Student Background Reading

Women, Education and the Veil in Contemporary Indonesia

Close to 90 percent of Indonesia’s 240 million people profess Islam as their faith. Like other cultural practices across this vast archipelago, the practice of Islam shows rich variation, often mingling with older, local traditions. On the island of Sulawesi, for example, some coastal fishermen offer prayers to Allah and make offerings to spirits of the sea and coastal promontories as they sail. Similar religious syncretism is found throughout the islands, and is characteristic of Indonesian Christianity and Buddhism as well. 
Unlike women in South Asia and East Asia, women in many Southeast Asia societies, regardless of religion, have relatively high status and equal rights. In Islamic Indonesian societies, sisters and brothers inherit property equally; polygamy is rare; and divorce, when it occurs, is frequently initiated by women. Women often make economic decisions, and are active in the marketplace, or even as longer-distance traders. 
The 1970s was a time of unprecedented expansion of educational opportunities throughout Indonesia, and girls attended school along with boys. By 1990, 90 percent of young adults had attained basic literacy skills. As educated young women entered the workforce, the age of marriage rose, and women (as well as men) found themselves facing new opportunities and freedoms. This world, however, also presented new challenges and insecurities. One expression of these transformations can be seen in changing styles of dress. 
Before the 1980s, most women wore Western-style clothing. College students typically wore short-sleeved shirts and knee-length skirts. Today, in contrast, the Islamic veil, or headscarf, is strikingly prevalent on campuses. While this tendency can be observed in many places throughout Indonesia, this essay will focus on Java, Indonesia’s most populous island, since it draws on extensive research by anthropologist Nancy Smith- Hefner. On Java, Smith-Hefner found that while fewer than 3 percent of Muslim women students at one of the nation’s largest universities had worn the veil in the late 1970s, by the late 1990s, the percentage had skyrocketed to 60 percent. An even larger percentage of women in elite technical and medical programs have chosen to veil, some of them adopting a more complete form of “Islamic dress”—a full-length robe that covers the body and leaves only the eyes visible.

What does the widespread adoption of this form of head covering among newly educated, middle class,

Javanese women signify? Although the American media often portray “veiled Muslim women” as representing traditionalism, or even fundamentalist Islam, anywhere in the world, veiling in Indonesia (and elsewhere) is more commonly associated with modernity and its transformations: education, social and economic mobility, changes in the family, and social norms. On Java, veiling has spread widely among university students. These young women, who graduate from schools where religious instruction is the norm, are often the first in their family to receive a college degree. Unlike their mothers, they expect to work before and after marriage. Attending university is their first experience of living away from home, often in boarding houses with few regulations and the anxiety of dealing with interactions between the sexes and newfound autonomy and choices. 
Students explain their decision to veil as a consequence of “becoming aware” of religious piety and discipline. But they also describe the veil as a kind of protection: against harassment by young men on motorcycles during long commutes to campus, or in the boarding house, or eventually in the workplace. Veiling, some say, helps them to feel “calm,” self-confident, and capable of moral self-control. 
By the early 2000s, the veil had become so prevalent that students joked that veiling was a de facto requirement for women attending university, and indeed, two universities in Java did require female students to wear jilbab to class. 
Like any symbol, veiling can have many interpretations and uses, and there are many kinds of veils, from the unadorned veil that accompanies a full-body covering, to more “trendy” styles. On Java, some boutiques sell Muslim-style fashions, including striking veils of gauzy silk and bright colors, trimmed with embroidered lace or beads. Known as disko (disco) or fongki (funky) veils, they are worn with tight jeans and highheeled sandals, hardly the image of the desexualized, restrained, obscured female body. These fashions have led, not surprisingly, to campus tensions and denunciations by conservative religious organizations. 
Different forms of veiling reflect different visions of Islam, community, and ways of engaging modernity. In Indonesia, as elsewhere, the veil may be a symbol of modern Muslim womanhood: it allows women to live away from home, to work, or to attend school, without opening themselves to unwelcome advances of male strangers. It provides what anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod, writing about Egypt, has called a safe, “symbolic mobile home.” It also is a rejection of certain images of femininity: an earlier model of women as consumers and homemakers, or as the sexy “temptresses” of soap operas who sport the latest Western fashions. No one, and no group, has the monopoly on the definition of Muslim modernity, but it is clear that the veil is a versatile and vivid symbol with which to think about, and grapple with, issues of profound public and personal concern.
--Toby Alice Volkman
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Additional citations:

1. On the status of women in Southeast Asia in history: “Because of a number of factors (low populations, the late arrival of Islam and Christianity, a lack of urbanization, descent through both male and female lines), women in Southeast Asia generally are seen as more equal to men than in neighboring areas like China and India” (from the essay by Barbara Watson Andaya, p. 10).

2. On women’s rights in the case of divorce in Islamic Southeast Asia: “Islamic law allows men and women alike to obtain a divorce but provides men with far more prerogatives in terminating a marriage. A man need only recite a standardized divorce formula (“I divorce you, I divorce you, I divorce you”) to effect a legally binding, irrevocable divorce. Options such as these are not available to women. However, if a woman has not received financial support from her husband for more than four (in some areas, six) months, or has been seriously mistreated by her husband (or if her husband turns out to be impotent or insane), she may petition the court for a divorce. Most cases brought to Islamic courts in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and elsewhere concern civil matters bearing on marriage and divorce (as opposed to criminal offenses of one sort or another) and are in fact initiated by women, partly because men need not deal with the courts in order to terminate their marriages” (from the essay by Michael G. Peletz, p. 29).
3. On women and dress in the Muslim world today, especially Southeast Asia: “Among the more controversial issues in many parts of the Muslim world today are laws and other formal standards bearing on gender, especially female attire and comportment, and interactions (including marriage) between Muslims and non-Muslims. There is much debate, for example, concerning standards of modesty pertaining to girls and women, and whether Islam mandates that females cover their hair and faces in public. According to many readings of the Qur’an and other relevant sources, women are enjoined to dress and behave modestly (as are men) but are not required to cover their hair or faces in public settings. That said, in recent decades the wearing of headscarves and other headgear (but

not complete veiling of the face) has become commonplace throughout Muslim Southeast Asia, especially in urban areas, which have seen a revival or resurgence of Islam and the adoption of various standards common in the Middle East” (from the essay by Michael G. Peletz, pp. 29-30).

4. On women’s rights to work in leadership positions in Islamic countries, including Southeast Asia: “Other controversial issues concern the acceptability from an Islamic point of view of women serving as judges in secular as well as religious courts, and more generally, whether women should be allowed to hold public office. Some “conservative” interpretations of religious laws and other relevant texts hold that Islam prohibits all such possibilities. But many (perhaps most) others disagree. Indeed, recent decades have seen women serving as judges in secular and religious courts in Indonesia and in secular (but not religious) courts in Malaysia. And beginning in 2001, Indonesia had its first female president (Megawati Sukarnoputri), thus joining the slender ranks of other Muslim countries (Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Turkey) where women have held the highest office in the land. More generally, as in most countries with Muslim majorities (Saudi Arabia is the most prominent exception), Muslim women throughout Southeast Asia enjoy the same rights as men in areas such as voting, holding public office, and driving cars; they are, moreover, well represented in tertiary educational institutions and the professions though they often encounter “glass ceilings” of the sort familiar to women in the West” (from the essay by Michael G. Peletz, p. 30).
Unit Glossary (does not include Arabic words given in the Sisters in Islam essay and defined there):

Jilbab An Indonesian term referring to a woman’s scarf wrapped around the head, but leaving the front of the face visible. In many other Muslim communities similar forms of head coverings are referred to as hijab.

SAW (S): These letters are abbreviations for the words “Salla Allahu ‘Alaihi Wa (Sallam)”, which means: may the blessing and the peace of Allah be upon him. When the name of Prophet Muhammad is mentioned, a Muslim is to respect Him and invoke this statement of peace upon Him. The expression is sometimes written SAW, sometimes SAWS, and sometimes S.A.W. (S.), and is sometimes written as an English abbreviation PBUH, for Peace Be Upon Him.
SWT This is the standard acronym for the Arabic pious formula expressing divine glory “subhanawa ta’ala,” that many Muslims add after any mention of the name of God (Allah).

Taqwa Often translated as “piety”; this term conveys a sense of deep faith and intense religious observance in one’s everyday practice.
‘Ulama Islamic religious scholars or men of learning (sing. alim).
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