
Wrapped women. 

The rise of an I N T E N S E L Y religious class of 
P R O F E S S I O N A L S In Indonesia and Malaysia 

C O I N C I D E S with both countries' headlong 
rush towards E C O N O M I C M O D E R N I Z A T I O N . 

A scenario of arresting C O N T R A S T S 

A N D paradoxes B E T W E E N 

C O N T E M P O R A R Y trends and 
reclaimed or imported traditions 
H A S R I S E N along with it. 

bout 15 years ago, 
Sant i Soekanto be­
came the first woman 
in her family to wear a veil. 

I Since then, her mother and 

four sisters have followed her example. 
She says: "1 have a very democratic 

family. I would never pressure my sister or my mom to wear a veil." 
Now 33, Soekanto, a devout Muslim from Jakarta, does not shake hands with 

men, nor does she hke to find herself alone with a man who is not her husband or a 
close family member. She feels it her duty not to watch "revealing" television 
programs such as Baywatch. 

None of these stops Soekanto, who works for Indonesia's best-known English 
language newspaper. The Jakarta Post, from specializing in the high-profile, male-
dominated field of pohtical journalism. She says she 5oes her best to interview a 
male in the company of another person, explaining that "there is a clear limitation 
in Islam about how men and women should communicate." 

Although her views on contact between men and women are more extreme 
than those of other Muslims interviewed for this story, Soekanto represents the 
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cover up and 
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same time 
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that's where 
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face of a new, consp icuous ly M u s l i m 
middle c lass that is becoming more en­
trenched i n Indonesia and Malays ia . 
Indonesia has the world 's largest M u s l i m 
communi t y , about 85 percent of its 190 
mi l l i on people. 

The rise of a n intensely religious (but 
not fundamental ist ) c lass of professionals 
has co inc ided w i th both countr ies ' head­
long r u s h towards economic moderniza­
t ion, leading to arrest ing contrasts and 
paradoxes between contemporary trends 
and rec la imed or imported tradit ions. 

In p l u s h shopp ing mal ls and depart­
ment stores i n K u a l a L u m p u r , women in 
firmly secured scarves and veils hover 
a r ound the cosmet ics and perfume 
counters , pay ing Western prices for qu in ­
tessent ia l Western brands such as Pas­
sion and Chane l . 

In J a k a r t a , yuppie women arrive at 
work in designer su i ts w i th their prayer 
clothes i n tow so they can visit the office 
prayer room u p to five t imes a day. 

In 1993, the Indonesian government 
banned a popular , state-backed lottery 
after protests by Is lamic s tudents and 
rel ig ious elders. Yet, late last year, 
President Suhar to , who is known as a 
strict M u s l i m who made the pilgrimage to 
Mecca i n 1991, played golf w i th Sylvester 
Stal lone when the latter opened a Planet 
Hol lywood outlet i n J a k a r t a . 

In Ma lays i a and Indonesia, attend­
ance at mosques are up , and more 
mosques. Is lamic study centers, un ivers i ­
ties and schools are being bui l t . In Indone­
s ia , several Is lamic radio stat ions have 
started broadcas t ing i n recent years, and 
more M u s l i m - i n s p i r e d newspapers and 
magaz ines are be ing pub l i shed . Indone­
s ia establ ished the legal foundations for 
an Is lamic b a n k i n g system three years 
ago, and i n a recent promot ion, the M u s ­
l im B a n k Per tan ian Ma lays ia offered 
customers m a k i n g deposits a free prayer 
mat or compass w h i c h points to Mecca. 

Another impor tant indicator of the 
rise i n M u s l i m consc iousness and wealth 
is that pi lgr images to Mecca by As ians are 

increasing dramat i ca l l y . Th i s year, Garuda 
Indonesia carr ied 195,000 pi lgr ims from 
Indonesia on 24 a ircra f ts to the Hajj. In 
1991, it used j u s t seven aircrafts to 
carry 79,346 p i l g r ims . 

A n academic from West J a v a is 
amazed by the n u m b e r of her colleagues 
who were " s ta t i s t i ca l " or passive Mus l ims 
10 or 15 years ago but who have since 
made the pi lgr image. 

The respected M a l a y s i a n newspaper 
co lumnist and commenta tor , Rus tam Sani, 
has noted th is t rend a n d other signs of 
Islamic rev iva l ism in h i s own country. He 
believes the Is lamic rev ival filtered 
through Ma lays ia and then Indonesia 
through the inf luence of s tudents who 
studied abroad (especially i n the Middle 
East) in the 1970s a n d '80s, and in the 
wake of M u s l i m eupho r i a at the Iranian 
Revolut ion. 

"A l l over the wor ld , Is lam is rediscov­
er ing itself. 1 th ink at first, it rediscovered 
itself not necessar i ly at a highly intel­
lectual level. At first, it was t ry ing to 
reread an identity, it was look ing around 
for what would differentiate i t , " he says. 

He sees Is lamic rev iva l i sm in his 
native country as a search for a distinctive 
identity by ethnic Ma lays . (They repre­
sent the biggest rac ia l g roup in Malays ia 
and a l l are officially defined as Musl ims. ) 
However, he believes the Ma lays ian Mus­
l ims ' new emphas i s on trad i t ion or r i tual 
has not been accompan ied by sufficiently 
r igorous debate. He and many others, for 
instance , believe the veil was historical ly 
specific to the Prophet Muhammed ' s wives, 
and is therefore not mandatory for al l 
M u s l i m women today. 

Despite th is , R u s t a m says "there 
are people who say that you shouldn' t ask 
these quest ions, that these are accepted 
procedures and if y ou raise these ques­
t ions i t amounts to be ing an apostate." 

He adds that h i s wife, a chief l ibrar ian 
at an Islamic organizat ion i n K u a l a 
L u m p u r , has come u n d e r great official and 
peer pressure to cover since the spirit of 
revival ism swept t h r ough Malays ia . (The 
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veiling of women is a practice that was 
almost unknovm in Asia 20 or 30 yeeirs 
ago.) 

Debra Yatim, a short story writer and 
one of the founders of the Indone 
sian women's group Kadyana Mitra 

sees the Musl im resurgence in Indonesia 
as a new form of nationalism and a direct 
reflection of the aspirations of a new mid­
dle class, mEiny of whom have conservative 
rurgd roots and use their religion as a 
defining attribute. "You have your house, 
you have your BMW. You eat in McDonald's 
send your kids off to plush Islamic schools 
eind you present yourself as a devout Mus­
l im," she says. 

Among Jakarta's upper-middle 
classes, Yatim commonly sees contradic­
tions and tensions caused by the coinci­
dence of increasing prosperity and the 
flight to tradition. 

This year alone, she knows of three 
women who assumed they were in modem 
marriages but their husbands took second 
wives without their consent. In every 
case, she says, these tertiary-educated, 
careerist women felt their marriages were 
based on equal rights. 

And in every case. Islamic courts 
sided with the polygamous husbands, 
despite a 20-year-old secular law requiring 
that the first wife's explicit consent is 
needed for a man to take a second wife. 

"I find this amazing in this day and 
age," says Yatim. "Of the three women I 
know, none of them even dreamed their 
husbands were seeing people on the side." 

Yatim says polygamy is less common 
now in Indonesia than it was under the 
Sukarno regime, partly because Indone­
sia's first president had several wives, 
while president Suharto and his wife have 
made clear their preference for monoga­
mous mgirriage, and are looked up)on as 
role models. 

Nevertheless, she believes the "smibi-
guities" that result from the interplay of 

the ultra-modem and the ancient will "fall 
on our children's shoulders ... I have a 
feeling we are spawning a very confused 
generation," she says. 

The rise of the new Muslim middle 
class has a potent political dimension in 
that both the Malaysian and Indonesian 
governments have adopted their own 
agendas of moderate Islam in order to 
neutralize extremists and their Muslim 
political rivals. 

For instance, many government 
ministers are members of the Indonesian 
Association of Musl im Intellectuals, which 
has its own influential newspapers, and 
pushes for a more Islamic approach to 
government while stopping well short of 
advocating religious State. 

Even so, in both Malaysia and Indone­
sia, some pro-Islamic government policies 
have resulted in a tightening of personal 
behavioral codes that would be considered 
extreme by Western standards. 

In Indonesia in the late '80s, it was 
decided registry offices could no longer 
perform marriages, which meant mixed 
religious marriages were virtually impossi­
ble to procure. 

In Malaysia, where economic prosper­
ity and revivalism are both more conspicu­
ous than in Indonesia, Islamic laws gov-
eming personal behaviour seem to be more 
strictly enforced. One man interviewed 
says he would not dare drink a beer in 
public now, though he did so during his 
student days 20 years ago. 

In Kuala Lumpur recently, a 
Singaporean singer was fined for being 
found in an upmeirket hotel room with her 
boyfriend, under khalwat laws which were 
introduced in the '80s and forbid an un­
married Musl im man and woman to be 
£done in close proximity. 

Norani Othman, an academic and a 
member of the high-profile Malaysian 
women's group Sisters in Islam, believes 
Medaysia's attempts during the past decade 
to combine official Islamisation policies 
with more modem lifestyles have thrown 
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Girls cover 
up because of 

peer pressure. It 
is not unusual 

for young men 
on campus to 

declare they 
would only 

marry a woman 
who was veiled. 

Muslim girls cover their heads or risk the ire of haircutting zealots 

u p contrad ic t ions that "are now at their 
apex, ma in l y because the k i n d of 
Is lamic resurgence that has taken root 
i n most Is lamic countr ies , as wel l as i n 
Ma lays i a a n d Indonesia, s ince the 
I ran ian Revo lut ion, has been the 
orthodox, the backward . " 

In the late 1993, the Sisters i n 
Is lam met the Pr ime Min is te r , Dr . 
M a i i a t h i r M o h a m a d , to tel l h i m of their 
concerns about hudud laws proposed by 
the Ke l an tan Government , the only 
State government led by the fundamen­
tal ist opposi t ion Par t i Is lam Se Malay­
s ia (PAS). 

Unde r these laws, those found 
gui l ty of c r imes s u c h as adultery, armed 
robbery a n d apostasy wou ld be subject to 
p u n i s h m e n t s i n c lud ing flogging, a m p u ­
tat ion of l imbs , s ton ing to death and 
cruc i f ix ion . Enac tmen t of th is B i l l 
depends on support at federal level — 
w h i c h the M a h a t h i r Government seems 
un l ike l y to give. 

T h o u g h suppor t for PAS weak­
ened i n the recent federal election, 
it is s t i l l i n power i n Ke lantan, 
where street s igns w a r n women to 
cover themselves , a n d where 
women have been banned from 
work ing n ight shi f ts or appearing oi 
stage. 

No ran believes it is a "rational 
enough" app roach of the Malaysian 
Government to seek to neutralize 
extreme e lements by adopt ing its 
own Is lamic programmes. However, 
she also believes that because of 
th is strategy, " the present govern­
ment is constant ly dr iven to adopt 
pol icies a n d strategies that contra­
dict i ts own agenda.. . of encouraginj 
a M u s l i m cu l tu r e of modernity." 

She po ints out that Malaysian 
M u s l i m s are rout ine ly cautioned 
not to quest ion the author i ty of 
Is lamic judges . (Malaysia has paral­
le l secu lar and Is lamic legal sys­
tems and , w i t h i n the latter, women 
are not permit ted to be judges.) Yet 

the Sisters i n Is lam was formed in 1987 
precisely because of compla in ts about 
interpretat ion of Is lamic law disadvantag­
ing women i n family mat ters s u c h as 
divorce and maintenance payments. 

Since the '80s, says Noran i , official 
pressure have been added to social pres­
sure to spell out that " i f y ou are Mus l im , all 
your problems m u s t be addressed legally 
under Sha r i a [Islamic] law. " 

Astart l ing example of the mistreat­
ment of women unde r Islamic law 
involved the case last year of a 

leading Ma lays i an po l i t i c i an who allegedly 
had an affair w i th a m inor , a 15-year-old 
schoolgir l , who got pregnant . Eventual ly the 
case against the po l i t i c i an (mounted under 
secular law) was dropped. B u t because of 
her pregnancy, the g i r l , who had helped the 
police w i th their inqu i r i e s , found herself 
l iable for prosecut ion for fornicat ion under 
Islamic law. 
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In the 
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and now In 
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put on Muslim 
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and 
professional 
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The decis ion was announced by a 
deputy minis ter i n the Pr ime Min is te r ' s 
Department. It provoked a na t iona l out­
cry. In the end, neither the po l i t i c ian, who 
is now facing separate cor rupt ion charges, 
nor the gir l was charged but other m e n who 
had sex w i th her were. 

Despite cases l ike th is , Noran i pas­
sionately believes that because of its m u l t i -
cu l tu ra l i sm (it has large Chinese a n d 
Indian populations) and its recent economic 
prosperity, Ma lays ia is i n a un ique pos i t ion 
to be a modernist , model State for other 
M u s l i m countr ies . 

She believes th is w i l l not be easily 
achieved given that m u c h of the response 
to rap id economic modernizat ion has been 
a "flight to something that smel ls and 
smacks of rad ia t i on . " 

She also t h i n k s that i n m any M u s l i m 
societies, fear of debate is "endemic" be­
cause of possible repr isa ls from fundamen­
tal ists . After be ing misquoted by a 
Ma lays i an language newspaper about her 
views on polygamy recently, one of the 
Sisters i n Is lam was compared to the con­
demned wri ter T a s l i m a Nas r in , who went 
into h id ing after fundamenta l i s ts i ssued 
death threats against her. 

The ve i l ing of women, gir ls a n d some­
t imes babies is probably the most emotive 
and v isual ly s t r i k ing feature of the rise of 
Asia 's new M u s l i m bourgeoisie. That th is is 
most c o m m o n among the better educated, 
a n d has co inc ided w i th the adopt ion of 
some feminist in f luenced reforms (such as 
better educat ion for girls), makes it a l l the 
more in t r i gu ing . 

Some Indones ian univers i t ies a n d 
tertiary colleges tr ied to ban vei ls i n the 
'80s. Now, they are permitted i n schools 
and univers i t ies , so it is c ommon to see 
female s tudents i n t ight jeans and T -sh i r t s 
s i t t ing i n tutor ia ls alongside s tudents i n 
veils, long-sleeved smocks and men's 
socks. 

The Jakarta Posts San t i Soekanto 
ins is ts there is no peer pressure for women 
to take the vei l ; indeed, d u r i n g the early 

'80s, she felt l ike part of a marginal ised 
minor i ty for wear ing it. B u t now, the s tu­
dent daughter of one of Indonesia's most 
powerful M u s l i m leaders—she has long, 
wavy unres t ra ined hair—bel ieves some of 
her fr iends cover u p because of peer 
pressure. She says it is not u n u s u a l for 
y oung men on campus to declare they 
wou ld only marry a woman who was 
ve i led . 

Though many people see the new 
asser t ion of Is lamic values i n As i a as a 
repudiat ion of western mater ia l i sm, in a 
K u a l a L u m p u r shopp ing ma l l I saw one 
young vei led w o m a n i n j eans and a 
sweatshir t w i th the letters U.S.A. and the 
Amer i can flag emblazoned on it. 

"There are many veils and many 
levels of vei l ing. Not every woman in a veil 
is submiss ive and not every woman in a 
vei l is progressive," expla ins a Middle 
Eas t e rn academic who was recently based 
i n K u a l a L u m p u r . 

She believes it is s impl is t ic to see 
women covering themselves solely as a 
mani festat ion of gender oppression or as a 
type of Arab ic c u l t u r a l imper ia l i sm. In the 
Midd le Eas t and now i n As ia , she has seen 
women put on M u s l i m garb for sp ir i tual 
reasons, but also for social and professional 
ga in if they or their husbands want to 
impress a M u s l i m h ierarchy in business or 
pol i t ics. 

She has seen it worn as a result of 
peer pressure or i n the name of being a 
good (and comfortably kept) wife and 
mother, or even as a fashion gesture. 

Last February , one ot the biggest 
women's magcizines i n Indonesia, Femina, 
featured a fashion spread on Islamically 
correct fashions for the fast ing month , 
R a m a d a n , whi le one of Jakar ta ' s major 
department stores, Sa r inah , has a section 
devoted to s u c h fashions cal led M u s l i m 
Corner . 

Th i s academic believes predominantly 
M u s l i m countr ies have a preoccupation 
w i th contro l l ing women. Th is is tempered 
i n Indonesia a n d Ma lays ia by both govem-
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Malaysian 
Muslim women 
might work and 

possess a 
degree but will 

always be, 
primarily, an 

obedient wife 
and mother. 

ments strongly oppos ing fundamenta l ism 
and urg ing women to work. 

Then aga in , Noran i po ints out that 
since Ma lays ia ' s M u s l i m resurgence, 
state-sponsored family inst i tutes have put 
renewed emphas i s on "mora l construc­
t ions" of the ideal M u s h m woman, who 
might work and possess a degree but wi l l 
a lways define hersel f pr imar i l y as an 
obedient wife and mother. 

At a conference he ld i n J a k a r t a last 
year cal led Is lam and the Advancement of 
Women, Indonesia 's State Min is ter for the 
Role of Women , Haj jsh M ien Sugandh i , 
sa id : " M a n y M u s l i m women st i l l live i n 
darkness a n d backwardness and are re­
stra ined by t rad i t iona l cu l tu ra l views being 
put i n the name of rel igion, wh i c h are i n 
fact contradic tory to the sou l £ind spir i t of 
Is lamic t each ing . " 

These views are increasingly en­
dorsed by Is lamic modern is ts i n As ia , who 
are anx i ous to chal lenge Western percep­
t ions about Is lam oppress ing women. 

L i ly M u n i r , from the research and 
development a r m of Nahd la tu l U lama , 
Indonesia 's biggest M u s l i m organizat ion, 
t h i n k s the increas ing incidence of veil-
wear ing is part of a search for identity and 
a react ion against Western values on the 
part of the young . 

Her daughter , a "social ly progressive" 
engineer ing student , wears the veil partly 
because it makes her feel more physical ly 
secure when she is out at night. 

S t i l l , M u n i r has advised her daughter 
to steer clear of some undergraduates who 
declared they were uncomfortable ta lk ing 
to any woman who was not veiled. 

"I t h ink th is is the inf luence of funda­
menta l is t e lements ... Is lam is a very 
democrat ic re l ig ion that is respectful of 
rel ig ious differences," says M u n i r . 

Z a i n a h Anwar , another member of the 
Sisters i n Is lam, researched the effects of 
rev iva l ism on univers i ty s tudents several 
years ago. Though she t h i n k s att i tudes 
are becoming more relaxed i n Ma lays ia 
t han they were d u r i n g the '80s, she found 

veiled girls were u n l i k e l y to attend a stu­
dent dance, r ide a bicycle , wa tch televi­
s ion in a room w i th boys or j o in a campus 
drama group. 

She t h i n k s the key issue raised by 
the practice of ve i l ing is whether it 
c i rcumscr ibes women ' s behavior. 

Za inah , a n ana lys t w i th the Institute 
of Strategic a n d In ternat iona l studies i n 
Kua l a L u m p u r , says: "That is where my 
concern is among y o u n g people. At our 
age (the S is ters are i n the ir 30s and 40s), 
if we shou ld decide to cover up , nothing 
would change, except ou r phys i ca l look, 
because we are conf ident we know what 
we s tand for. 

" B u t for the y o u n g people ... when 
you're forced to cover u p and people in 
charge at schools a n d univers i t i es and 
older s tudents are a s k i n g you to cover 
u p and at the same 
time regulate y ou r 
behav ior—that ' s 
where the contro l 
comes i n . " ^ 

Reprinted with 
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