoids two
common reductionisms: the normative essentialism that reduces religious
phenomena to the elements that fit the Great Tradition and the ethnographic
particularism that reduces them to the elements that fit the local cultural logic”
(1997:177). In my analyses of the case studies, I have drawn extensively from
scholarship in other parts of the Muslim and non-Muslim world. In doing so, it is
important to note, that many of the developments in Indonesian Muslim politics
have corresponded to situations elsewhere. Some of the mechanisms and structures
informing the debates were not, therefore, solely attributed to the Indonesian
context, but have informed similar debates in other parts of the world.
Nevertheless, the particularities within each debate do have distinct references to
the Indonesian context and history. The manifest and underpinning forces of class,
gender, nationalism, and ethnicity, have explained internal dynamics of change
within the post-colonial Indonesian nation-state. It is this balance of global, local,
and national discourses that my study intended to identify in order to compare with
other scholarly research what differences and similarities the Indonesian case has
produced.
This project was designed to contribute to three different arenas in
academic scholarship. First, it aimed to contribute empirically to the literature
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concerning Muslim politics and democratization in post-Suharto Indonesia.
Second, the project also anticipated an empirical contribution to the scholarship on
contemporary gender and sexual politics in Indonesia. And third, it aspired to
contribute theoretically to the argument that it is analytically more productive and
relevant to study public debates of “Islam and gender” as debates of modern
“publics” – of embodied contestations in which cultural, social, and ideological
forces struggle for meaning. Hence, rather than approaching “Islam and gender”
from the “woman question”, or as a sole academic endeavor of feminist research, I
have asserted that these debates and contestations need to be analyzed as public
phenomena in the complex context of a modern, mediatized, and globalized world.
The outcomes of my research suggest that the public phenomena
examined in this dissertation point toward reconfigurations of the public sphere
and renegotiations of the citizen-subject in political transition. Issues of identity
and belonging appeared essential to the reconfigurations and have included the
intricate ways in which Indonesian citizenship is defined in the complex
relationship between self, civic cultures, and the state. Although the sites of
contestation were fierce, rough, frustrating, and at times aggressive, and although
the outcomes have not always been positive for all players involved, the ways in
which these sites have contributed to “doing democracy” signified an important
development in a changing political and public landscape.
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Summary
The main aim of this research project was to disentangle social, political, and
cultural complexities involved in public debates and phenomena of Islam and
gender in post-Suharto Indonesia. I focused on four different cases: the debate on
female presidency, discussions on public sexuality, positions on veiling, and the
dispute following pro-polygamy events. In the analyses of these debates, I
concentrated on processes of meaning-making evident within representations of
Muslim, nationalist, and feminist groups. By investigating how these groups have
asserted certain images or emphasized certain arguments I mapped out how the
“work” of meaning-making took place and what effects have come out of
solidifying these meanings.
Unlike dominant views in world politics today that assume the
incompatibility of Islam with liberal democracy, this research argues that in
contemporary Indonesia, Muslim politics have worked with, rather than against,
democratic principles. I have also demonstrated that debates on “Islam and gender”
do not only allude to Muslim politics, but often relate to other central issues of
politics and identity, such as new class dynamics, shifting ideas of femininity and
masculinity, the production of ethnicity, global consumerism, and political power
relations. Consequently, rather than affirming Islamic radicalization, the outcomes
of my analyses propose that the investigated public issues point toward
reconfigurations of the public sphere and renegotiations of the citizen-subject in a
period of political transition. Issues of Muslim identity and belonging have
appeared essential to these reconfigurations and have included the intricate ways in
which Indonesian citizenship is defined in the complex relationship between self,
religion, civic cultures, and the state.
The dissertation is divided into three parts. Part one, the introduction,
includes a theoretical and a contextual chapter with the aim of situating the debates
in a spatio-temporal framework. Part two consists of four chapters on the empirical
case studies. Here I discuss the different public phenomena pertaining to the
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respective debates on female presidency (chapter three), public sexuality (chapter
four), manifestations of new veiling (chapter five), and the practice of polygamy
(chapter six). Finally, part three includes the concluding chapter in which I review
and re-assess the empirical findings with the theoretical assumptions posed in the
beginning of this study.
Chapter one of this dissertation delineated the theoretical framework of
my research project. I critically assessed the literature on Islam and gender and
argued that it has often been informed by a western feminist discourse that
approaches Islam from a so-called “woman question”. This “woman question”
poses several problems. While in some cases it assumes Islam as not being
compatible with feminism or women’s emancipation, in other cases it dismisses
alternate factors involved by solely looking at the effect of religion. Moreover, by
focusing on women, the study of men and masculinity in matters of Islam and
gender are underexposed. Instead of placing central Islam or religious authority in
the analysis of gender and gender relations, I have argued that it would be more
constructive to look at the ways in which Muslim politics and issues of gender
have evolved through different dynamics of social, cultural, and political change in
Indonesian society. In such a way, rather than simplifying public matters into a
problem of religion and women’s emancipation, the investigation of Islam and
gender through a sociology of public phenomena seeks to diversify the issues in
order to come to a more adequate understanding of the concerns and convolutions
involved.
Four theoretical terrains were clarified: (1) body politics, (2) media and
representation, (3) religion and the public sphere, and (4) cultural citizenship. It is
within these four terrains that I have placed and analyzed the debates on Islam and
gender in contemporary Indonesia. While the concept of body politics allows for a
multifaceted reading of identity that includes axes of gender, class, religion,
ethnicity, race, and nationality, it also allows for a relational understanding of
identity vis-à-vis the state, religious authorities, and consumer culture. The effect
of media and representation are not only confined to the quality of their apparatus
in communicating public issues, but should be understood as makers of the social.
By employing a discursive methodology, I approach media as contributing to
producing different publics and knowledge, and to shaping culture and politics in
society. In contemporary Indonesia, the latter is increasingly tied to the sphere of
religion. But instead of isolating public religiosities to the confines of religion, this
development should be seen in conjunction with processes of democracy,
secularism, political civility, and globalization. Such a view of public religion
coincides with my conceptualization of cultural citizenship in which citizenship is
not merely defined by civil, political or social rights, but by the interplay of
participation and responsibility on the one hand and issues of identity and
belonging on the other.
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Elaborating on earlier scholarship on colonial and postcolonial Indonesia,
chapter two described the historical and conceptual context of Muslim and gender
politics in Indonesia. The first part was concerned with the context of “Indonesian
Islam” and the relation between Muslim politics and the state. The second part
covered the development of the Islamic resurgence explaining how it helped to
shape and constitute new Muslim middle classes. The final part outlined the
different trajectories of gender relations in Indonesian history, describing how
notions of femininity and masculinity have played a significant role in the
imagination of the nation. It addressed controversial debates of Islam and gender in
the past and described how “Indonesian feminism” related to these discussions.
Chapter three investigated the first empirical case and engaged with the
debate on female presidency. Central to this debate was the figure of Megawati
Sukarnoputri whose body was contested in terms of gender, religion, and politics.
Three dominant discourses – namely the nationalist, Islamic, and the feminist
discourse – prevailed during the public discussions. By assessing how the gendered
body was contested and politicized in each of these discourses, ideological
underpinnings have become apparent. Family metaphors were often deployed as
potent symbols in the realm of nationalism. Also, I argued in this chapter that the
politics of media played a crucial role in constituting chaos and polarization
between different opposing groups. The effect of the media coverage, nevertheless,
showed how the politics of gender in debating female leadership articulated ways
of negotiating nationalist, religious, and feminist politics in the “new” national
political arena.
The subsequent empirical chapter in this dissertation, chapter four,
engaged with the new ways in which sexualized bodies were being disputed.
Organized in two parts, the first part of this chapter was concerned with
representations of the female body in popular culture. Here I analyzed the mediated
debate around a young singer-dancer of dangdut music, Inul Daratista. Within a
short time span, a national debate exploded among politicians, Islamic clerics,
celebrities, and feminists, on the question of whether or not her performance was
morally acceptable. Focusing on the two main protagonists in the debate, namely
Inul Daratista and the Islamic “King of dangdut music”, Rhoma Irama, I
demonstrated how the debate involved a politics of class, and how it mirrored
tensions between holding on to New Order paradigms of gender relations and the
search for alternative meanings in post-New Order times. On another level,
however, the broader debate on female sexuality in the public sphere represented a
conflict between Indonesian Islamist, “culturalist”, and feminist paradigms. This
was particularly evident in the interlocking debate on the new pornography bill
discussed in the second part of the chapter. The draft law was controversial
because it prohibited public affection and images that could be interpreted as
sexually provocative. While Islamists sanctioned the bill, feminists and culturalists
viewed the draft law as potentially harmful to women and local culture.
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Notwithstanding opposing standpoints at the inception of the discussions, my
analysis of the political debate suggested that democratic protests fought out in
public spaces and widely disseminated via media have pushed political elites to
form a culture of consensus.
Chapter five was concerned with the phenomenon of “new veiling” and
argued that contemporary veiling practices in Indonesia are informed by culture,
politics, religiosity, identity, and consumerism. Veiling therefore, cannot be seen as
complying with one normative absolute: instead, multiple axes of identity and
politics have intersected the practice. From this supposition, this chapter
investigated the new formations of public piety through the spectre of veiling. Two
dominant discourses were scrutinized: a politicized and a consumerist discourse,
which adhered respectively to a discursive framework of transnational Islamism
and global consumerism. Having illustrated how these different new paradigms
actually sustained one another, I have proposed to place the veiled body within
competing frameworks of the New Order regime, Islamist ideology,
postcoloniality, political decentralization, global capital, and democratic
reconfigurations.
The last case study focused on the issue of masculinity and turned to
examine a pro-polygamy campaign that was initiated by a wealthy entrepreneur
called Puspo Wardoyo. Rather than describing the occurrence of polygamy as
such, chapter six sought to investigate what was “at stake” in defending, justifying,
or defying polygamy as promoted by the campaign. My analysis showed the ways
in which gender, sexuality, religiosity, and changing ideas of masculinity have
affected these discussions. I have assessed the ways in which these new
manifestations of hyper-masculinity were positioned in relation to Muslim, secular,
and feminist politics. By using the concept of hegemonic masculinity in this
respect, I have made an attempt to explain the new performances of masculinity
and its opposing Muslim, secular, and feminist publics within the current sociopolitical and religious changes in society. As a result, rather than affirming
religious identity, my analysis has suggested that the pro-polygamy campaign
should be viewed as a resilience of masculinity reacting to a crisis of hegemonic
middle class manhood. This crisis was engendered by processes of Islamization,
democratization, and women’s emancipation. The fact however, that the propolygamy campaign did not receive much support in the broader public suggested
that the idea that Indonesians are not only fashioning new Muslim identities but
also new configurations of masculinity.
Finally, in the last part of this study I reflected on the preceding chapters
and sought to connect my empirical findings with the broader theoretical questions
that I had posed in chapter one. Different socio-political trajectories in Indonesian
history have allocated diverse meanings to debates on Islam and gender. In this
concluding chapter I have evaluated how contemporary debates are to be seen in
relation to older and past paradigms: how have forms of body politics mirrored
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negotiation processes of Islamization and democratization? To answer this
question I returned to the notion of cultural citizenship and re-assessed how the
citizen-subject is imagined in post-authoritarian Indonesia.
In sum, my conclusions have put forward that in general, Indonesians are
increasingly anticipating a more Muslim nation. The case studies in this research
attested to an emergence of public Islam and demonstrated how this materialized in
conjunction with principles of democracy and civil society. Besides indicating a
religionization of the public sphere, the increase of Muslim identities in the
Indonesian public sphere ought to be placed within local, national, and
transnational structures of politics, culture, and modernity. Hence, the public
phenomena examined in this dissertation, have pointed toward reconfigurations of
the public sphere and renegotiations of the citizen-subject in political transition.
Gender functioned as a critical tool of analysis through which these issues were
scrutinized. Through this prism, it became apparent how democratic developments
and the Islamic revival have shifted religious and political paradigms. Although
post-Suharto politics of Islam, democracy, and feminism have significantly
changed the political landscape in Indonesia, they have often remained attached to
past ideologies. It is these continuous ambiguities that have characterized public
debates on Islam and gender. It remains to be seen how these intricate relations
between past and present paradigms will evolve in the future.
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Het doel van dit onderzoek was om publieke debatten betreffende islam en gender
in hedendaags Indonesië te ontleden vanuit een sociaal-politiek en cultureel
perspectief. Mijn studie heeft zich beperkt tot vier verschillende empirische case
studies: het debat rondom vrouwelijke presidentschap, discussies over seksualiteit
in de publieke sfeer, controverses over de hoofddoek en de reacties op een
campagne over polygamie. Mijn analyse richtte zich op processen van
betekenisgeving in de publieke vertogen van moslims, nationalisten, en feministen
– drie groepen die actief hebben deelgenomen aan de verschillende debatten. Bij
deze vertogen ben ik nagegaan welke beelden en/of argumenten er werden ingezet,
wat voor betekenissen hieraan werden gegeven en wat voor consequenties deze
betekenissen hebben voor de sociale context waarin de debatten gevoerd werden.
In het huidige politieke klimaat heerst vaak de veronderstelling dat islam
niet kan samengaan met de liberale democratie. In tegenstelling tot deze
veronderstelling gaat mijn studie ervan uit dat in hedendaags Indonesië
moslimpolitiek eerder vanuit, dan tegen, democratische principes werkt. Ik laat
zien dat debatten over “islam en gender” niet altijd in verband moet worden
gebracht met moslimpolitiek, maar dat deze debatten eerder in relatie staan tot
identiteitskwesties zoals nieuwe klasseverhoudingen, verschuivende ideeën over
mannelijkheid en vrouwelijkheid, etniciteit, en politieke machtsverhoudingen. Ook
illustreert mijn onderzoek dat de toegenomen publieke discussie over islam en
gender niet duiden op een bekrachtiging van een islamitische radicalisering, maar
dat er verschuivingen plaatsvinden met betrekking tot definities en betekenissen
van de publieke sfeer en van burgerschap in periodes van politieke transitie.
moslimidentiteit blijkt een essentieel deel van deze verschuivingen te zijn. Maar in
plaats van moslimidentiteit te zien als een geïsoleerde uiting van religieuze
identiteit, staat deze in complexe verhouding tot definities van het zelf, civiele
culturen en de staat.
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Dit proefschrift is opgedeeld in drie delen. Theoretische, conceptuele en
contextuele verhandelingen zijn opgenomen in deel één, de introductie. Deel twee
behandelt de aparte case studies en omvat hiermee het empirische gedeelte van het
onderzoek. Het laatste deel evalueert de case studies vanuit het theoretische
raamwerk en geeft conclusies weer op basis van de voorafgaande analyses.
In hoofdstuk één beschrijf ik mijn theoretisch kader waarin de
wetenschappelijke literatuur over islam en gender wordt geëvalueerd. Het
merendeel van deze literatuur concentreert zich vooral op het perspectief van de
zogenaamde “vrouwenkwestie”. Deze “vrouwenkwestie” is in meerdere opzichten
problematisch. Zo gaat het vaak uit van de onverenigbaarheid van islam met
feminisme of vrouwenemancipatie. Een andere beperking is het feit dat de
vrouwenkwestie andere factoren toedekt die een belangrijke rol spelen in debatten
over islam en gender – zoals klasse, nationalisme of etniciteit. Ook missen we een
inzicht in ideeën over mannen en mannelijkheid wanneer we ons geheel toewijden
aan de studie van de vrouw in de islam. Ik pleit dan ook voor het bestuderen van
debatten over islam en gender vanuit een sociologie van het publieke debat. Hierin
staat niet zozeer religie of religieuze autoriteit centraal maar worden debatten over
religie en gender binnen een context geplaatst van sociale, culturele en politieke
verandering van de Indonesische samenleving. Derhalve gaat het mij bij de
bestudering van de debatten om de publieke betekenissen en niet om religieuze
betekenissen.
In dit hoofdstuk heb ik vier theoretische domeinen uitgediept: (1)
lichaamspolitiek (2) media en representatie, (3) religie en het publieke domein en
(4) cultureel burgerschap. Lichaamspolitiek gaat over hoe het lichaam wordt
ingezet of wordt aangevochten voor de toe-eigening of vervreemding van
verschillende vormen van identiteit – zoals gender, klasse, etniciteit, ras en/of
nationaliteit. Lichaamspolitiek is een relationeel concept. Zo verhoudt het zich
bijvoorbeeld tot de staat, religieuze autoriteiten of tot de consumptiecultuur. Mijn
discursieve benadering draagt bij aan het idee dat de effecten van media en
representatie zich niet beperken tot media als medium, maar vooral bekeken moet
worden vanuit de perceptie dat de media producenten zijn van kennis en de sociale
werkelijkheid. In hedendaags Indonesië is het laatste in toenemende mate
verbonden met religie. Maar in plaats van publieke uitingen van religie te
reduceren tot het verlangen naar een religieus staatsbestel of politiek, blijkt religie
in deze debatten vervlochten te zijn met processen van democratisering,
globalisering, secularisatie en de wens naar een meer moslimgeoriënteerde
samenleving. Het concept cultureel burgerschap helpt ons op een meer
constructievere manier na te denken over burgerschap, namelijk op een dusdanige
manier dat de subjectiviteit van de burger – naast civiele, politieke en sociale
rechten – ook wordt beïnvloedt door kwesties van identiteit en ideeën van “thuis”
en ergens “thuishoren”.
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Hoofdstuk twee beschrijft de historische context van islam en gender
politiek in Indonesië voortbouwend op bestaande koloniale en postkoloniale
literatuur. Het eerste gedeelte omvat een definiëring en historisering van
“Indonesische islam” en haar relatie tot moslimpolitiek en de natiestaat. Het
tweede gedeelte gaat over de zogenaamde islamitische wederopleving en legt uit
hoe deze heeft geleid tot het opnieuw vormen van een cultuur van verschillende
klassen onder Indonesische moslims. Het laatste gedeelte beschrijft de gender
verhoudingen in het Indonesische verleden en verklaart hoe noties van
vrouwelijkheid en mannelijkheid een belangrijke rol hebben vervuld in de
verbeelding/representatie van de natie. Ook beschrijf ik de ontwikkeling en
historiografie van het zogenaamde “Indonesisch feminisme” en hoe verschillende
vrouwenbewegingen zich binnen deze ontwikkeling verhouden tot discussies
omtrent islam en gender.
Hoofdstuk drie omvat de eerste empirische case studie en onderzoekt de
discussies over de (on)mogelijkheid van een vrouwelijke president in post-Suharto
Indonesië. In feite gaat het debat niet zozeer om een willekeurige vrouwelijke
figuur – maar om de figuur van Megawati Sukarnoputri. Als dochter van de
voormalige nationalistische leider Sukarno weet zij in het publieke domein tegelijk
een symboliek van moederschap, zusterschap en nationalisme op te roepen. Vanuit
noties van gender, religie en politiek worden deze symbolen door verscheidene
moslim en niet-moslim partijen heftig betwist. Drie vertogen domineren hierbij de
discussies, namelijk het nationalistische, islamitische en feministische vertoog.
Mijn analyse richt zich erop na te gaan in welke mate het gendered lichaam extra
wordt benadrukt dan wel juist wordt bestreden in elk van deze vertogen. Familiemetaforen worden bijvoorbeeld vaak ingezet als symbolen van de natie. Op deze
wijze wordt zichtbaar welke politieke en ideologische krachten schuilen achter
deze verhandelingen. Ook wordt duidelijk hoe de politiek van de media een
cruciale rol speelt in het constitueren van chaos en polarisatie tussen bepaalde
groepen. De invloed van media-effecten op de sociale realiteit tonen aan hoe
genderpolitiek of de politisering van gender in het Indonesische debat heeft geleid
tot verschuivingen van nationalistische, religieuze of feministische posities binnen
de politieke arena.
Het volgende hoofdstuk richt zich op de nieuwe publieke manifestaties
van seksualiteit en de geschillen hierover. Het bestaat uit twee delen. Het eerste
gedeelte geeft de representaties weer van het vrouwelijk geseksualiseerde lichaam
in de Indonesische populaire cultuur. Ik analyseer hoe de discussie over een jonge
dangdut zangeres, c.q. danseres Inul Daratista, gemedialiseerd wordt. Binnen een
kort tijdsbestek ontstond een heftig nationaal publiek debat over haar
dansbewegingen tijdens optredens. Sommige moslimgroepen en enkele
invloedrijke publieke figuren vonden haar bewegingen té expliciet seksueel en
aanstootgevend. Middels een analyse van de gemedialiseerde “ruzie” tussen Inul
Daratista en de islamitische “Koning van de dangdut muziek” Rhoma Irama, laat
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ik zien hoe in dit debat klasse en gender gerepresenteerd worden. Deze spanning
reproduceert op haar beurt weer betekeniskaders uit de Nieuwe Orde en daarmee
een verschuiving van betekenissen van klasse en gender in het post-Suharto
tijdperk. Het tweede gedeelte van dit hoofdstuk behandelt hetzelfde onderwerp
vanuit een ander perspectief. Hier analyseer ik het overkoepelende debat dat het
wetsontwerp over pornografie beheerste. In dit debat werd duidelijk hoe
islamitische, culturalistische en feministische paradigma’s elkaar in de weg staan
doordat hun normatieve principes soms incommensurabel blijken. Omdat het
bepaalde vormen van affectie (bijvoorbeeld kussen) in het publieke domein en
erotiserende beelden wilde verbieden, werd het wetsontwerp over pornografie
steeds controversiëler. Hoewel aan het begin van het debat de standpunten lijnrecht
tegenover elkaar stonden, bleken de deelnemers in staat het conflict op een
democratische manier uit te vechten. Zo laat ook dit debat de voortdurende
confrontatie en uitwisseling van oude en nieuwe principiële argumenten zien en
hoe deze uiteindelijk worden verdisconteerd in een cultuur van consensus (en het
zoeken daarnaar).
De toegenomen verschijningen van vrouwen met hoofddoeken en de
hiermee verbonden sociale praktijken (in de Indonesische publieke sfeer) zijn het
onderwerp van hoofdstuk vijf. Deze praktijken kunnen niet alleen worden
verklaard vanuit een toegenomen geloofsbelijdenis maar moeten ook – of in
sommige instanties vooral – in relatie worden geplaatst tot sociaal-politieke
factoren, vragen omtrent nieuwe identiteits- en consumptieculturen. Vanuit de
veronderstelling dat de keuze voor het dragen van een hoofddoek vanuit
verschillende gronden of belangen kan worden genomen, onderscheidt mijn
analyse twee dominante vormen in hedendaags Indonesië: een gepolitiseerde vorm
en een consumptieve vorm. Belangen en (machts) structuren die voortkomen uit de
Nieuwe Orde, de islamitische (transnationale) ideologie, postkolonialiteit,
globalisering en democratisering blijken belangrijke elementen in de
totstandkoming van deze hoofddoekvertogen.
In de laatste empirische case studie heb ik me gericht op een uitzonderlijk
fenomeen, namelijk die van een pro-polygamie campagne. Geïnitieerd door de
succesvolle entrepreneur van een restaurantenketen, Puspo Wardoyo, is deze
campagne erop gericht zoveel mogelijk mannen en vrouwen ervan te overtuigen
dat polygamie goed is voor het individu, het gezin, de samenleving en de
natiestaat. Mijn analyse richt zich op twee niveaus van het debat: het eerste niveau
is die van de campagne op zich, het tweede niveau behandelt het bredere publieke
debat over polygamie. Het doelt in het bijzonder op de representaties van de propolygamie campagne en bestudeert hoe deze worden bekrachtigd vanuit vertogen
van mannelijkheid. Mijn analyse laat zien hoe vormen van “hypermasculiniteit”
zich ontwikkelen temidden van islamitische, democratische en feministische
veranderingsprocessen die ook nieuwe vormen van mannelijkheid voortbrengen.
Door deze processen wordt een crisis van hegemoniale mannelijkheid zichtbaar.
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Maar het feit dat er weinig ondersteuning vanuit de samenleving is voor deze
campagne bewijst dat Indonesiërs niet zitten te wachten op een hypermasculiene
herdefinitie van mannelijkheid. Dit betekent echter niet dat polygamie per definitie
wordt bestreden of afgewezen. Vele groepen en individuen hebben in principe
geen moeite met polygamie maar zijn wel tegen het verdere propageren of
bemoedigen ervan.
In het laatste hoofdstuk en tevens slotgedeelte van dit proefschrift
confronteer ik de empirische bevindingen met de theoretische reflecties die ik in
het begin heb geformuleerd. Ik evalueer in hoeverre en op welke manieren
verschillende vormen van lichaamspolitiek bepaalde discussies en
onderhandelingen hebben teweeg gebracht binnen de Indonesische islamisering- en
democratiseringsprocessen. Het concept van cultureel burgerschap wordt hier
opnieuw ingezet voor een analyse van de wijze waarop de “Indonesische burger”
opnieuw kan worden vorm gegeven in het post-autoritaire tijdperk.
Mijn conclusies duiden op een groot (politiek) verlangen naar een meer
islamitische samenleving. De empirische case studies laten zien dat er een snelle
ontwikkeling van een publieke islam plaatsvindt, die gepaard gaat met principes
van democratie en civiele politiek. Deze “religiesering” van het publieke domein
doet zich voor in samenwerking met lokale, nationale, en transnationale structuren
van politieke cultuur en moderniteit. De bestudering van publieke fenomenen
omtrent islam en gender geven aan dat er zich onderhandelingen en reconfiguraties
voordoen die in verhouding staan tot de sociale inrichting van het publieke domein,
de Indonesische samenleving, en de natiestaat. Het concept gender functioneerde
als een kritisch analyse-instrument om deze onderhandelingsprocessen te
onderzoeken. Ondanks nieuwe vormen van politiek voeren, blijft het politieke
landschap doordrongen van autoritaire elementen. Deze dringen ook door tot de
debatten die in dit proefschrift zijn bestudeerd. Het zijn deze spanningen en
ambigue posities die het huidige sociaal-politieke klimaat in Indonesië
karakteriseren. Het blijft de vraag hoe deze complexe verhoudingen zich verder
zullen gaan ontwikkelen in de toekomst.
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