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IMAGES OF MUSLIM WOMEN IN CONTEMPORARY 

INDONESIAN LITERATURE 

ABSTRACT 
Wajiran 

PhD Candidate, University of Tasmania 

Wajiran.Wajiran@utas.edu.au  

The aim of this research is to explore the ways in which Muslim women are 

portrayed in contemporary Indonesian literature. This research is focused on the 

images of women in Javanese Muslim families. It is argued that there have been 

changes in the depiction of female characters since Reformasi in Indonesia.  

Although this research deals with the issues of Islam, literature and Muslim women, 

the object of the research cannot be labelled as Islamic literature. As well as the 

term ‘Islamic literature’ still being contested, not all the literary works discussed 

here are categorised as Islamic literature. However, the writers whose works are the 

object of this research are Muslims who actively engage in Islamic organisations. 

Some are lecturers in Islamic universities and in pesantren or Islamic boarding 

schools.  

The works of four prominent writers are discussed in this thesis. They are 

Habiburrahman El Shirazy, Abidah El Khalieqy, Mustofa W. Hasyim, and Alfina 

Dewi. Their works present a woman as the protagonist or issues pertaining to 

Muslim women as their themes.  

This research will contextualise the literary works within the Indonesian context. 

This is because the novels deal with Islamic values, Javanese tradition and 

contemporary Muslim society. Issues raised in the literary texts will be correlated 

with issues being addressed in society. This research will apply the feminist theory 

of Amina Wadud in order to undertake a feminist reading of the selected literary 

works.  

This research will be limited to Indonesian literature published since 1998. The year 

1998 was the climax of Reformasi when the authoritarian President Suharto lost his 

position.  

Key Words: Javanese women, Muslim women, feminism, reformation era, gender, 

equality 
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INTRODUCTION 

Background 

This work examines selected Indonesian literary works that were written after the 

advent of Reformasi, which was marked by the resignation of the authoritarian 

President Suharto in May 1998. After Suharto’s resignation many progressive ideas 

were reflected in literary works. Reformasi encouraged Indonesian writers to 

present their ideas because this era is widely regarded as an era of freedom, 

including opening up freedom in expression. In the Suharto era, critical and 

alternate public discourse on politics and sexuality were forbidden, but in Reformasi 

topics pertaining to women’s bodies, sexuality and gender equality became more 

popular in Indonesian literature.  

Besides literature that deals with women’s bodies and sexuality, since Reformasi 

there have been many works that are labelled as Islamic literature (sastra Islami) 

which apply Islamic teaching as their foundation. Islamic literature has achieved 

great popularity in Indonesia. This is indicated by the rise of Islamic ideological 

movements, such as the FPI (Islamic Defenders Front), MMI (Indonesian 

Mujahedeen Council) and JI (Islamic Congregation), which increased significantly 

after Reformasi. In literature, social responses to Islamic literature can be seen in 

the ‘fever’ surrounding Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Verses of Love, 2004) by Habiburrahman 

El Shirazy. In only four years Ayat-Ayat Cinta was republished more than thirty-

five times, not including illegal publications (Heryanto, 2012, p. 2).  
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Muslim writers have differing perspectives when presenting Islamic teachings in 

their works, especially those that deal with women. Some writers maintain 

conservative values, while others move forward, presenting progressive changes 

about Muslim women. This can be seen, for example, in the contrasts between the 

work of El Shirazy and that of El Khalieqy. Although both writers were raised in 

the pesantren (Isalmic boarding school) world, they present different worldviews. 

El Khalieqy is regarded as the most controversial author, promoting freedom of 

speech and expression in her works that are based on Islam or Muslim society.  On 

the other hand, in the work of El Shirazy, although his female characters have tried 

to follow modern society, the traditional values are still very strong. 

As well as dealing with women’s position in Javanese society, this thesis also deals 

with morality. Indonesian society is dominated by Muslim populations, and as such 

Islamic morality is an important element of social construction. Islamic literary 

works cannot be separated from this underpinning morality, as something to either 

affirm or challenge.  

Islamic literature or sastra Islami is regarded as literature that upholds the morality 

and social norms of Muslim society. The term “Islamic literature” not only refers 

to the content of the writing but also to the writer’s background. There are many 

sub-genres of Islamic literature, including pesantren literature, Sufist literature and 

transcendental literature (Mahayana, 2009). Osman asserts that Islamic literature 

incorporates the Islamic worldview  into the story (Osman, 2008a), usually using a 

pious Muslim as the protagonist. Islamic literature can also be associated with 
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writers who studied in Islamic boarding schools. These writers usually use their 

experiences (and ideological affiliation) as the basis for their writing. 

From the above, it can be seen that literature is not a value free text; literary works 

will always  have a political background (Arimbi, 2009a, p. 16). Muslim writers 

will use their understanding of their religious teaching as the foundation of their 

literature. This is why, in reading literature, an understanding of the ideological 

background of the author is important. The author’s ideological background will 

colour the literature. Thus, literature can be a media of propaganda because of its 

ideological content and the ideological background of the writer. 

This thesis examines literary works that focus on the role and place of women in 

society, particularly contemporary Javanese Muslim society. Works such as Cinta 

Suci Zahrana (The Sacred Love of Zahrana, 2011) by Habiburrahman El Shirazy 

and Perempuan Berkalung Surban (Woman Wearing a Turban, 2001) by Abidah 

El Khalieqy show a different perspective from works in previous eras in that they 

focus on the impact of modernity on Indonesian Muslim women.  

The increasing number of female writers has meant that women can create their 

own culture instead of following male culture (Arimbi, 2009b, p. 20). Reformasi 

has made it possible for Muslim women writers to express their ideas based on their 

ideological background. Furthermore, as Showalter asserts, the female is important 

not only as a writer, but also as a reader. As a reader she can interpret works based 

on her own experience as well as critique works using a female and/or feminist 

perspective (Showalter, 1985).  



4 
 

Before Reformasi, many critics underestimated the works of women (Mahayana, 

2010). However, many Muslim women writers now represent the voice of 

Indonesian women in their own social and political context. Writers like Helvy 

Tiana Rosa, Abidah El Khalieqy, Asma Nadia, Alfina Dewi and Labibah Zain not 

only deal with their own body and sexuality but also examine social, religious and 

political issues. Abidah El Khalieqy for instance, in Perempuan Berkalung Surban, 

raises the issue of discrimination against women in Javanese culture, especially in 

the pesantren. Helvy Tiana Rosa also raises the issue of discrimination and 

violation of women in Indonesian society because of patriarchal ideology.  

Amina Wadud’s feminist concept is applied in this thesis. Wadud maintains that the 

prophet’s mission is to uphold justice for human beings. Therefore, discrimination 

against women that occurs in Muslim society should not be regarded as Islamic 

teaching, but rather caused by misinterpretation of the holy book, the Qur’an1 and 

the hadith2 (Wadud, 1995).  

 

Research Questions and Objectives  

This thesis focuses on literature written after Reformasi, that is, since 1998. The key 

criterion for the selection of literary works is that the work deals with Javanese 

Muslim women.  A second criterion is that the works address Javanese Muslim 

culture. The rationale for this is that Javanese culture is the most dominant in 

                                                             
1 Qur’an or Koran is the central religious text of Islam. 
2 Hadith is often translated as prophetic ‘traditions’, meaning the corpus of the reports of the 

teachings, deeds and sayings of the Islamic prophet Muhammad (PBUH). 
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Indonesia and most Javanese people are Muslim (Budianta, 2000; Qibtiyah, 2010). 

Most of the Javanese Muslim writers use Javanese Muslim society as the setting for 

their works. Based on the premise that literature is a reflection of its society, this 

study will reveal the extent to which the discourse of women presented in the 

literature is a representation of Javanese society. Another question is whether 

prevailing social, economic and political conditions influence the representation of 

the image of women in literary works.  

This thesis analyses selected literary works that present a female as the main 

character or as the theme. A guiding question is whether there are differences in the 

way male and female writers present female Muslim characters: Does the author’s 

gender influence the way they present the female characters based on their 

biological difference (as a reflection of identity politics)? Does the political 

atmosphere influence the writer’s ideas about women?  

Since the fall of Suharto, a number of types of pesantren literature (sastra 

pesantren) or Islamic literature (sastra Islami) have emerged in Indonesia 

(Mahayana, 2010; Rani, 2012). Are there any special characteristics in the ways 

that such literature presents female characters? Is the New Order’s ideology of 

ibuism (motherism)3 still reflected in contemporary works? Do the writers present 

ideas that accord with a Muslim feminist agenda in Javanese Muslim society? What 

                                                             
3 Stereotypical belief that does not take into account the intellectual and physical qualities of 

women who stay home to look after their children 
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is the influence of local culture on Islamic literature, especially the values that 

influence the image of Javanese Muslim women?  

In general, this research is intended to reveal how Muslim writers deal with the 

Islamic worldview that is applied in Javanese society. In the Javanese context, local 

traditions have had significant influence on Islamic practice. 

As a male Muslim scholar, I feel have an obligation to share this interpretation of 

contemporary Indonesian literature that deals with women. It is because I still see 

discrimination towards women occurring especially in traditional (commonly rural) 

areas of Muslim society. For instance, in my village, discrimination towards women 

occurs since childhood. Many daughters from Muslim families do not have the 

same opportunity to have higher education as do males. Daughters are usually asked 

to stay at home to help their parents in handling the household while waiting for a 

male who wants to marry them. They have no freedom to determine their own future 

or activities.  This happened to my sister, who could not continue her senior high 

school study because my parents urged her to marry soon. She married when she 

was fourteen years old, preventing her from gaining further education.  

I realise that this mistreatment of women in traditional Muslim society has  occurred 

because of misunderstanding among some elements of Muslim society about 

Islamic teaching, as they assume that education is not important for their daughters. 

They regard their daughter’s main responsibility as managing the household, so 

they forbid their daughters to engage in the public domain.  
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I think that this research will be very important to give an understanding that Islam 

gives equal position for men and women.  

This research uses feminist theory. The feminist theorist chosen for this research is 

Amina Wadud, who has devised a theory based on her interpretation of the Qur’an. 

Wadud’s Qur’an and Woman was published in 1998, coinciding with the rise of the 

era of Reformasi in Indonesia. She argues that conventional ways of reading  the 

Qur’an are very subjective (Wadud, 1999, p. 1). Because Islam has been dominated 

by male interpretations of the Qur’an, Wadud offers an alternative female 

interpretation. She argues that conventional interpretations support male 

domination of women. Her interpretation of the Qur’an focuses on the humanitarian 

aspects of Islam.  

Wadud’s view is based on the fact that the Qur’an does not mention God’s 

preference for either biological sex in creating a human being (Wadud, 1999, p. 29). 

Furthermore, in the creation of a human being there is no gender stereotype (p. 15, 

29): men and women have equal potential. Wadud refers to the Qur’an surah Al-

Baqarah verse 30, which states that God will create human beings as the kholifah 

(leaders) in the world. Her interpretation of this verse is that it does not refer to 

specific biological sex which mean that leadership is not exclusively the male 

domain.  

Allah also states that men and women have the same chance to do good deeds. In 

the Qur’an surah An-Nahl verse 97 Allah said:  
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Whoever does righteousness, whether male or female, while he is a believer- 

We will surely cause him to live a good life, and We will surely give them 

their reward (in the Hereafter) according to the best of what they used to do. 

(An-Nahl: 97).   

Amina Wadud maintains that earlier Muslim clerics erroneously used the male 

perspective in interpreting the Holy Qur’an, including the verses that deal with 

women. Their depiction of women based on the Qur’anic construction is regarded 

by Wadud as discriminatory against women. She refers for example, to their 

interpreting of phrases such as ‘men are qawwamuna alannisa’ (In Indonesian 

translation, the phrase is often interpreted as ‘… the leader of women’)  (Qur’an 

4:34) and ‘God has given men a degree above women’ (Qur’an 2:228) (Parvanova, 

2012, p. 83). This has led to the subordination of women, and as a result, women’s 

social and political position in many Muslim societies is very low and governed by 

male authority (Wadud, 2008). 

Wadud’s view inspired me to analyse Muslim women’s issues that occur in 

Javanese society as reflected in contemporary Indonesian literary works. Wadud’s 

worldview has made me realise why inequalities between men and women occur in 

Muslim society or specifically Javanese Muslim society. These inequalities are also 

reflected in contemporary Indonesian literature.  

As Allen maintains, Indonesian literature needs to be contextualised within 

Indonesian socio-political reality because literature both reflects and influences 

society (Allen, 1999; Heryanto, 1985). This research will contextualise the selected 

literary texts within Indonesian socio-political reality. Contextualisation in this 

research is intended to reveal the conditions of Muslim women in Indonesia, 
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particularly in Java, both in reality and as portrayed through literature. In other 

words, this research will focus on whether and how the literature reflects the social 

and political dynamic of its society.  

 

Literature Review  

A number of scholars have conducted research on the images of women in 

Indonesian literature after the fall of the authoritarian Suharto regime. These 

include Harry Aveling (Indonesian Literature after Reformasi: The Tongues of 

Women, 2007),  Barbara Hatley (The Saman Phenomenon, 1999), Heather M. 

Curnow (Women On The Margins: An Alternative to Kodrat, 2007), Manneke 

Budiman (Re-Imagining The Archipelago: The Nation in Post-Suharto Indonesian 

Women’s Fiction, 2011), Diah Ariani Arimbi (Reading Contemporary Indonesian 

Muslim Women Writers Representation, Identity and Religion of Muslim Women 

in Indonesian Fiction, 2009), and Nur Wulan (Does Phallic Masculinity still 

Matter?’ Masculinities in Indonesian Teenlit During the Post-Reformasi Period 

1998-2007, 2013).  

Aveling argues that literature written by women after Reformasi has been a 

mouthpiece for women’s views. He argues that the rise of female writers in 

Indonesia has helped to address the balance of power in discourse about women. 

This is because prior to Reformasi, the Indonesian literary world was dominated by 

men (Aveling, 2007). This is evidenced in the fact that the authors of canonical 

works such as Siti Nurbaya by Marah Rusli (1922), Layar Terkembang by Sutan 
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Takdir Alisahbana (1936), Belenggu by Armijn Pane (1941), Merantau ke Deli by 

Hamka (1937), Sri Sumarah dan Bawuk by Umar Kayam (1975), Pengakuan 

Pariyem by Linus Suryadi (1981) and Burung-Burung Manyar by Y.B. 

Mangunwijaya (1981) were all male.  

As a consequence of the new freedom of speech and expression, Aveling asserts 

that Reformasi opened up opportunities for women to express their views through 

literature. Reformasi was thus a time when some women used literature to oppose 

oppression. Examples of works in which women freely aired their views include 

Saman (1998) by Ayu Utami, Perempuan Berkalung Surban (2001) by Abidah El 

Khalieqy and Mereka Bilang Aku Monyet (2007) by Djenar Maesa Ayu. These 

works brought new perspectives on the position of women in both the public and 

the private domain. We can read them as a challenge by women to male domination 

in the social and political domain. In particular, women writers began to deal with 

politics and sexuality, two taboo themes in the post-independence Sukarno and 

Suharto regimes.  

Hatley also asserts that the works of Ayu Utami bring new perspectives about 

women in Indonesian literature (Hatley, 1999). She begins her paper by referring to 

three academic experts (Professor Sapardi Djoko Damono, Mangunwijaya and 

Umar Kayam) on Indonesian literature who were amazed by the new way of 

depicting women’s issues in the Indonesian socio-political context. It was not usual 

to deal with or express the matters of women’s bodies and sexuality in Indonesian 

literature. Although the literary quality of Saman was still being debated, it received 
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good responses from its readers. Saman is regarded as the first Indonesian novel to 

bring new perspectives on sex, women’s bodies and freedom of speech.  

Neither Aveling nor Hatley deals with the influence of the Islamic resurrection 

(after being suppressed by the previous regime) on Indonesian literature. Aveling 

does discuss discrimination against women in Javanese culture, and he critiques 

discrimination against women from a feminist perspective. He does not pay 

attention to the differences in ideologies of the writers he discusses. In my view, if 

we analyse women writers, one thing that we must consider is the ideological 

background that influences their writing. For example, Ayu Utami and Helvy Tiana 

Rosa have different perspectives when presenting their female characters because 

of their different ideological backgrounds. For example, the character Shakuntala 

in Saman is very different from the character Gita in Ketika mas Gagah Pergi. 

Shakuntala is depicted as having rebellious attitudes toward social norms, but Gita 

obeys her society. 

Curnow’s (2007) unpublished dissertation is based on the New Order’s policy for 

Indonesian women. Her analysis is based on the existence of an alternative 

discourse to the mainstream gender ideal of kodrat wanita (having an ‘essential’ 

feminine nature such as soft and weak or polite). Curnow analyses images of 

women on the margins in Indonesian and colonial Indies literature from the late 

nineteenth to the beginning of the twenty-first century. She confirms that the New 

Order had much to answer for in positioning women as second-class citizens. Her 

assumption is based on the government motto Panca Darma Wanita (The Five 

Duties of Women). This motto refers to the fact that women in the Suharto era had 
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to be the companions of their husbands; the success of a man was dependent on his 

wife’s support at home. In addition, good women in the New Order should be meek, 

passive, obedient to the male, sexually very shy and modest, self-sacrificing, and 

nurturing (Curnow, 2007). 

Although Curnow’s research provides insight into the socio-political condition of 

women in the New Order Era, this ideological dogma was diminished with the 

advent of Reformasi, which changed the perspective of women in the Indonesian 

society. As such it is of limited relevance to this thesis.  

There has been one notable publication about masculinity in teenlit (teenage 

literature) after Reformasi. Nur Wulan’s paper ‘Does Phallic Masculinity Still 

Matter?: Masculinities in Indonesian Teenlit During the Post-Reformasi Period 

(1998-2007)’ explores the popularity of teenlit that deals with freedom of speech 

and expression. New perspectives in presenting the characters may account for the 

popularity of this genre. While other (popular) publications waned because of the 

financial crisis during Reformasi, this genre’s publication reached its peak during 

this era (Wulan, 2013).    

Despite its popularity, teenlit is challenged by radical Muslim organisations that 

regard it as responsible for bringing to the fore sexuality and free sex among the 

younger generation in Indonesia. This is because this literature sometimes presents 

sexual relationships that are regarded by Islam as being taboo and immoral.   

The closest works to the topic of my thesis are the studies conducted by Diah Ariani 

Arimbi and Haryadi, both of which deal with Islamic literature. Both these 
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researchers conducted research into Muslim identity. Haryadi focused his research 

on the identity of Muslim youth while Arimbi focused on the identity of Muslim 

women in Indonesian literature. Arimbi’s research focused on four Muslim women 

writers: Titis Basino P.I., Ratna Indraswari, Abidah El Khalieqy and Helvy Tiana 

Rosa. Her focus is on how the writers construct women’s identity, roles and status 

in Indonesian society.  

Arimbi’s research analyses the relationship between women, gender and the Islamic 

religion. She maintains that the absence of Muslim women in social and political 

bargaining is because of their muteness. She adds that to have equality women must 

be active and progressive in every arena of society (Arimbi, 2009a, p. 13). 

Arimbi’s research is more focused on Indonesian Muslim women writers and does 

not include male writers who focus on the image of women in their work. That is a 

gap that I will fill in this thesis. Furthermore, Arimbi does not prescribe a specific 

time period, making it difficult to see developments in points of view about the 

image of women in Indonesian literature.  

Haryadi’s research is more concerned with youth as it is influenced by the 

modernisation occurring in Indonesian society. The acculturation between Islamic 

ideology and Western culture is regarded as unavoidable in Indonesian society. 

Indonesian Muslim youth thus have a new identity that blends Islam and modernity. 

This phenomenon is known as Islamic popular culture (Haryadi, 2010, p. 5). Islamic 

popular culture means that even though the younger Muslim generation wears the 

veil, they still go to the cinema, use smartphones, go to the mall and so on.  
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What I am doing in this research is different from what has been done by Arimbi 

and Haryadi. They do not deal with how Muslim writers construct the image of 

Muslim women, especially Javanese Muslim women.    

Another work that deals with contemporary Indonesian literature after Reformasi is 

Manneke Budiman’s 2011 ‘Re-Imagining the Archipelago: The Nation in Post-

Suharto Indonesian Women’s Fiction’. His research into post-Suharto women 

writers focuses on how these writers conceptualise ‘Indonesianess’ or national 

identity in their works. He also deals with how the ideology of the New Order 

influences the works, especially those dealing with women’s identity.  

Like the previous critics, Budiman sees Ayu Utami’s work as the pioneer in 

bringing new perspectives of women’s identity to contemporary Indonesian 

literature. He values Ayu Utami as the initiator in promoting freedom of speech and 

expression through literary works. Utami became the role model for many young 

female writers who would also work with the same theme, such as Nukila Amal, 

Dinar Rahayu, Dewi Lestari, Djenar Maesa Ayu and Fira Basuki (Manneke 

Budiman, 2011, p. 7). Budiman characterises the issues raised by women writers 

as: 1) the urban environment; 2) maritime and archipelagic views; 3) Islamic 

revivalism and the revitalisation of customary law (adat); 4) ethnic issues; and 5) 

Indonesia as the dynamic of locality and globalisation (p. 15).  

In dealing with traditional values, Budiman discusses two novels: Tarian Bumi (The 

Earth’s Dance) by Oka Rusmini and Di Selubung Malam (Under Cover of the 

Night, 2004) by Novia Syahidah. These two novels are regarded as a representation 
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of female writers who criticise female discrimination in Indonesian culture as the 

result of the implementation of custom law (adat istiadat) in some districts of 

Indonesia. Tarian Bumi criticises Hinduism which applies social class (caste), 

placing women on the margins as occurs in Bali, while Di Selubung Malam 

criticises the implementation of syariah law that also places Muslim women as the 

victims (Manneke Budiman, 2011).  

What I do in this thesis is different from the work of Budiman, who does not 

explicitly deal with Islamic ideology that shapes the image of women in Islam, 

especially in Java. He focuses more on the representation of identity as influenced 

by global social, economic and political conditions. Although he also deals with the 

development of Islamic ideology post-Suharto, he does not specifically deal with 

how Islamic ideology shapes the identity of Muslim women as reflected in 

contemporary Indonesian literature.  

Another study of women in Indonesian literature was undertaken by Ekarini 

Saraswati. Her concern is the depiction of women in Indonesian literature from 

prior to World War II, until the contemporary era. The title of her research is 

Pergeseran Citra Pribadi Perempuan dalam Sastra Indonesia: Analisis 

Psikoanalisis terhadap Karya Sastra Indonesia Mulai Angkatan Sebelum Perang 

Hingga Mutakhir (The Image of Women’s Personality in Indonesian Literature: A 

Psychoanalytical Approach towards Indonesian Literature from World War 2 until 

the Contemporary Era). In this research, she applies psychoanalysis to understand 

the characterisation of the female characters in selected literary works (E. 

Saraswati, 2010). She finds that the depiction of female characters in literary works 
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by male and female writers is different. She concludes that male writers are more 

complex in depicting the women characters in their literature. This is because in 

Indonesia male writers are on the whole, more educated than female writers. 

Saraswati also explains that contemporary Indonesian literature written by females 

after the Suharto era has changed the image of women who are more progressive 

than before. She cites the works of Ayu Utami, Djenar Mahesa Ayu, and 

Herlianatien as examples of progressive female writers who have broken a number 

of taboos in Indonesia such as sexual activity and women’s bodies.  

The feminist viewpoint has also spread to other media such as film and drama. 

Recent popular films that raise issues pertaining to women are Arisan 2 (2011) and 

Hijab (2015). Astrid Haryanti and Fiona Suwana analyse Arisan 2 in their paper 

‘The Construction of Feminism in Indonesian Film: Arisan 2!’. In this paper, they 

claim that the film is controversial among Muslim scholars, as it is regarded as 

promoting free sex (extra-marital sex and/or sex with many partners). The film is 

also criticised for promoting what is deemed to be inappropriate behaviour by 

women. Materialism, hedonism and free sexual relationships between males and 

females are frowned upon by many Muslims. This film also raises the issues of 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender relationships (Haryanti & Suwana, 2014).   

According to Haryanti, Arisan 2 represents the modernity of Indonesian women in 

Jakarta. This film shows that many Indonesian women now have very good social 

positions and are independently wealthy; they can live without a husband. There is 

no taboo or social moral value that can prevent women from having their own 

lifestyle. The authors suggest that modernity will eliminate taboos in society.   
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Haryanti and Suwarna use liberal feminism in their analysis. Liberal feminism 

argues that males and females have the same position and capabilities. Therefore, 

if a woman is given the  same educational, occupational, and political opportunities 

as a man, she will realise her potential (Haryanti & Suwana, 2014, p. 237). In many 

countries, women are still undervalued both in society and in the family. In 

Indonesia, many ethnic groups place the daughter as the second in the family. The 

family will focus more on encouraging the son to get a higher education, join the 

family business, and so on.  

In his paper ‘Perempuan dan Agama dalam Novel Indonesia, (Women and Religion 

in the Indonesian Novel)’, Maman S. Mahayana focuses on the question of whether 

the existence of woman writers will counter the male domination of literature 

(Mahayana, 2010). He shows that women writers have in fact existed for a long 

time in Indonesia, citing the well-known writers Paulus Supit (a female writer with 

male name, whose real name was unknown; her only novel was published in 1932), 

Selasih (1909-1995) and Hamidah (1914-1953). However, their literature still 

depicts women in a weak position.  Only the novel Kasih Ibu (Mother’s Love) by 

Paulus Supit (1932) depicts a successful woman who succeeds in guiding her 

children to become successful adults.  

Other scholars who have explored issues pertaining to women and equality issues 

in Indonesia are Paramadhita, Pausacker, and Nurmala. Paramadhita points out that 

women use writing as a medium of struggle because written material more readily 

gains social attention (Paramaditha, 2007). According to Paramaditha, in New 

Order Indonesia, besides there being so many men writers, there was also a stigma 
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that women’s writing was of low quality. Pausacker points out that the social 

participation of Indonesian women is very limited. There are not many women who 

take part in Indonesian politics or academia; there are only a few women who are 

active in public speaking (Pausacker, 2009). This is because, traditionally, married 

Indonesian women will have jobs inside the house, caring for the household, 

looking after children and caring for their husband (Nurmila, 2013). As a result, 

most Indonesian women have very limited social interaction especially after 

marriage.  

This thesis presents a different perspective from those of previous research. The 

focus of this thesis is the contextualisation of literary works written after the era of 

Reformasi. This thesis also concerns the issue of discrimination against women in 

Muslim societies. The researcher applies Amina Wadud’s theory, which maintains 

that the discrimination toward Muslim women is caused by misinterpretation of the 

holy book, Al-Qur’an. Amina Wadud’s theory is relevant to contemporary 

Indonesian literature especially that dealing with women’s issues, as the literature 

is a representation of society.  

 

Research Method 

This research uses the qualitative research method because the data is in the form 

of discourse citations from novels. This method makes it possible to link the main 

data to the broader discourse of the social and political facts (Tracy, 2012, p. 3). 
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The main data is collected from selected novels that deal with Javanese Muslim 

women characters.  

As this research contextualises the literary works within Indonesian society, it is 

important to understand the social and political background. I see that what is 

depicted in the novels are reflections of what is occurring within the society. 

Therefore, I also thoroughly researched the social and political context as well as 

the writers, especially their social, political and religious affiliation. I chose them 

because of their religious engagement.  

The writers discussed in this thesis are Habiburrahman El Shirazy (Muslim preacher 

and founder of pesantren Basmala), Abidah El Khalieqy (lecturer at Yogyakarta 

Islamic University), Mustofa W. Hasyim (active member of Muhammadiyah) and 

Alfina Dewi (teacher/ustdzah at a pesantren). These writers were chosen as the 

main object of this research because they are Javanese Muslim who present women 

as their main character and/or supporting characters and they published their work 

during Reformasi. These writers also present different worldviews about Muslim 

women; two of them (El Shirazy and Dewi) support conservative Islamic values 

while the others challenge traditional Islamic values.   

I am interested in researching these four authors because of their important 

contribution to the dynamics of post-reform Indonesian society. These writers not 

only have influence in the literary world but also in social movements. This can be 

seen from their contribution to Islamic organisations and from how readers respond 

to their novels. Aside from being writers, they also preach their ideology in their 
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activities in Islamic organisations. The other important reason is that these four 

authors raise the issue of Indonesian Muslim women based on real conditions that 

occur in the Javanese Muslim community.  

The novels analysed are Perempuan Berkalung Surban (2001) and Geni Jora 

(2004) by Abidah EL Khalieqy, Perempuan Badai (2002) and Tergenang Cinta 

(2006) by Mustofa W. Hasyim, Cinta Suci Zahrana (2005) and Ayat-Ayat Cinta 

(2004) by Habiburrahman El Shirazy, and Namaku Naura (2011) by Alfina Dewi.  

These novels specifically deal with women either based on their theme (such as 

gender equality) or the women as the main characters of the novels. The novels also 

deal with Islamic moral values and contemporary issues pertaining to women in 

Indonesia especially in Java. I also found that some of the novels accord with the 

spirit of feminist ideology that promotes freedom and equality, such as presented in 

the work of Abidah El Khaliqy and Mustofa W. Hasyim.  

The data gathered from the novels are analysed and linked with the social discourse 

in the Indonesian context, especially that dealing with Muslim women in Javanese 

society. This is because literature is not simply fiction but represents issues that 

occur in society. The discourses presented in the literary works are interpreted and 

linked to what is occurring in the Indonesian context. After that the discourse of 

women in the literary works is also compared with the image of women presented 

in Wadud’s worldview.  

Dealing with the research method, initially I tried to contact the writers to have an 

interview. Unfortunately, only one of them answered my email and he did not 
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address all my questions. I realise that it is not easy to share ideas about ideological 

or religious affiliation in Indonesia, and that what I am researching may be 

categorised by some as a sensitive issue. Few people are willing to share their 

ideological affiliation especially that dealing with feminism or liberal thought in 

Indonesia.  

Finally, as this research is focused on textual analysis, I decided that it was not 

necessary to interview the authors of the novels, notwithstanding of course the fact 

that the story of their lives data that can be gleaned from sources other than an 

interview is very important in getting the ‘meaning’ of their works.  

Content analysis makes it possible to analyse both the structure and the content of 

the literary works. The literature is not pure entertainment but is derived from 

particular social, political, economic and cultural contexts.  

Because this thesis focuses on Javanese Muslim society, all the novelists under 

discussion are from Java. The setting of much of their writing is Central Java and 

East Java, which are centres of Islamic education, containing many Islamic 

institutions, modern as well as traditional.  

As a product of thoughts, literary works cannot be separated from the issue of 

ideology (Eagleton, 1983). As such, a literary work can be a part of an effort to 

spread a certain ideology, in this case patriarchal ideology. The Cambridge 

Dictionary defines ideology as “a system of ideas and ideals, especially one which 

forms the basis of economic and political theory and politics”. Ideology deals with 

abstract thinking that is applied in public, which may then become the normative 
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standard of the society. In the context of Muslim society, patriarchal ideology is the 

dominant ideology4.   

In dealing with the literary works and ideological values, this research applies 

Althusser’s theory of ideology, which asserts that ideology holds an important role 

in controlling society. Althusser believes that imagination has a correlation with 

reality. In the context of the nation, Althusser perceives an ideological divide: RSA 

(Repressive State Apparatuses) including army, law enforcement, jail and so on and 

Ideological State Apparatuses (RSA), which are usually soft or unconscious. These 

state apparatuses function as the way to keep the power position of the government 

(sari, 2017). As is reflected in these novels, the ideology of the patriarchy is spread 

through the apparatuses of state ideology, including marriage (family), education 

and religion (Ritzer & Goodman, 2004).  

A family has a key role in implementing an ideology. The normative values which 

that are dominated by patriarchal values are spread and implemented in the family.  

For example, in the New Order era, the government was concerned with the 

normative values of family, which it regarded as the pillar of the state (Fatimah, 

2007). This notion rests on the idea that “the mother is the pillar of the state” 

(Soetrisno, 1990).  

Education plays an important role in implementing an ideology. Education is the 

most prestigious of the ideological state apparatuses, as everyone want to access 

                                                             
4 https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=ideology&source=ds_search accessed on December 13, 

2019 09:17 

https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=ideology&source=ds_search
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education, which can be a tool to implement state ideology. On the other hand, 

education also encourages citizens to escape from the dominant ideology.  

According to Eagleton, religion is the strongest ideological apparatus in keeping 

the dominant ideology in society (Eagleton, 1983). Religion is often used by the 

ruler (government) to strengthen their power. In the Indonesian context this 

phenomenon is popularly termed “Politisasi agama”, religious politicisation.  

Religion and other important state apparatuses are dominated by men, such as in 

the family (father), educational institutions and religious institutions. In religion for 

example, verses of the religious text that deal with women can be politicised by the 

interpreter in this case by men.  

 

Presentation  

This thesis comprises eight chapters plus an introductory chapter. The introductory 

chapter comprises the introduction, research questions, literature review, research 

methodology and presentation.   

Chapter one deals with the social and political dynamics and the position of women 

after the resignation of the authoritarian president Suharto in 1998. The social and 

political dynamics of Reformasi opened up possibilities for freedom of speech and 

expression. This also encouraged women to participate in the public domain.  This 

chapter includes analysis of the resurgence of Islamic movements that began in the 

1980s. It includes discussion of how Islam influences Muslim society in dealing 

with morality as well as the social, economic and political position of women.  
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Chapter two deals with Indonesian literature, and the impact of Reformasi on the 

discourse of freedom of speech and expression, including the influences of the 

Islamic movement on Indonesian literature. It explores how Islamic moral values 

are embedded in contemporary Indonesian literature known as Islamic literature 

(sastra Islami).  

Chapter three deals with feminism and the discourse of feminism in Muslim society. 

The feminist theory explored in this chapter is that proposed by Amina Wadud, who 

is regarded as a pioneer in proposing the reinterpretation of the holy book by female 

thinkers to eliminate gender bias in the implementation of Islamic values in Muslim 

society. This chapter comprises Wadud’s worldview pertaining to contemporary 

issues such as polygamy, divorce, inheritance and patriarchal ideology in Muslim 

society.    

Chapter four discusses the plot, summary of the chosen literary works and the 

authors’ backgrounds. The novels that are the subject of the research are: 

Perempuan Berkalung Surban (A Woman Wearing Turban, hereafter PBS) and 

Geni Jora (hereafter GJ) by Abidah El Khalieqy, Perempuan Badai (Storm Woman, 

hereafter PB) and Endang Cinta yang Tergenang (Overflowing with Love, hereafter 

TG) by Mustofa W. Hasyim, Cinta Suci Zahrana (Zahrana’s Sacred Love, hereafter 

CSZ) and Ayat-Ayat Cinta (The Verses of Love, hereafter AAC) by Habiburrahman 

EL Shirazy and Namaku Naura (My Name is Naura, hereafter NN) by Alfina Dewi.     

Chapter five discusses   the concept of marriage in Javanese Muslim society, and 

its representation in the literary works under discussion. Marriage is a foundation 
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in shaping the Javanese Muslim community. By being married, a man and a woman 

change many life aspects including their freedom. As a result, marriage often raises 

polemics or conflict in the husband and wife relationship.  

Chapter six discusses patriarchal values and Javanese public morality, and how 

these are reflected in the novels. Patriarchal values are so strongly embedded in 

society that there is often blurring between Islamic values and patriarchal values. 

The strong patriarchal values in Javanese society have implications for many things 

making it difficult to change the community’s mindset in dealing with the role and 

position of women. In the novels that are the object of this research not all authors 

present female character who are independent of or the desire to escape from 

patriarchal values. On the contrary, there are still female writers who emphasise or 

support patriarchal values.  

Chapter seven focuses on the issue of women’s agency and the opportunity to 

access higher education for Muslim women. Education is an important factor in 

influencing women’s agency. This chapter specifically discusses how the writers of 

literary works after the era of reformasi present the concept of education for women 

and its links with achieving agency.  

Chapter eight is the conclusion. This chapter summarises the findings of the thesis. 

This chapter also includes suggestions for further research. 

 

 



26 
 

CHAPTER I  

REFORMASI: THE SOCAL AND POLITICAL POSITION OF 

WOMEN 

 

Introduction  

This chapter explores Reformasi, which began in 1998. The era is also known as 

era kebebasan, freedom era or the era of Reformasi. It was marked by the 

resignation of the authoritarian president Suharto on 21st May 1998. Reformasi 

influenced social, economic and political conditions in Indonesia. Significant 

changes included new freedoms in speech and expression.  

One of the changes that occurred during Reformasi was the increase in the number 

of Islamic social movements. As the biggest religion in Indonesia, Islam wields 

considerable influence in the country, not only at the level of individual religious 

worship but across all aspects of daily life. The popularity of social discourse 

dealing with Islam could be seen in the rise of Islamic parties and religious 

organisations and in the implementation of syariah law in some local governments. 

Islamic identity was also expressed in popular culture such as fashion, film and 

literature. 

Reformasi also opened up more possibilities for women to participate in the public 

domain. However, increased public participation by women raised debates about 

women’s freedom of speech and expression. Islamic influence led to public debate 
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about women and morality. Issues discussed included Megawati Soekarnoputri’s 

2004 presidential candidacy, Inul Dara Tista’s erotic dangdut (Indonesian 

traditional song) dancing, the 30%5 allocation of seats to women in parliament and 

legalisation of homosexuality and lesbianism. 

  

Reformasi  

Reformasi was triggered by a lack of trust in the New Order regime, which was 

regarded as incapable of managing the 1997-1998 economic crisis, which had a 

critical impact on the value of the rupiah: it dropped to 16,000 rupiah to the US 

dollar. The monetary crisis also meant that many foreign companies moved away 

from Indonesia to other Asian countries. This led to unemployment. The 

government was also in crisis because Suharto sought help from the IMF 

(International Monetary Fund), meaning the government was bound to the 

conditions of an IMF loan. In fact, Suharto’s decision to borrow from the IMF did 

nothing to solve the social and economic problems in Indonesia (Suharto, 2003). 

The monetary crisis led to demonstrations led by university students. Many 

unemployed people also joined the demonstrations, leading to social chaos in some 

districts. During the demonstrations some protesters engaged in civil disobedience 

such as the destruction of public facilities and stores owned by Chinese-Indonesian, 

                                                             
5 This is caused by the very low level of participation by women in the social and political arena. 
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who became the targets of violence. Such mass violence occurred not only in the 

capital city but also in cities such as Surabaya, Yogyakarta, Medan and Balikpapan.  

President Suharto’s government had been tainted by corruption, collusion, and 

nepotism (known in Indonesia as KKN: Korupsi, Kolusi dan Nepotisme). Suharto 

included his children, relatives and some of his close friends in his government 

(Nordholt, 2003). This spurred elements of society, especially students, to call for 

changes. Massive demonstrations took place in various regions demanding that 

President Suharto step down. Suharto, who had ruled for 32 years, was no longer 

capable of running the government. Suharto lost the support of his political allies 

and was forced to resign from his position on 21 May 1998, handing over his 

mandate to BJ. Habibie.  

The role of women in the process of Reformasi was significant. They were not only 

joining the demonstrations, but also helping with logistics and providing food for 

those participating in the rallies. A dedicated women’s rally was focussed on basic 

needs such as the price of rice, milk and other babies’ needs. This demonstration 

became known as ‘demontrasi susu’ (milk rally) (Porter, 2003).   

Habibie should have been mandated the presidency until 2003, but due to the un-

favourable socio-political conditions coupled with pressure from political 

opponents, the government had to implement General Elections in June 1999. The 

1999 election was considered the freest and fairest election since 1955 (Choi, 2004).  

Although reigning for only 17 months (21 May 1998-20 October 1999), Habibie's 

government implemented many bureaucratic reforms to accommodate the demands 
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of the Indonesian people. Thus, Habibie's government is regarded as a milestone of 

freedom in Indonesia. A key Habibie government initiative was to lift the limitation 

on the participation of political parties in general elections. Habibie’s leadership 

also oversaw discharge of freedom of press, accompanied by freedom of association 

in the press organisations. As a result, during the reign of Habibie the Independent 

Journalists Association (AJI, Asosiasi Journalis Indonesia) obtained the freedom to 

both support and criticise the government.  

The rise of Abdurrahman Wahid (Gus Dur) to the presidency in 1999 was 

interesting, as the general election was in fact won by Megawati Soekarnoputeri’s 

PDIP Perjuangan (The Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle). However, 

because the presidential appointment was determined by the MPR (People’s 

Consultative Assembly), Gus Dur, whose party was in the second position, was 

appointed, while Megawati was placed as the vice president.  

Prior to his establishment as a presidential candidate, Gus Dur had raised different 

views about women's leadership. The logic of the PDIP, which had won the 

election, was that Megawati should be appointed as president, but because she was 

a woman this caused a polemical debate among Muslims. Many conservative 

Muslims did not agree with her appointment, as they believed that a woman cannot 

be a leader.     

Bureaucratic reform continued throughout Gus Dur’s presidency. He progressively 

dismantled the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Ministry of Information, which 

President Suharto had used as departments to control every aspect of social and 
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political activities. The most controversial decision taken by Gus Dur was the 

deletion of TAP MPRS (Temporary Government Decree) number 

XXIX/MPR/1966, about the banning of the Marxism-Leninism thought in 

Indonesia. This decision demonstrated Gus Dur’s commitment to freedom of 

speech and expression. 

After Suharto’s regime, Indonesia experienced an era of transition from an 

authoritarian government system to a democratic system in which civil society has 

an important role in government. This was followed by a change of power sharing 

between the central government and local governments through decentralisation. 

Democratic governance was expected to accelerate the development of the regions 

in Indonesia, and to create transparent government (Nordholt, 2003).  

After the general election of 2004, Indonesia began to develop its economic, social 

and political conditions. The reformation undertaken by previous regimes had a 

significant influence on social welfare. More space was made for women in the 

public domain. Especially after Megawati Soekarnoputeri became the fourth 

president of Indonesia in 2001, the participation of women in the social and political 

arena increased. Her party, for example, supported some female candidates for 

regent or governor positions (Ratnawati, 2009). 

 

Islam in the New Order and Reformasi 

The role of Islam in political upheaval in Indonesia began before Indonesia's 

independence. Since the struggle for independence, many Islamic figures have 
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played a significant role in formulating the ideology of the Republic of Indonesia 

(Salim, 2008), as can be seen in the history of the debate about the state’s ideology. 

In the Sukarno era, some Islamic figures wanted to establish a state based on Islamic 

values. This was laid out in the Jakarta Charter, a state ideology founded on Islamic 

values, with an emphasis on the application of Islamic law or sharia law for 

Muslims. But for the sake of the common good, visionary leaders like Sukarno and 

Hatta agreed not to enact the charter and to change some of the statements in the 

Pancasila (the official or foundational philosophical theory of the Indonesian state) 

to make them acceptable to all sectors of society. This was especially the case in 

Principle 1, 'Belief in God Almighty' (Fealy, 2004). It was proposed by some 

Muslim figures to add 'with the obligation to enforce Islamic Sharia for its 

followers’ (Salim, 2008; Suny, 2017).  

After independence (during the regime of Sukarno) the role of the Islamic 

community in building the Indonesian state continued with the existence of several 

parties based on Islam such as Masyumi and Nahdlatul Ulama (Haidar, 1998).  

During the New Order, due to political interests (keeping his position) of the 

Suharto’s government, Islamic parties were merged into one, known as the United 

Development Party (PPP, Partai Persatuan Pembangunan). PPP was the only 

Islamic based party during the New Order period. Membership of PPP comprised 

various groups of Muslims and former members of Masyumi and NU. The New 

Order regime was trying to limit the role of Islamic movements in Indonesia. This 

can be seen from the effort of Suharto to intervene in some Islamic organisations 

such as Muhammadiyah and NU (Indonesia, 2008). As Syafii Ma’arif points out, 
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Suharto did not want Amien Rais as leader of Muhammadiyah because he was 

regarded as a dangerous political opponent.  

However, because the Islamic movement proved unstoppable, Suharto needed to 

change his policy towards Islam. He tried to accommodate some Muslim scholars 

as advisers, establishing MUI (Majelis Ulama Indonesia, Council of Muslim 

Scholars) whose function was to advise the president in dealing with Islam or 

Muslim society. Suharto also chose B.J. Habibie as his vice President in 1991 

because Habibie was a very influential Muslim scholar. A pious Muslim, Habibie 

was the chairman of the Indonesian Muslim Scholars Association (ICMI, Ikatan 

Cendekiawan Muslim Indonesia) in 1990.  

Meanwhile, within the Suharto regime, there were many nationalist groups who 

were also Muslim. As Muslim nationalists, their political engagement was 

inseparable from their religious background.  

Suharto's closeness with Muslims came about because of his growing awareness of 

the increase in Islamic conviction in Indonesia since the 1980s (Hefner, 1993). As 

Fox points out, from 1980 there was an increase in the publication of Islamic books 

among Indonesians due to the increased literacy rate in Indonesia (Fox, 2004, p. 

13). To gain support from various parties, Suharto embraced various groups of 

Christians, secular nationalists as well as Muslim figures. It is not surprising that 

Suharto also maintained a close relationship with the TNI to do everything possible 

to control and embrace Muslims (Hefner, 2004). 
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In the Suharto era, the mass media was controlled very tightly. In the name of 

security and public peace, the government formulated a regulation pertaining to the 

dissemination of information. All information exchange or social discourse must 

not violate SARA, Suku, Agama, Ras dan Antargolongan (ethnicity, religion, race 

and inter group harmony) (Hoon, 2006). The SARA concept was introduced in the 

1970s and meant that nobody should issue statements or discuss those who violated 

these issues (Salam, Budiyanto, & Makasar, 2005). 

Before the end of his rule, the Suharto regime supported as well as controlled the 

Islamic movement in Indonesia through a number of institutions, including ICMI. 

ICMI was initiated by the Muslim student movement and coordinated by 

Aminuddin, Dawamraharjo and Nurkholish Madjid who proposed BJ. Habibie as 

the leader of the organisation (Hefner, 1993). This organisation was very influential 

because Habibie was so close to many public figures. Because of his position as the 

right hand of the government, ICMI got support from many Muslim communities 

(Riddell, 2002). Suharto also affiliated to Islam by conducting the hajj or 

pilgrimage to Mecca and encouraged his family, especially those in the public 

spotlight such as his daughter Siti Hardianti Rukmana (known as Mbak Tutut), who 

became the Minister of Social Affairs in March 1998 to wear Muslim attire.  

The most influential of the Muslim associations was MUI, which was founded in 

1975. The organisation comprised members from many Islamic movements in 

Indonesia such as Muhammadiyah, Nahdhatul Ulama (NU), Persatuan Islam 

(United Islam), Hizbutt Tahrir Indonesia (HTI) and other smaller Islamic 

organisations. The main goal of MUI was to organise and control the Islamic 
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community in one organisation so their activities accorded with the government’s 

program. As a political strategy, Suharto also established many mosques known as 

Masjid Pancasila (Pancasila Mosques) (Hefner, 1993)6, which, in addition to 

facilitating religious activities for Indonesian Muslims, were intended as vehicle to 

promote Suharto’s ideological and political agenda.  

After the Suharto era, Indonesians throughout the archipelago enjoyed freedom of 

speech and expression. However, freedom does not come without problems, 

because of the frictions between groups of people who have different interests, 

especially differences of ideology/religion. One of the most striking phenomena 

was the birth of a large number of social and community organisations almost 

without regulation. These included the religious organisations FPI (Islamic 

Defenders Front), MMI (Indonesian Jihadist Council), and Jamaah Islamiah 

(Islamic Congregation). The existence of such organisations has often led to public 

unrest, caused by vigilante activities. Conflicts also occurred in various regions 

such as in Poso. A war between Muslims and non-Muslims, the Sambas riots that 

occurred in 2001 were a conflict between the Dayak tribe (indigenous) and the 

Madurese and others (Martin Van Bruinessen, 2002). 

The existence of these religious organisations also led to various incidents related 

to freedom of speech and expression. Some events showed demonstrations of 

people wearing turbans and shouting “Allahu Akbar” (“God is great”). Such 

                                                             
6 Masjid Pancasila were established by the Suharto regime, under the YAMP (Yayasan Amal Bakti 

Pancasila). Approximately 999 were built from 1982-2009. (For details see http://soeharto.co/999-

masjid-yayasan-amal-bakti-muslim-pancasila accessed 20 July 2015 08:23) 

http://soeharto.co/999-masjid-yayasan-amal-bakti-muslim-pancasila%20accessed%2020%20July%202015
http://soeharto.co/999-masjid-yayasan-amal-bakti-muslim-pancasila%20accessed%2020%20July%202015
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demonstrations were evident in the disruption of activities that some hard-line 

Muslims considered a threat to Islamic values. Such purportedly dangerous 

activities included a book discussion titled 'Faith, Love and Freedom' at the Salihara 

community in Jakarta in 2012, the launch of Tan Malaka’s biography in Surabaya 

in 2014 and an art exhibition entitled ‘Lady Fast’ in Jogjakarta in 2016. FPI also 

intervened in an academic discussion of Marxism at Padjadjaran University, 

Bandung in May 20167.  

These hard-line organisations also often conducted sweeping in nightlife venues, 

cafes, discos and gambling establishments. FPI targeted ‘night women’ (wanita 

malam)8 who were considered to be violating Islamic morality. On 11 November 

2000 FPI members attacked a transgender group that was meeting to celebrate 

National Health Day at Kaliurang, Jogjakarta. Many people were injured in the 

incident (Boellstorff, 2004). These actions, of course, violated the law because the 

groups had no authority to do sweeping. However, until now there has been no firm 

action from the government to crack down on FPI members who are involved in 

such violation of the law.  

Many observers assume that reform in Indonesia has also sparked freedom for hard-

line Islamists to engage in acts of terrorism. Fealy (2004) mentions that many 

radical Islamic organisations have emerged or re-emerged in Indonesia along with 

the freedom era, such as Darul Islam (Domain of Islam, 1950-1964) and Indonesian 

                                                             
7 https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20170605075404-20-219442/pembakaran-buku-dan-

pembubaran-diskusi-termasuk-persekusi/, accessed 13 August 2016, 18:45 
8 Popular term as Kupu-Kupu Malam, Night butterfly and perempuan pekerja sek, PSK. 

https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20170605075404-20-219442/pembakaran-buku-dan-pembubaran-diskusi-termasuk-persekusi/
https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20170605075404-20-219442/pembakaran-buku-dan-pembubaran-diskusi-termasuk-persekusi/


36 
 

Islamic State as well as DI/NII, The Islamic Community (JI), The Indonesian 

Islamic Warriors Council (MMI), the Islamic Defenders Front (FPI), Warriors of 

Jihad (LJ) and Party of Liberation  (HT) (Fealy, 2004). 

Some important events related to Islamic radicalism include the 2002 Bali 

bombings and the bombing of the Marriott Hotel in August 2003, carried out  by 

groups from Jamaah Islamiyah (JI) (Hefner, 2004). JI, a forbidden organisation that 

America considers a terrorist network, wants to establish an Islamic State 

throughout Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. A prominent figure 

of this organisation in Indonesia is Abu Bakar Basyir who has been regarded as 

responsible for the call of jihad in various regions, endangering the unity of the 

Republic of Indonesia. Abu Bakar Basyir, who is also the leader of Jamaah 

Anshorut Tauhid and the head of Pesantren Al-Mukmin Ngruki, Solo, was 

sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment for being responsible for bombings in 

various parts of Indonesia9.  

Morality is a key word that is often motivation for Islamists to engage in activity 

both through violence and in the form of recitation (religious public lecture). 

Religious activity in post Reformasi Indonesia is evident in the occurrence of public 

lectures in homes, mosques, offices and even in luxury hotels (Heryanto, 2012). 

The impact of growing Islamic fervour also affects various fields of media both 

print and electronic. There was an increase in the publication of Islamic teachings 

                                                             
9 https://m.tempo.co/read/news/2011/02/14/063313365/tujuh-dakwaan-untuk-abu-bakar-baasyir, 

accessed 01 March 2015 20:00 

https://m.tempo.co/read/news/2011/02/14/063313365/tujuh-dakwaan-untuk-abu-bakar-baasyir
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through various media including pamphlets and magazines such as UMMI, 

ANNIDA and Sabili; Republika newspaper; and Mizan Press. 

It cannot be denied that the fall of Suharto improved the fate of many Indonesians. 

The middle class, for example, showed significant growth, evidenced in the 

increasing number of Muslim communities applying for the Hajj. To register for 

the Hajj, previously a Muslim had to wait at least fifteen to twenty years in some 

areas. In addition, the number of Muslim communities carrying out Umrah (the 

‘lesser’ religious pilgrimage to Mecca and Madina) increased sharply (Fox, 2004). 

 

Islamic Da’wah or Tarbiyah Movement 

The Islamic movement cannot be separated from the two big organisations 

Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), which have been contributing to social 

and political dynamics since before Indonesian independence. Muhammadiyah, the 

oldest and second largest organisation in Indonesia, has a central role both in 

government and outside the government. It was founded by KH Ahmad Dahlan in 

Yogyakarta in 1912. Meanwhile, established in 1926 by Hasyim Asyarie in 

Jombang, East Java, NU is the largest organisation in Indonesia. This organisation 

is regarded as a traditional Islamic organisation because most of its followers hold 

abangan (syncretic) beliefs, are commonly from grassroots, and are mostly lower 

class.  

There are some differences between these two organisations: Muhammadiyah is 

considered more modern because it develops modern educational institutions, while 
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NU develops traditional educational institutions, popular as pesantren. Another 

difference is that NU has been actively involved as a political movement, although 

by 1984 it was out of practical politics because of internal clashes (Bush, 2009). 

Although Muhammadiyah has never publicly established political parties or 

practical politics, it has many prominent figures in government. As a modern 

Islamic movement, the figures of this organisation are educated and intellectual 

people so that the presence of Muhammadiyah leaders in government is on account 

of their personal rather than institutional background. Muhammadiyah runs 

thousands of schools, hundreds of higher education institutions, hospitals and 

humanitarian agencies such as shelter houses (for the poor and orphans) and other 

modern social institutions. 

These two organisations have played a major role in the development of the 

Indonesian nation. The role of Muhammadiyah, especially in women’s 

development, has long established. This is evident in the birth of autonomous 

organisations that deal specifically with women. Muhammadyah has Aisyiah, while 

for the younger generation of women there is Nasiatul Aisyiah (NA), founded in 

1917 M.  

This organisation focuses its work on women issues; in economic, social and 

political fields10. NA has established many educational institutions that deal with 

children and women including PAUD (Pendidikan Anak Usia Dini, Education for 

early childhood) and TK (Taman Kanak-Kanak, Kindergarten). In the medical field, 

                                                             
10 (http://www.aisyiyah.or.id/id/page/peran-dan-perkembangan.html) 

http://www.aisyiyah.or.id/id/page/peran-dan-perkembangan.html
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NA has RSKIA (Rumah Sakit Ibu dan Anak, Hospital for women and children). NA 

has also focus on economic activity by establishing home industry and cooperations 

(koperasi) (Astuti, 2013).  

NU focuses on traditional education in the pesantren. As such, the role of women 

is not as great as it is in Muhammadiyah. However, NU does have an autonomous 

organisation specialising in women’s empowerment, namely Muslimat Nahdlatul 

Ulama or Fatayat NU. There are also some influential female figures in NU, 

including Sinta Nuriah (the wife of Gus Dur), Siti Musdah Mulia (a well-known 

Muslim scholar), Khofifah Indar Parawangsa (formerly Minister of Social Affairs 

and now Governor of East Java) and Abidah El Khalieqy (influential writer).  

Since the end of the Suharto regime, new Islamic movements have emerged in 

Indonesia. According to Fox (2004) this is due to the influence of the tarbiyah 

(Islamic teaching) movement that was born in the 1990s. Many young Indonesians 

became involved in the tarbiyah movement, which is viewed differently in the two 

large organisations. Considered to be more conservative, the tarbiyah movement, 

pioneered by the educated young generation has given rise to polemics on topics 

like jihad within the Islamic community in Indonesia. 

Spearheaded by a young intellectual and academic named M. Imaduddin 

Abdulrahmin, Fox explains that the da'wah or tarbiyah movement was begun at 

ITB (Technological Institute of Bandung), the most prestigious higher education 

institute in Indonesia. The ITB mosque is called Salman Mosque so the da’wah 

activity is known as the Salman movement. This da'wah movement was inspired 
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by the Muslim Brotherhood, pioneered by Hasan Al Banna in Egypt. Fox points out 

that the movement has actually existed since the 1970s coinciding with the Islamic 

revolution that was occurring in Iran.  

The da’wah movement was strongly influenced by a book called Ma’alim Fith 

Thoriq, Petunjuk Jalan (Markers on the Path/Guide to the Path) by Sayyid Qutb, 

an influential Muslim scholar from Egypt in the 1960s. This book, which has been 

reprinted many times since 1980, encourages the movement of ukhuah islamiah in 

the campus environment in Indonesia and also encourages the da'wah movement 

throughout Indonesia.  

The birth of KAMMI (Indonesian Muslim Student Action Union) and HAMMAS 

(Muslim Society of Inter-Campus Association) has played a major role in Islamic 

movements among university students. These organisations also had an important 

role in the wave of demonstrations during 1998 and it gave rise to the Partai 

Keadilan (Justice Party, PK) which contested the 1999 election (Fox, 2004).  

As well as the da'wah movement, religious activity also increased with the rise of 

religious teachers who had a more modern style and approach. Among them were 

Abdullah Gymnastiar (AA Gym), Arifin Ilham, Ari Ginanjar Agustian and Jefry Al 

Bukhori (Heryanto, 2012). These religious teachers or ustadz wielded great 

influence on the younger generation of Muslims because of their high-profile 

television presence, which was often popularised with music such as nasyid (a work 

of vocal music that is either sung a cappella or accompanied by percussion 

instruments). Middle class interest in Islam also gave birth to literary works, films 
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and Islamic-inspired television programs. Works dealing with Islamic values 

became popularised as Islamic literature (sastra Islami), Islamic movies (film 

Islami) and Islamic TV programs (program TV Islami). 

The increase of religious activity also encouraged Muslims to resist cultures 

considered to be not Islamic. This can be seen in the rejection of some events such 

as the cancellation of the Lady Gaga concert in June 2012 and opposition to the 

Miss World contest in Bali in 2013. Resistance to liberalisation by the Muslim hard-

line is often interpreted by scholars as contributing to religious violence in 

Indonesia.  

There are three things that are at the core of Islamic movements: the concept of 

tauhid (believing in Allah as the only God), good deeds and Islamic preaching 

(Islamic teaching or proselytising). Tauhid cannot be mixed with other beliefs so 

that every Muslim who still believes in other powers is considered shirk (ascribing 

a partner or rival to Allah in Lordship, worship or in His names and attributes). The 

power of tauhid in Islam is also reflected in everyday life. A Muslim must represent 

his faith in worship and muamalah (everyday activities). This is why Muslims are 

very concerned about issues of ethics and attitude: dress, the way of eating, even 

the smallest things like how to enter a bathroom. 

In Islam, worship (good deeds) is divided into two categories: specific worship 

(ibadah mahdhah) and general worship (ghairu mahdhah). Specific worship is not 

controversial because it is clearly taught by the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). On 

the other hand, general worship is worship that is associated with all activities in 
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life. In this worship, there is often a difference of perception that causes 

disagreement or contradiction among both Muslims and non-Muslims. One source 

of disagreement since the struggle for independence in Indonesia is the desire by 

some to implement Islamic law; some extreme Muslim groups also encourage the 

enactment of the Islamic State. Another is the issue of female leadership in Islam, 

which is strengthening in post Reformasi. The role of women in the household and 

the world of work is still being debated. Those debates are caused by different 

perspectives on the implementation of Islamic law in dealing with worship or good 

deeds in Muslims’ lives. 

A third issue is da’wah activity or Islamic proselytising. The tension between 

followers or with other groups is increasing due to the concept of da'wah in Islam. 

As some observers point out, Islam is an Abrahamic religion in which one 

characteristic is religious missionary activity, whereby Islam not only encourages 

its followers to obey the religious dictates, but every adherent also has an obligation 

to spread or invite other people or other groups to believe in the religion as their 

truth. In the post Reformasi era this activity has often brought about social conflict. 

The implementation of da’wah has triggered tension within Indonesian society, 

especially when undertaken by Muslim hard-liners who impose their will in the 

name of religion (Hefner, 1997).  

The occurrence of violence in the name of religion is a result of a misunderstanding 

of Islam. The concept of amar ma’ruf nahi mungkar (persuading goodness and 

preventing evil) is often taken by some groups, especially Muslim hard-liners, as a 

lesson to be implemented anywhere and anytime. This can be seen in the actions of 
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hard-line or militant organisations, such as FPI, MMI and JI. In fact, “There is no 

compulsion in (acceptance of) the religion ...”. Qur’an surah Al-Baqarah verse 256. 

Nevertheless, these minorities continue to impose their own will and even often 

violate the law. As a result, their actions have tarnished the image of Islam as a 

religion of peace and rahmatal lil a'lamin (giving goodness for all human beings).  

The Reformasi era allowed women to be preachers, popularly called ustadzah 

(female Islamic teachers). The presence of women as Islamic teachers or preachers 

is common in education for children such as TPA (teaching how to recite Qur’an), 

Early Childhood Education (PAUD) and TK, Taman Kanak-Kanak (Kindergarten). 

This is a phenomenon in both Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama (Herawati, 

2016). However, since the 2000s there has been a wider acceptance of women 

preachers in general community, including in popular television shows such as 

Luthfiah Ali Sungkar (Embun Pagi Program on SCTV and Indosiar), Mama Dedeh 

or Dedeh Rosidah (in Mamah dan Aa in Indosiar), Nini Mutmainah (Aagym’s first 

wife) and Oki Setiana Dewi (Ustadzah and an actress in Ketika Cinta Bertasbih). 

Included the category of ustadzah are Helvy Tiana Rosa and Asma Nadia (both 

well-known Muslim female writers). These women  proselytise their ideas of Islam 

through giving speech in Muslim communities based on mosques (Arnez, 2009).  

 

Women and the Politics of Morality 

The key to the tension surrounding women is differing concepts of morality. Islam 

is a religion that is very concerned with morality or behaviour. It is also reinforced 
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by a statement from Prophet Muhammad that he was sent down to the earth to 

improve morality or human beings’ attitude. But is it true that this concept of 

morality must contradict or create division in a pluralist society? Since the time of 

Prophet Muhammad Islam has been exemplified by peaceful coexistence with non-

Muslims. 

At the time of Reformasi in 1998, racial and gender discrimination strengthened in 

Indonesia. One of the critical things that emerged at that time was violence against 

ethnic Chinese in Jakarta. This was a legacy of the New Order regime, which 

situated this ethnicity as a minority group that was always discriminated against, in 

the name of security.  

There was a prevailing view that the violence occurred because of the false ideology 

of jihadists. Some western politicians believed that Islam was behind the violence 

toward Chinese. Nevertheless, some Muslim women’s organisation viewed it rather 

as a gender issue: the violence of men towards women (K. M. Robinson, 2009, p. 

153).  

The state ideology of the New Order had situated women as second-class citizens. 

Julia Suryakusuma explains that the Suharto government controlled sexuality 

because sexuality as well as gender was regarded as important to the nation’s 

security (Suryakusuma, 1996).  

The New Order regime implemented the azas kekeluargaan or family principle in 

relation to the integralist state, identifying the nation as a family. The government 

thus applied paternalism whereby the president’s position was seen as the bapak or 
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father figure of the nation (Suryakusuma, 1996, p. 95). This principle derived from 

Javanese values where the position of bapak or father is very strong in the family 

formation. This does not contradict the values of traditional Islam, which follows 

paternalistic principles.      

According to Adamson, gender and the notion of family have implications for 

political consciousness, nationhood, governance and religious identity (Adamson, 

2007). In the New Order period, a wife should support her husband, therefore in 

marriage a woman should stay at home and manage the household. This is because 

the Javanese values teach that if the wife stays at home, the husband can focus on 

his job that will make him more successful in providing his family’s needs. This 

gives rise to the popular phrase “behind every successful man there should be a 

woman” (Fatah, 2014).  

Adamson (2007) asserts that women’s public participation in Java cannot be 

separated from the Javanese concept of public morality. The core values of the 

Javanese revolve around family and community, with no regard for individuality or 

individual rights. In addition, Javanese values also interpret morality as pertaining 

to the security of the family and the nation. A woman is considered as tiang negara 

(pillar of the nation), therefore the government assumes that when it controls 

women it is also controlling national security.  

The discriminative values of Javanese society have been reinforced by the 

misinterpretation of Islamic values. In the early 1980s Islam began a renaissance in 

Java that significantly influenced Javanese society in terms of spirituality and 
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doctrine (Hefner, 1997). The revival of Islam was visible in the symbolic expression 

that occurred in the 1990s when the number of women wearing the jilbab (Islamic 

headscarf) increased (Haryadi, 2010). This is widely regarded as a symbol of 

strengthening conservatism in Indonesia. Such conservatism also influenced other 

aspects of Muslim society such as male-female division of labour and women’s 

public participation.  

Muslims commonly apply principles of their religion in public order as well as in 

personal spirituality (Hefner, 2001). This can be seen in the implementation of 

syariah law in Aceh whereby the law influences women’s attire. This is potentially 

a social problem for many young Muslim women in Aceh because syariah police 

will control and punish those who do not wear Islamic attire (Ansor, 2016). 

Morality is commonly attributed to women, while men are the controllers 

(Adamson, 2007, p. 15).  

After 1990 Islamic values became more visible in public. According to Smith-

Hefner, between 1999 and 2002 the practice of veiling for Muslim women 

university students increased by more than sixty per cent (Smith-Hefner, 2007). In 

schools too, many students began wearing jilbab (headscarf) and in some Islamic 

schools such as those established by Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama, all 

female students wore the jilbab. After 1998, almost every life aspect was related to 

Islamic values, including the Islamic banking system that encourages Muslims to 

choose syariah banking (bank syariah).  
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A workshop about women’s advocacy held in East Java in 2000 concluded that 

discrimination against women was caused by misinterpretation of Muhammad’s 

teaching (Adamson, 2007). The question posed at the workshop was why Muslim 

women always become the object of debate in questions of morality. The era of 

openness, perhaps paradoxically, has increased tensions in the debate about 

morality.  

In Muslim society, morality is never far from the debate about the role of women. 

It is because the Javanese family is influenced by traditional values whereby women 

are regarded as weak human beings11. Traditional values also consider a woman to 

be an instrument of the devil, seducing men to do bad things.  

Traditional Islam thus frequently controls every aspect of a Muslim woman’s life: 

Women cannot speak loudly in public; women should cover their full body except 

the face and palm. This derives from old Islamic values whereby some traditional 

Muslims believe that a woman’s voice is forbidden in public. This also applies to a 

woman’s body, which cannot be seen by non-mukhrim12 because it will raise sexual 

desire of the opposite sex. As a result, women’s activities in the public domain are 

very limited.  

In Indonesia, the implementation of Javanese values and the misinterpretation of 

Islamic teaching has placed women as supporters of men. Men are the breadwinners 

                                                             
11 This is caused by the misinterpretation of Al Qur’an sura An-Nisa verse 34 whereby “arrijaalu 

qawwamuna alanisa’” is interpreted that men are the leader of women which means that women 

are regarded as weaker than men. 
12 A mahram (muhrim) is unmarriageable kin with whom marriage would be considered as 

forbidden (haram). 
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while women cared for the family. To strengthen the family bond the Suharto 

government formulated the following principles: rukun (harmony), hormat 

(respect), musyawarah (mutual deliberation) and gotong royong (cooperation) 

(Adamson, 2007, p. 17). Gotong royong and musyawarah signalled to the family 

members that they should work hand in hand to support the family’s needs and 

discuss the issues in the family together. Rukun and hormat meant that husband and 

wife live together in harmony and respect each other in order to create happiness 

for the family. Nevertheless, a woman was expected to follow her husband’s 

decision. So, although these principles were regarded as equal obligations between 

men and women, women did not enjoy equal roles.  

The concept of equality for Javanese Muslim is often different from modern notions 

of equality. For instance, many Javanese believe that because men and women are 

different, justice means that they should be treated differently. Men are the leaders 

of the family so whatever the husband instructs the wife to do, she should obey. 

Many men believe that their effort to control their wife is for the well-being of their 

wife and family (Adamson, 2007). 

This core traditional concept of men and women brings about the misconception of 

emancipation for Javanese women. An instance of this can be seen in how difficult 

it is for a Javanese Muslim woman to be successful in her career. Most women face 

family or social burdens in achieving a higher position in their profession. Even 

those who are successful often have to face psychological obstacles because their 

family or society do not support them. Many husbands fear that their wife will put 

their career above the family. Many husbands are afraid that emancipation of 
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women will influence his wife to have affairs. Therefore, the career woman is a 

symbolically imbued site of social anxiety and ambivalence in the Muslim 

community (Adamson, 2007, p. 26).   

There are still many kyai (traditional Muslim scholars) who consider that justice in 

the household does not mean that men and women have the same rights. Justice 

according to them is to place men and women in accordance with the nature of 

women at home while the husband is the breadwinner. As Adamson (2007) 

observes many traditional Muslims believe that even though women can work 

outside the home, their main task is taking care of the household (Adamson, 2007, 

p. 29). 

This also occurs in the perception of leadership; in family as well as society. Parts 

of Indonesian society cannot easily accept a woman as leader. This is because the 

misunderstanding that the biological differences between men and women make 

them different in quality. Many traditional Muslims believe that women are 

emotional and unable to withstand problems and therefore not fit to be a leader. 

This is also influenced by the misunderstanding of the Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 

34, whereby men are considered as the leaders of women.  

 

Women’s movement after the Suharto era  

Increased economic development in Indonesia has influenced access to higher 

education for the younger generation. Access to higher education has created 

professionals, such as technicians, teachers, medical practitioners and business 
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people, both male and female. If in the previous era, females had limited access to 

higher education, Reformasi has permitted them to get this privilege. Since the 

1990s females have dominated numbers in Senior High School and in some 

departments in higher education (Al-Hasan, 1997).  

The number of women in the labour force has also increased drastically. Since the 

1990s many companies have been established across Indonesia, with Tangerang a 

key labour force destination for people from all over Indonesia. The number of 

females in the labour force has increased by about 3.3 million per year (K. M. 

Robinson, 2009). Since the 1990s females have comprised about 80 percent of the 

workforce in textiles, footwear industries and clothing (K. M. Robinson, 2009, p. 

90), evidence of the importance of women’s contribution to economic development 

in modern Indonesian society.  

However, women’s contribution to economic development is still challenging for 

some conservative Muslims. In addition, concerns about morality have led some 

Muslim groups to propose to the government ways of preventing the negative effect 

of the era of openness. For example, some conservative Muslims do not allow their 

daughters to work in the big city because of concerns that their daughter will have 

sex before marriage, which is considered sinful in Islam.  

For some Muslims, emancipation for women is tolerated in education but not in 

career. Although women have freedom in social and public engagement, they are 

still expected to handle domestic jobs. This means they face a double burden: as 

household manager as well as career woman. Adamson (2007) quotes a Muslim 
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scholar who states that in principle women can participate in the public sphere, 

however, their main job is as a wife and a mother whose main responsibilities are 

taking care of the children and managing the family (Adamson, 2007).  

The changes in women’s participation after Reformasi have created controversy 

with regards to public morality (M. Budiman, 2011), especially pornography, 

shari’a law and abortion (Rachel, 2008). As the country with the biggest Muslim 

population in the world, many Muslims were not ready for the freedom of speech 

and expression that subsequently occurred. Controversial issues of morality that 

captured public attention included Inul Dara Tista’s erotic dangdut dancing, 

Musdah Mulia’s radical Islamic ideas and Ayu Utami’s provocative novels 

(Aveling, 2007; Heryanto, 2012; Ronaldo, 2011). Inul Dara Tista’s hugely popular 

erotic dance style Goyang Ngebor was considered immoral by some conservative 

Muslim scholars. The polemic about the erotic dance led to political as well as 

religious conflict, prompting comment from political and religious figures and 

activists such as Abdurrahman Wahid and Rhoma Irama. Wahid, although a 

Muslim scholar and former chairman of Nahdlatul Ulama, supported Inul’s freedom 

of expression as an artist. By contrast, Rhoma Irama, the “King” of dangdut music 

opposed Inul and claimed that her dance would endanger the morality of the young 

generation. 

Siti Musdah Mulia is a high-profile Muslim intellectual who bravely proposed 

women’s rights in Indonesia. Her proposal to legalise lesbianism and 

homosexuality in Muslim society was also regarded as dangerous by conservative 

Muslims (García Rodríguez, 2015) who rejected her ideas as un-Islamic. Although 
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the debate was limited to academic circles many traditional Muslims worried that 

the government would act on the proposal. 

A moral issue arose when the People’s Representative Assembly tabled Indonesia’s 

Anti-Pornography Bill (known as RUU APP, Rancangan Undang-Undang 

Antipornografi dan Pornoaksi) during the President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono 

era on February 14, 2006. In relation to this, Allen (2007) and others explain that 

pornography was understood as a substance or media and communication tool 

intended to exploit or deliver sex and erotic action, and porno-action is defined as 

an erotic action in public (Allen, 2007, p. 101; Hatley, Hough, & Murti, 2015). The 

legislation was very controversial among both Muslims and non-Muslims. It 

underwent significant changes before being legalised by the People’s 

Representative Assembly in 2008.  

The draft of the anti-pornography law was proposed by PKS (Partai Keadilan 

Sejahtera, Prosperous Justice Party), which formulated the bill along with MUI and 

other Islamic organizations. PKS is a Muslim political party concerned with the 

implementation of Islamic values in Indonesia. The members of PKS are regarded 

as conservative Muslims.  

Despite the new freedoms, the role of women is still hotly debated. One of the 

hottest issues since Reformasi has been the rise of women in the cultural and 

political arena. Some women activists, for example, insist that every political party 

allocates 30% of its parliamentary seats to women (Wuisan, 20014). This proposal 

is very important as there are not many women who participate in political 
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contestation. Their absence in politics is not because of their incapability but 

because of adverse responses from society.  

Muslim women in Indonesia face contradictions from within the religious 

community, including pressure from radical religious organizations such as FPI 

(Front Pembela Islam), HTI (Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia), and MMI (Majelis 

Mujahidin Indonesia). These movements have been actively involved in redefining 

and campaigning against pornography in Indonesia, and in doing so have equated 

women with an increase in what they deemed to be pornographic activities.  

The status of women in Indonesia is complicated by the fact that the state uses 

traditional Islamic moral values as the standard. Although not an Islamic state, the 

Indonesian government urges people to obey rules that are considered to be Islamic 

moral values. In addition, Islam is both a faith and a culture, making it difficult to 

distinguish between Islamic religion and Islamic social life (S. Brenner, 2011; 

Fitriyani, 2012). Evidence for this can be seen in some districts or regencies that 

apply syariah (Islamic law), such as in the province of Aceh and some regions in 

West Java.  

In modern Indonesia, Javanese (Muslim) women have great opportunities to 

participate in social organisations and politics. There are many successful Muslim 

women who engage in politics as well as religious organisations, such as Megawati 

Soekarnoputeri (the leader of PDIP and former fifth president of Indonesia), 

Rustriningsih (Vice Governor of Central Java) and Rina Iriani (Regent of 

Karanganyar, Central Java) (K. H. Dewi, 2015; Suhardiyanto & Lestari, 2008). 
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There are also women activists in religious activities or in organisations (Susanto, 

2013), such as Mamah Dede, Lutfiah Sungkar and Khofifah Indar Parawansa, all 

of whom are influential preachers on Indonesian television.   

Despite this, Muslims have differing perceptions about implementing women's 

emancipation. Take the example of the differences between women cadres in 

Fatayat NU and in PKS (Prosperous Justice Party). Fatayat NU took a progressive 

step by confirming the equal status of men and women in all aspects. Fatayat NU 

also often provides mentoring and training aimed at making women aware that they 

are equal with men (Rinaldo, 2013). Meanwhile, PKS women cadres have different 

views. Even though they also believe that women have access to the outside world 

even in politics, they maintain that their position is as the supporter of men or the 

husband. For instance, PKS women cadre accepted polygamy as a part of religious 

obedience. PKS women cadres are a movement to encourage women to play their 

role in fortifying the young generation from moral damage that often contradicts 

with Fatayat NU’s values, such as advocating lesbianism  (Rachel, 2008). 

These discrepancies symbolise the disagreement between Islamic groups about (in) 

equality. 

Modernist Islam is also known as moderate Islam, a term pioneered by Harun 

Nasution who wrote Rational Islam in the 1990s. In his book he criticises Muslim 

society that applies Islamic values without rationally considering the circumstances. 

Many Muslims are in a backward position because they pay more attention to the 

hereafter (akherat) than to their life in the world. According to Nasution, Islam is 
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in fact rational because it teaches its followers to strive for balance between the life 

in the world and the hereafter (Nasution, 1995). Nasution, a humanist Islamic 

thinker and alumnus of McGill University, Canada, encouraged a younger 

generation of Indonesians, especially young intellectuals. 

Since Reformasi there have been many progressive Islamic ideas promoting 

freedom and independent expression in Muslim society. These include the ideology 

of JIL (Jaringan Islam Liberal, the Liberal Islam Network) which was founded in 

2001. Most of the members of this organisation are young scholars who graduated 

from universities in the United States and Europe (Harjanto, 2003). The leadership 

of JIL in fact derives largely from Nahdlatul Ulama rather than from the moderate 

and modern Muslim groups such as Muhammadiyah and Persis (Persatuan Islam, 

United Islam).  

After the Suharto era, many NGOs have been established to deal with contemporary 

women’s issue such as domestic and public violence, equality, reproductive health 

and political rights. In 1999 Sinta Nuriyah, the wife of former president Gus Dur 

established PUAN (Puan Amal Hayati), which is aimed at reducing violence 

towards females in the pesantren. Another NGO is Rahima (affiliated to NU), 

which was established in cooperation with the Ford Foundation to monitor the 

implementation of syariah law and gender discriminatory regulation in rural areas 

(K. M. Robinson, 2009, p. 184). NGOs dealing with women’s issues were also 

established in some provinces in Indonesia, such as Solidaritas Perempuan 

(Women’s Solidarity) which focuses on issues pertaining to women migrant 
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workers, and Rifka Annisa in Yogyakarta which focuses on women’s health 

(Aripurnami).   

***** 

This chapter has discussed the ways in which Reformasi has opened up new 

opportunities and new freedoms for Indonesian people. Social groups who initially 

did not feel free to express their opinions are now free to carry out their activities. 

For example, Muslims have their freedom to establish organisations based on social 

and religious issues. Indonesian society also has the freedom to discuss issues that 

were considered taboo during the New Order era; such as sexual matters, women’s 

bodies and promiscuity. These themes appear in public discourses both in the 

academic and cultural arenas, including in the field of literary works.  

Women are one of the groups that have benefited from Reformasi. Women actively 

participate in various fields, one of which is literature. After Suharto stepped down 

from his position, many female writers appeared, presenting various themes that 

were quite bold pertaining to their own bodies and to social, political and economic 

issues that occurred in Indonesia.  

The next chapter will explore how the social and political dynamics discussed in 

this chapter are represented in contemporary Indonesian literature. The main focus 

of the chapter will be the image of Muslim women in Indonesian literature.  
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CHAPTER II 

CONTEMPORARY INDONESIAN LITERATURE 

 

Introduction  

This chapter provides an overview of the history of Indonesian literature with a 

focus on the so-called sastra kontekstual (contextual literature) debates of the 1980, 

which in Indonesia represented an important moment in understanding the 

relationship between literature and its society. Proponents of contextual literature 

maintain that literature cannot be separated from the society in which it is produced 

because the writer is a member of society so what is presented in literature should 

be a reflection of what happens in society.  

Reformasi has had a significant influence on literary activity in Indonesia. Suharto’s 

authoritarian policies made it difficult for writers to freely express their ideas. This 

chapter deals with Indonesian literature in both the Suharto and the post-Suharto 

era. In the post-Suharto era, the government has been more flexible and more open 

in dealing with social and political dynamics. This has extended to the literary world 

whereby writers are encouraged to promote and engage in freedom of speech and 

expression.  

In the post-Suharto era, sastra Islami or Islamic literature has increased in 

popularity. Although the definition of the term ‘Islamic literature’ is still contested, 

I choose to use it to refer to literature that applies Islamic moral values as its 
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foundation. This chapter will also deal with FLP (Forum Lingkar Pena, Pen Circle 

Forum). This organisation has played an active role in supporting its members to 

promote Islamic ideology through literary works (Kailani, 2012).  

I argue that Islamic literature can be understood as contextual literature because the 

Islamic ideology followed by millions of Indonesians is reflected in the literature. 

In dealing with Islamic ideology in their work, there is a variety of positions adopted 

by writers of fiction: some writers support Islamic moral values and practices and 

some challenge those values and practices.  

 

Contextual Literature (Sastra kontekstual)  

Debates about Indonesian literature are at heart debates about the function of 

literature. This encompasses two broad schools of thought. The first is that literature 

is purely for art (to be judged merely on artistic values). In this school of thought, 

good literature is everlasting and belongs to the category of entertainment or 

amusement. This literature also has much more focus on the creation of the human 

imagination or imaginative works (Mukmin, 2018).  The second school of thought 

comprises those who believe that good literature is that which teaches something to 

the readers, which means that the literature should be a reflection of or a response 

to social problems. This is what is called the contextualisation of Indonesian 

literature.   

The issue of contextuality in Indonesian literature began in debates among critics 

of literature and culture in the 1980s. The debates focussed on whether the artist 
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should apply universal or contextual concepts in their literature. In the 1980s the 

universal concept was the most popular among Indonesian writers. According to 

Arief Budiman, this meant that the Indonesian writer had no identity because 

universality is vague (Kratz, 2000). Therefore, he proposed the concept of sastra 

kontekstual  (Heryanto, 1985, p. 4).  

Universal and contextual literature will always be in contradiction because they 

have a different orientation. Universal literature’s orientation is artistic value, while 

contextual literature is focussed on the utilitarianism of literature. Heryanto (1985) 

points out that artistic values are very subjective. Therefore, literary works that 

merely depend on artistic values will not in fact be able to be acceptable in all 

places. This is because what is interesting or beautiful in one place is not always 

acceptable in different places or people. On the other hand, literature that pays 

attention to the values of a given society will have resonance with readers from that 

society. The concept of contextuality of literature is that literature should reflect its 

society in order to give something of value to the reader.                                  

Until the 1980s universalism tended to dominate Indonesian literature, as evidenced 

for example in the 1950 Surat Kepercayaan Gelanggang (Gelanggang Testimonial 

of Beliefs), pioneered by Asrul Sani and Rivai Apin and the 1963 Manifes 

Kebudayaan (Cultural Manifesto) initiated by HB Jasin, Goenawan Muhammad 

and Taufiq Ismail (Heryanto, 1985, p. 5; Yudiono, 2007). Both Surat Kepercayaan 

Gelanggang and Manifes Kebudayaan were intended to preserve Indonesian culture 
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as an archetypal national identity based on the Pancasila13 as its foundation 

(Heinschke, 1996).  

Surat Kepercayaan Gelanggang was initiated on 22 October 1950 as part of the 

struggle for a new culture in the new nation of Indonesia, while, Manifes 

Kebudayaan was a statement from a group of writers opposing the ideology of 

LEKRA (Lembaga Kebudayaan Rakyat, The Institute of People’s Culture, the 

cultural wing of the Indonesian Communist Party). Those writers who supported 

the Cultural Manifesto were largely in support of the government while LEKRA 

members opposed the Suharto government14. It was the view of LEKRA expressed 

through the slogan ‘politics is the commander’ that political ideology is embedded 

in literature and cultural activities. 

The concept of contextual literature in fact has a long history. Philosophers who 

popularised the concept include Plato, Descartes, Aristotle and Schopenhauer 

(Hilal, 2014), all of whom have discussed the imitation, image and depiction of the 

universe or society in literature.  

According to Abrams (1953), the writer is a part of society, so the literary work that 

he/she produces will always deal with society. Literature and society influence each 

other; literature can be the reflection of the society, but can also influence the 

society with its moral values (Abrams, 1953). The relationship between literature 

                                                             
13 Pancasila consists of five ideological principles of the Indonesian state 
14 After rebellion of G 30 S PKI (Communist rebellion on 30s September 1965) Suharto opposes 

and forbids Lekra (https://www.cnnindonesia.com/hiburan/20150929200551-241-81689/seniman-

lekra-besar-dan-terhapus-dari-sejarahnya-sendiri Accessed, 02/03/2019) 

https://www.cnnindonesia.com/hiburan/20150929200551-241-81689/seniman-lekra-besar-dan-terhapus-dari-sejarahnya-sendiri
https://www.cnnindonesia.com/hiburan/20150929200551-241-81689/seniman-lekra-besar-dan-terhapus-dari-sejarahnya-sendiri
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and society cannot be avoided, yet the writer has his/her own independence in 

creating literature.  

The close relationship between literature and society and also the relationship 

between literature and its writer are the conditions of contextuality. Because 

literature reflects the society in which it is produced, the value of literature is not 

only based on universal values (especially the artistic value), but also on local 

values in particular eras and in particular localised contexts.  

Why should the idea of universalism be criticised? According to Arief Budiman 

‘universal literature’ and ‘universal values’ are essentially western concepts and not 

always suitable for societies such as Indonesia. This is because universal values in 

the literary context are always associated with modernity with western values as the 

standard. Indonesian society has its own cultural heritage that can be explored as its 

own weltanschauung, world view (Heryanto, 1985). That is why Arief Budiman 

criticised Indonesian writers in the early 1980s for not responding to social 

phenomena in Indonesia that needed to be criticised. According to Arief, a writer’s 

work should be part of the struggle against injustice (Budiman, 1985).  

Heryanto too asserts that there is no literary work that is free from the period and 

space in which it was produced (Heryanto, 1985, p. 28). However, time and place 

should not become a burden to prevent writers from creating literature in different 

places. Beni Setia (2005) argues that a writer can apply the model of participative 

research before he/she produces a work of literature. Examples of such literary 

works are Ayu Utami’s novels Saman and Larung which are set in Dumai Blitar 
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and New York. Even though Ayu Utami is an Indonesian she can tell the detail of 

the place because she knows the location she depicted in her novel well (Setia, 

2005). 

Much Indonesian literature since 1998 is a reflection of prevailing society. Issues 

raised in literature include the inequality of women as seen in the works of Ayu 

Utami, Oka Rusmini, Fira Basuki, Dewi Lestari and Djenar Maesa Ayu. Others are 

concerned about Indonesian Muslim identity. Such writers include Habiburrahman 

El Shirazy, Helvy Tiana Rosa, Asma Nadia, and Alfina Dewi.  

The era of Reformasi has encouraged many women to be writers (S. Hidayat, 2009).  

In the previous era, the literary world, like philosophy and art, was dominated by 

males. However, after the Suharto era, as Mahayana (2010) points out, the rise of 

women writers has presented a counter to patriarchal ideology (Mahayana, 2010). 

This is also the case with Muslim writers, with female writers becoming more 

prevalent post-Suharto. For example, in the case of the popular Islamic magazine 

Annida, 70 percent of the writers are female (Kailani, 2012). 

The desire to change the condition of women has also affected Muslim women. 

Many Muslim women have become active in social, political and cultural activities. 

Feminism has brought significant changes to Muslim women, especially in opening 

up the possibilities for education and political participation.  

There are also changes in the image of women, including Muslim women, in 

Indonesia. This can be seen in cultural products such as films and literary works, 

where women are being depicted as more independent, rational and educated. Many 
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literary works present a female character with good education and a good social 

position. This new perspective of Muslim women has not only been influenced by 

the era of freedom but also by the rise of the middle class in Indonesia.    

 

Indonesian literature in the New Order and Reformasi 

The New Order was a difficult period for freedom of speech and expression. The 

Suharto government imposed various means to restrict and control information 

exchange in the community. Not only that, the government also repressed thoughts 

that were considered harmful to the government. In relation to literary works in that 

era, there were also bans on works that overtly addressed issues of social inequality 

and injustice. All literary works had to pass censorship to avoid thinking contrary 

to government’s ideology. Censorship in the New Order era occurred to all of 

cultural products such as film, performance art, music concerts and so on.   

The most feared ideology by the government was the PKI (Indonesian Communist 

Party, Partai Komunis Indonesia) (Taum, 2014). Suharto was responsible for the 

humanitarian tragedy of the crushing of the PKI in September 1965. In order to 

avoid retaliation, all media that expressed resistance to the regime were muzzled. 

Not infrequently, writers and political critics who were members of cultural 

movements such as LEKRA were labelled as part of the Indonesian Communist 

Party. 

In the New Order era many literary works were prohibited from publication in 

Indonesia. One of the writers whose work was prohibited was Pramoedya Ananta 
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Toer, a victim of the government’s anti-PKI policy. He was considered a dangerous 

person on account of his history of proximity to the PKI movement and the social-

political critique in his writing. 

Toer had been active in writing from the time of the colonial regime and he was 

imprisoned by the colonial government and in the reign of both Sukarno and 

Suharto. Toer’s social realist works, which criticise colonialism, racism and 

corruption have been translated into 41 languages (Gowilt, 1996).  

Besides Toer, there are a lot of writers who wrote or spoke against government 

policy. However, many of these writers criticised the government indirectly so that 

they avoided being banned. Many expressed their critique through poetry. Rampan 

(2000) suggests that some writers present “mute literature” (sastra bisu) because 

their work criticised social issues using irony and symbolism (Rampan, 2000, p. 

xxxiii). Authors who directly confronted the New Order government included the 

poets WS Rendra, Widji Thukul and Sitor Situmorang. 

W.S. Rendra was imprisoned (1994) by Suharto because his poetry was considered 

offensive to the government. Sitor Situmorang, who composed an essay entitled 

Sastra Revolusioner (Revolutionary Literature) was also imprisoned by the New 

Order from 1967 to 1974. Wiji Thukul was ‘eliminated’ in 1998 by the New Order 

government for having created resistance poems. He penned the well-known 

slogan, “Hanya ada satu kata: Lawan!” (There is only one word: Resist!). 

Besides male authors, during the New Order period there were also several female 

authors, such as NH. Dini, Marga T and Mira W. However, these female writers 
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had little to do with political and social issues. Most of the female writers dealt with 

personal issues such as their feeling of love, infidelity and the family.  

One significant female writer in the 1990s who did engage with political interests 

was Ratna Sarumpaet, who in 1995 wrote a drama based on the life of Marsinah, a 

labour activist at a company called PT Catur Putra Surya in Porong, Sidoarjo, East 

Java. She was tortured and killed, and her body found in a teak plantation in 

Madiun, East Java. It was generally accepted that the killing was related to her 

activities in fighting for workers' rights regarding payments for food and 

transportation. Sarumpaet's drama was banned in several cities. Then in 1997 

Sarumpaet rewrote the work on Marsinah in the form of a monologue titled 

“Marsinah Accuses” (McGlynn, 2000, p. 42). 

Literary works are rarely separate from the author and the ideology of the author. 

Therefore, a literary work is not merely a work of art without meaning but can 

spread a thought or ideology. Literature usually reflects the author’s ideological  

background. For example, a Muslim writer may produce literature that promotes 

Islamic values or at least reflects Muslim society, such as can be seen in the novels 

of El Shirazy, Asmanadia, and Helvy Tiana Rosa. Therefore, literary works also 

have a role in influencing or changing society. This was evidenced in the work of 

WS Rendra who gave voice to his struggle to oppose the government using his 

poetry. Borrowing from Antonio Gramsci, a literary work is a hegemonic tool that 

can instil certain values in its readers (Gramsci, 1975).  
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As a representation of the author's ideology, literary works also cannot be separated 

from political issues (Heryanto, 1985, p. 39). Political conditions when the literary 

work was written can be very influential on the work. During Reformasi, many 

literary works emerged that voiced freedom in accordance with the spirit of the era. 

This is evidence that the fall of the authoritarian New Order government gave birth 

to an era of freedom, including in the world of literature. If in earlier periods not 

many writers had dared to publicly engage with politics, after the fall of Suharto, 

many writers openly expressed their opinion on the issue of politics. In fact, authors 

who were initially not interested in the world of politics were inspired to write about 

it. Such authors include Acep Zamzam Noer, Ahmadun Yosi and Sutardji Calzoum 

Bachri. 

Korrie Layun Rampan suggested a new generation of writers that he labelled the 

Generation of 2000 (Angkatan 2000). In his 2002 book Angkatan 2000 dalam 

Sastra Indonesia, he included hundreds of authors of poetry, short stories, novels 

and essays as well as literary critics. The authors he listed have mostly been active 

since the 1990s, such as Helvy Tiana Rosa, Ayu Utami, Maman S. Mahayana, Faruk 

HT, Nenden Lilis and Dorothea Rosa Herliany. He also included some writers who 

had been active since the 1980s, because those writers still contributed to the 

Indonesian literary world. These included Afrizal Malna, Seno Gumira Ajidarma, 

and Ahmadun Yosi Herfanda (Rampan, 2000).  

Rampan identified several key characteristics of literature after the reform era. The 

first is that there are many works that deal with socio-political interests. As 

mentioned above, political issues were a sensitive matter during the New Order era. 
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However, post Suharto, literary works that speak about politics and freedom have 

mushroomed.  

The second characteristic identified by Rampan is the emergence of female writers. 

As mentioned previously, literature in the Suharto period was dominated by male 

authors. Post-Suharto many female writers have emerged, writing about a variety 

of themes from romance to socio-political matters, including gender equality and 

injustices to women. 

The third is literary works that present modernity. For example, modern 

representations of Islam can be seen in the work of El Shirazy who depicts Islam 

that is more tolerant and progressive. This is certainly different from the image of 

Islam in the Suharto’s era.  

The fourth is sexuality as a theme in literature. Sexuality is a sensitive issue among 

Indonesians, generally viewed as a private matter that does not belong in the public 

domain. The writer regarded as a pioneer in this respect is Ayu Utami who inspired 

others to write similar works. Among some Muslim critics, the work of Ayu Utami 

and others has been critiqued as impolite and “cheap” because of its focus on 

women’s body and sex. Taufiq Ismail, for example, labelled such literary works as 

sastra selangkangan (literature of the groin), others dubbed it de-meaningly as 

sastra wangi (fragrant literature). However, literary works that have sexual content 

are not simply ‘about sex’. It is a narrative strategy of writers fighting against the 

confinement and oppression of women. Thus, the birth of literary works such as 
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Ayu Utami’s Saman (1998) and Larung (2001) should be read as the struggle of 

women to get their equal rights.  

The fifth is the birth of literary works that engage with religion in particular Islamic 

literature. Because Islam is by far the most dominant religion in Indonesia these 

works have attracted a wide readership.  

There are of course other characteristics of Indonesian literature since 2000, such 

as the birth of cyber literature and teen lit but I consider the above five traits of 

freedom and modernity of Muslim to be key, and they underpin the research 

undertaken for this thesis.  

In the New Order era, everything was centred in the capital city, so there was a 

perception that everything was good and acceptable if it came from big city. 

However, after the era of Reformasi, there is no such centralisation including in the 

cultural activities. Another recent development is that literary activities are not only 

focussed on the capital city. The regions are active in literature, sometimes more 

successfully than the capital city. Campbell (2012) gives the example of the literary 

festival organised by Hasanudin University and Dewan Kesenian Makasar 

(Makasar Art Council). It was very successful because it attracted international as 

well as local visitors. More than three thousand people attended this event 

(Campbell, 2012).  
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Islamic literature in Indonesia 

The existence of Islamic literature in Indonesia cannot be separated from the birth 

of various Islamic movements as part of Islamic propagation or Islamic 

proselytising. As asserted by Ahmadun Yosi, Islamic literature is part of Islamic 

da'wah (Kelana, 2017). Kuntowijoyo also claims that the birth of prophetic 

literature was motivated by a verse in Qur'an surah Ali-Imron verse 110: “You are 

the best nation produced (as an example) for mankind. You enjoin what is right and 

forbid what is wrong ...”. Kuntowijoyo asserts that the verse encourages every 

Muslim to contribute in life (including through literary works). 

Before further discussing Islamic literature in Indonesia, it is important to give an 

overview of the origin of Islamic literature in order to have the understanding of the 

background of its ideology. Islamic literature was influenced by Islamic ideology, 

which spread from the Arab countries of the Middle East (Nurdin, 2013). The 

simple definition of Islamic literature is literature based on the Islamic worldview 

and Islamic moral values.  

In the Middle East, al adab (Islamic literature) is associated with the adib, writer. 

The writer of Islamic literature is regarded as a person with a deep knowledge of 

Islamic values. Islamic literature is based on the values of the Qur’an and As-

Sunnah15 and sometimes also the hadith. Osman (2008) explains that during the era 

of Prophet Muhammad, the adab always dealt with Islamic cognition which was 

                                                             
15 Sunnah is the way of life prescribed as normative for Muslims on the basis of the teachings and 

practices of the Islamic prophet Muhammad and interpretations of the Quran.  
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directed towards education for the individual and development of moral values 

(Osman, 2008a, p. 2).  

Osman explains that the term al-adab was used during the Umayyad16 period 

(2006:2). It was commonly associated with informal education through narrating. 

Nasr al Din (1998) maintains that the educative or didactic and moralistic objectives 

that were initially embodied in the term al-adab were reaffirmed during the 

Umayyad and Abbasid17 periods. Furthermore, he explained that Al-adab was a 

term used for poetry (Al-sh’ir), genealogy (al-ansab), reportage of war (al-akhbar) 

and bibliographies (ayyam al-nas). In the period of the Abbasid, with the beginning 

of penmanship (al-kitabah), al-adab encompassed the art of narration. 

Sayyid Qutb (an influential Egyptian scholar 1906-1966) defines Islamic literature 

as a literary expression produced from a main creative institution, which is created 

in the soul of the writer’s imagination.  Qutb defines Islamic literature as a literary 

product that conforms and concurs with the concepts of Islam: the values and 

morals of Islam, the principles and convictions of Islam, the Islamic vision, 

concerning the universe, life, and mankind. Another definition of Islamic literature 

according to Abd Al Rahman Ra’fat Al Basha (An Arabian Author) is an artistic, 

objective illustration of the realities of life, the universe and mankind, in accordance 

with the Islamic concept and worldview. Islamic literature deals with the principle 

                                                             
16 Umayyad dynasty was the first great Muslim dynasty to rule the empire of the Caliphate (leader) 

661-750 CE, sometimes it refers to Arab Kingdom. 
17 The Abbasid Caliphate was the third of the Islamic caliphates to succeed the Islamic prophet 

Muhammad. The Abbasid dynasty descended from Muhammad’s youngest uncle, Abbas ibn Abd 

al-Muttalib (566-653 CE). 
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of harmony operating in all spheres of life, between the creator and the created, God 

and man (Osman, 2008b).  

In Indonesia, the denotations of Islamic literature are various: they include Sastra 

Sufi (Sufism Literature), Sastra Islam (Islamic Literature), Sastra Transendental 

(Transcendental Literature), Sastra Ilahi (Divine Literature), Sastra Pesantren 

(Islamic Boarding school Literature) and prophetic literature. These terms are based 

on the content of the literature or sometimes on the background of the writer. 

According to Salam (2004) sastra sufi is most commonly poetry. Islamic literature 

is also often named sastra pesantren because it is often written by writers who 

experienced life in a pesantren (Salam, 2004). A famous Islamic poet who is still 

active in writing is Ahmad Mustofa Bisri18, the head of the Raudlatuh Talibin 

pesantren in Rembang regency, Central Java.  

Islamic literature existed in Indonesia before independence, as translated literature 

from Middle Eastern countries especially Saudi Arabia. Islamic literature also 

spread in Indonesia through writers having lived in Mecca or Middle East countries. 

                                                             
18 Ahmad Mustofa Bisri (born 10 August 1944) is an Islamic leader from Indonesia affiliated to 

Nahdlatul Ulama. He is famous not only as a Kyai-traditional Islamic teacher and leader, but also 

as a poet and painter.  
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Sunan Bonang19, Ranggawarsita III20, Raja Ali Haji21 and Abdullah bin Abdul 

Kadir Munsyi22 were very popular in the Malay world and Nusantara (later known 

as Indonesia23) (Nurdin, 2013, p. 20). While their works were dominated by 

Javanese and Hindu philosophy, they tried to modify or acculturate it to Islamic 

philosophy. They also reproduced Islamic literature in the form of translation, 

retelling or adaptation to the Indonesian context (Winet, 2009).  

There have been many writers whose works were regarded as Islamic literature 

since Indonesia proclaimed its independence in 1945. Among them, Kamil 

identifies Sanusi Pane, Hamka, Amir Hamzah, Chairil Anwar, Achdiat Karta 

Mihardja, Abdul Hadi WM and Danarto (Kamil, 2010). Although these writers did 

not overtly state that what they were writing was Islamic literature, Islamic values 

are reflected in their works.  

Artistic activities in the Islamic style have a long history in Indonesia, but their 

visibility has ebbed and flowed in accordance with prevailing socio-political 

conditions. Since the 1970s and 1980s Islamic values can be seen through Islamic 

                                                             
19 Sunan Bonang, whose real name was Raden Maulana Makdum Ibrahim. He was one of the 

Walisongo who spread Islam in Java Island. He was born in 1465, died in 1525. He was well 

known ulama who modified the Javanese Art or culture to Islam.  He changes the songs that was 

dominated by the Hindu philosophy to Islamic thought. His famous artistic work was the 

modification of the song Tombo Ati, Cures of the Heart. (Berdakwah dengan Tembang ‘Tombo 

Ati’ Republika, 12-10-2007.  
20 Rangga Warsito was well known for his work Serat Kalatida, that is the Javanese song, which 

was popular in the Jaman Edan. He criticised the Pakubuwono IX (Yogyakarta King) that the king 

was circled by so many flatterers (Penjilat). His works are: Serat Jaka Lodang, Serat Paramasastra, 

Serat Candrarini and many others.   
21 Raja Ali Haji bin Raja Haji Ahmad was born 1808-1873. He was regarded as the Buginese-

Malay historian, poet and scholar. His famous works were Syair Abdul Muluk, and Gurindam Dua 

Belas.  Encyclopedia of Historians and Historical Writing (1999), p. 23-24. 
22 He was born in 1796-1854. He produced many works including: Hikayat Abdullah, Syair 

Singapura Terbakar, Syair Kampung Gelam Terbakar, and Kereta Kapal Asap.  
23 Echols, John M.; Shadily, Hassan (1989), Kamus Indonesia Inggris (An Indonesian-English 

Dictionary)(6th edition ed.), Jakarta: Gramedia, ISBN 979-403-756-7 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Standard_Book_Number
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/979-403-756-7
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songs. However, in the 1970s the songs had a distinctly Arab flavour as they used 

the Arabic language. As noted by Salam et al. (2005) the Nasida Ria music group 

was very popular. This group of nine female singers popularised kasidah (an 

Arabian epic song) music in Semarang, Central Java in 1975. Its popularity was 

limited though, mainly in rural areas and pesantren (Salam et al., 2005).  

The development of Islamic literature and Islamic culture cannot be separated from 

the policy of the New Order government which, towards the end of Suharto’s 

regime, began to draw closer to political Islam (see chapter I). That is why, since 

the beginning of the 1990s Islamic literature has attracted greater attention in 

Indonesia. This in turn has encouraged Muslim artists to publish and create Islamic 

culture such as literature, movies and television or radio programs based on Islamic 

values.  

Writers who wrote from an Islamic perspective include Hamka (Abdul Karim 

Amrullah, 1908-1980) and Tauifq Ismail (born 1935) who can be regarded as 

pioneers in the world of modern Indonesian Islamic writing.  Hamka, besides being 

well known as a Muslim scholar (ulama), also wrote many literary works based on 

Islamic values. Nevertheless, the Islamic values reflected in their works are 

certainly very different from the Islamic values reflected in modern Indonesian 

literary works today. Their works still focus on the relationship between human 

beings and their god. For example, Taufiq Ismail wrote many poems containing 

expressions of faith or ketauhidan (oneness of God) based on Islamic values. His 

poems were popularised during the 1980s through songs by the pop band Bimbo, 

which is very popular among Muslims (Salam, 2003). The contemporary Islamic 
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literary works presented various topics dealing not only with God, but also with 

social and political issues.  

While, as Goenawan Muhammad points out, religious literature existed in 

Indonesia long before independence, literature written in the Indonesian language 

that uses religious values as a guide came into being in the 1960s. Writers included 

Muhammad Saribi, Muhammad Diponogoro and Djamil Suherman. Suherman 

wrote a novel entitled Perjalanan ke Akherat (Journey to the Hereafter, 1963) and 

Umi Kalsum in 1983. Muhammad suggests that these religious scribes depict not 

only religious backgrounds but deeper issues, using religion as a problem solver. In 

other words, religion was regarded as a solution to the life problems presented in 

the literary work (Muhammad, 1960, p. 550). 

Further developments of Islamic literary works occurred in the 1980s in line with 

the development of Islamic da'wah activities in Indonesia. At that time, religious 

activity in Indonesia experienced an increase especially in the university 

environment (see chapter I). Religious da’wah also developed in the cultural area 

and oral, written and other visual media. Islamic literature was thus one of the ways 

in which da'wah activists spread Islamic values. Islamic literature became 

popularised as novel Islami (Islamic novel), fiksi Islami (Islamic fiction) or sastra 

Islami (Islamic literature) (Arnez, 2009).  

The 1990s saw the emergence of Helvy Tiana Rosa, Pipiet Senja, Izzatul Jannah, 

Gola Gong and Asmanadia, whose works mostly target the younger generation of 

Indonesian Muslims. Helvy’s novel Ketika Mas Gagah Pergi (When Mas Gagah 
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Passed Away) (KMGP) was published by Annida magazine in 1993. Originally a 

short story, KMGP was reprocessed by Helvy Tiana Rosa into a novel published by 

Pustaka Annida in 1997 (Mingguan, 2011). Following an enthusiastic response 

from many readers, Helvy Tiana Rosa, Asmanadia and Mutmainnah took the 

initiative to establish an Islamic writers’ organisation called FLP (Forum Lingkar 

Pena, Pen Circle Forum) in 1997. 

According to Salam et al. (2005) the enthusiasm for cultural activities with Islamic 

values in Indonesia was strongly influenced by the Islamic art movement from 

Malaysia at that time (Salam et al., 2005). In the 1990s in Indonesia the nasyid 

music group Raihan from Malaysia was popular. In addition, in 2000 this nasyid 

group also released an Islamic film, Syukur 21, which is much loved by university 

students in Indonesia because it presents a combination of piousness and modernity.  

Subsequently dozens of nasyid groups developed on Indonesian campuses. There 

were many other types of art and cultural activities that applied Islamic values. Not 

infrequently this artistic activity was also accompanied by religious activities or 

da'wah activities in the campus environment. 

The combination of nada dan da’wah (music and proselytising) is also becoming 

popular in Indonesia. Initially activities of nada dan da’wah were popularised by 

the so-called “King” of Dangdut, Rhoma Irama, when he collaborated with a 

famous Muslim scholar, KH. Zainuddin MZ (Hanan, 2010). At that time, in 1990s 

Irama was singing didactic songs (based on Islamic values) while Zainuddin was 

the speaker explaining the topic of Irama’s songs. Irama’s songs consisted of 



76 
 

Islamic moral values that were regarded as good for (young) Muslims, such as 

preventing of having sex before marriage or gambling.  

Since the year 2000 Islamic literature has flourished in Indonesia. One of the most 

popular works is Ayat-Ayat Cinta, (AAC, The Verses of Love), published in 2004. 

This novel drew much attention from Muslims not only in Indonesia but also in 

Malaysia, Brunei Darussalam, Thailand and Singapore (Heryanto, 2012). 

According to Mahayana (2009) the success of this novel cannot be separated from 

the thirst of Indonesian readers for literary works that offer calmness and 

tranquillity. At that time, there was an increased awareness of implementing Islamic 

values in the Indonesian context, hence the rise of this kind of literary work.  

After the success of AAC many subsequent literary works applied Islamic values, 

including Tahajud Cinta (Night Prayer of Love, 2008), Musyafir Cinta (Traveller 

of Love, 2007) and Makrifat Cinta (Mystical Knowledge of Love, 2007). The 

popularity of Islamic literary works has also encouraged film producers to adapt 

Islamic literature into film. AAC was regarded as a pioneer in popularising Islamic 

values in film (see chapter VI). 

Along with the above development came the emergence of television soap operas 

featuring content with Islamic values, not only during Ramadhan, but, post-Suharto, 

in prime time as well. These soap operas have been warmly received. Titles include 

Rahasia Illahi (Divine Secrets), Doa Membawa Berkah (Prayer brings Blessings), 

Azab Illahi (God’s Punishment), Suratan Takdir (Fate Surveys) and Titian Illahi 

(The Divine Titian) (Salam et al., 2005).  
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The emergence of Islamic films, novels and literature has impacted on citizens’ 

behaviour. Many pious ulama (kyai) have motivated people to adopt markers of 

Islamic identity like the head veil for women and baju koko (Muslim attire) for 

male. The many popular young Islamic teachers (ustadz) are very influential on 

Indonesian Muslim citizens because they combine modernity with religiosity in 

their teaching. Many middle-class Muslims began to dress modestly in Muslim 

clothes, arguably due to the influence of Islamic films, novels and soap operas. As 

such, some refer to Islamic literature as da’wah-tainment (Hoesterey & Clark, 

2012).  

Such evidence accords with the intention of writers who state that their goal is to 

teach their readers about Islamic values. Islamic moral values are represented in the 

characters of their texts. Such characters should be of good appearance (clothing, 

speech, attitude), wealthy and modest. In other words, the aim of some Islamic 

literature is to teach the readers to live based on Islamic teaching and to protect 

them from worldly sins (Arnez, 2009). The protagonist character in such literary 

works will be a pious person depicting modesty, chastity and benevolence. Islamic 

literature also presents the new characteristics of the main character: educated, 

wealthy and respected.  

The new perspective of Islam that is depicted in modern Indonesian literature can 

be read as the Muslim writer wanting to teach readers that as Muslims they should 

live in balance between the world and the hereafter. The modernity of the characters 

in modern literature represents the development of Islam (presenting more educated 

and moderate Muslims). The ideal Muslim woman is now successful and educated, 
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romantic yet modest and not merely veiled and docile (Hoesterey & Clark, 2012, p. 

5). 

The quality of literature categorised as Islamic literature is evidenced in success in 

national literary awards and competitions. Examples include Asma Nadia’s 

Rembulan di Mata Ibu (Moon in Mother’s Eyes, 2002) and Dialog Dua Layar (A 

Dialogue of Two Sails, 2001), which were awarded the best national teenager and 

youth book by the Indonesian Publishers’ Association. Helvy’s short story, ‘Jaring-

Jaring Merah’ (‘The Red Net’) was awarded the best narrative by the prestigious 

literary journal Horison  in 1999-2000 (Arnez, 2009).   

Other new titles in the genre of Islamic literature include 99 Cahaya di Langit Eropa 

(99 Lights in the Sky of Europe, 2011), Negeri Lima Menara (The Country of Five 

Towers, 2009), Rembulan Tenggelam di Wajahmu (The Moon Sets on Your Face, 

2006) and Hafalan Sholat Delisa (Delisa’s Prayer Memorising, 2011). These works 

have been adapted to film or television (Hanifa, 2013).  

 

FLP (Forum Lingkar Pena) 

Key to contemporary Indonesian Islamic literature is the role of FLP (Pen Circle 

Forum), which was established in 1997 by the prominent female writers Asma 

Nadia, Mutmainnah and Helvy Tiana Rosa from the University of Indonesia. The 

main goal of this organisation is to support young Muslim writers based on Islamic 

moral values. FLP focuses not just on literary training but also on social and 

religious proselytising. Rosa’s statement that FLP’s goal is Islamic proselytising 
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through literary work is supported by other FLP members. Arnez sums up FLP’s 

main activity as ‘da’wah by pen or da’wah by goodness’ (da’wah bil qalam and 

da’wah bil hal) (Arnez, 2009). 

FLP proposes a new perspective of Islam modern Islam, which means that to be a 

Muslim one should be pious and trendy (Kailani, 2012). This model of Islam is 

reflected in the main characters in literary works, such as Fahri in AAC, Gagah 

Prawira Pratama in When Mas Gagah Passed Away and Abdul Hadi in In the 

Mihrob of Love.  

FLP’s popularity is evidenced in the large number - more than five thousand in the 

first year - of young Muslims who joined soon after its establishment. These 

included the well-known Habiburrahman El Shirazy. FLP also quickly spread to 

several provinces: 23 provincial branches and eight international branches 

including in Malaysia, Singapore, Japan, Egypt, Australia and the United States of 

America.  

The da’wah activities of the FLP’s members were expressed in literary works, 

public lectures and magazine publications. FLP members have published more than 

five hundred books and several thousand short stories, which have been well 

received by young Indonesian readers. FLP cooperated with well-established 

magazines such as UMMI, Annida and Saksi, magazines intended to provide 

alternative reading material for young Muslims and to counter liberal magazines 

that popularised Western values, such as Hai, Aneka and Gadis (Kailani, 2012). 

FLP only accepted reading material that promoted Islamic values, including 
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supporting young Muslim females to wear the jilbab, avoid courtship, promote 

Muslim products such as Muslim attire and medicine, and foster other religious 

activities (Rosa, 2001). 

FLP offers creative activities suitable for the young generation. For instance, in 

Jogjakarta training was held in writing and da’wah; this was known as PDKT 

(Pelatihan Dakwah dan Karya Tulis, Training in Religious Speech and Writing). 

Another activity is known as Katakan Cinta (Express your Love), an acronym of 

Kajian Islam dan Cerita Indah Apa Saja (Islamic Study Group and Beautiful Stories 

of all Kinds). The term is taken from a reality television program where young 

males and females can express their feeling of love to attract the opposite sex 

(Kailani, 2012, p. 43).  

FLP also established a library known as Rumah Cahaya (House of Light) in many 

locations. Rumah Cahaya provides books that focus on Islamic ideology, including 

those written by FLP’s members. Another function of this library is a place to share 

ideas among the members and also to motivate the young generation to read and 

write. Workshops in writing and teaching about Islamic discourse are often held 

there. Rumah Cahaya is not only for the members but also for the people who live 

around the library. FLP often also hold Qur’an reading competitions in their library 

(Arnez, 2009).   

FLP members promote pious Muslim characteristics both in their work as well as 

in daily life, such as demonstrating Islamic values and proper conduct likes 

lowering the gaze with non-muhrim, not engaging in courtship, wearing the jilbab  



81 
 

for females and maintaining the thin beard for males (Kailani, 2012). Members also 

often recite Islamic terms such as subhanallah, alhamdulilla, and insya Allah; they 

regularly read the Qur’an, and they should strive to improve their knowledge of 

Islam as well as general knowledge. Helvy also asserts that their works should avoid 

depiction of sexual intimacy or the beauty of the female body.   

***** 

As analysed above, social and political conditions greatly affect the content or 

theme of literary works. Social and political changes due to Reformasi in Indonesian 

context, have opened opportunities for writers to voice their thoughts. This also 

applies to literary works based on Islamic ideology.  

In the era of Sukarno and Suharto literary works that incorporated Islamic ideology 

generally dealt with transcendental themes such as human relations with God. In 

the era of Reformasi, themes about the relationship between humans are more 

visible. Many literary works address economic, social and political themes. This 

phenomenon has been facilitated by the era of freedom that has occurred in 

Indonesian politics.  

The spread of Islamic literature in Indonesia is part of the contextualisation of 

Indonesian literature, whereby Indonesian literature reflects as well as criticise what 

is happening in society.  

To see how contemporary Indonesian Muslim writers deal with women, the next 

chapter discusses the concept of Muslim feminism, in particular as proposed by 

Amina Wadud, the Muslim feminist who has explored the inequality of Muslim 
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women because of the misinterpretation of the Qur’an. Her ways of understanding 

the sacred text give an alternative worldview that affords a more equal position for 

Muslim women, including those in modern Indonesia.  
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CHAPTER III 

FEMINISM AND AMINA WADUD’S CONCEPT OF MUSLIM 

FEMINISM 

 

Introduction  

This chapter will focus on the theory of feminism, including how it has impacted 

on Muslim women. Feminist theory will be explored from its meaning, history and 

spread from European to Asian countries. The discussion will focus on an Islamic 

feminist theory that originated with Amina Wadud. I choose Wadud’s theory in this 

research because her ideas about modern Muslim women are popular in Indonesia, 

especially after the era of Reformasi, 1998.  

Wadud’s key criticism of Islam is that the sacred text often puts women in a 

subordinate position to men, which in turn influences social perceptions of women. 

Wadud asserts that the implementation of Islamic teaching in most Muslim 

countries is dominated by interpretations done by males of the medieval period of 

Islam (900-1300), at a time when there were no females engaged in interpreting the 

sacred text. Therefore, she proposes to reinterpret the religious text from a female 

perspective in order to align with the needs of women in the contemporary world.   

Wadud’s ideas have attracted many responses from Muslim societies in Europe and 

Asia, including Indonesia where many Muslim scholars both male and female 

support her. These scholars include Nurcholis Madjid (Indonesian Muslim scholar, 
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1939-2005), Siti Musdah Mulia (Indonesian Muslim feminist activist, born 1958) 

and Abdurrahman Wahid (1940-2009), all of whom are/were champions of human 

rights issues in Indonesia. Wadud’s ideas of freedom in Muslim society spread in 

Indonesia in the Reformasi era (around 2000). There are also a number of social 

and political movements that champion a feminist perspective, including NGOs and 

political parties, such as PDIP, led by Megawati Soekarnoputeri and PRD led by 

Budiman Sujatmiko.  

 

Feminism 

The words “feminism” and “feminist” are used throughout the Western world in 

relation to the advocacy of women’s emancipation. The word “feminism” was 

originally founded by Charles Fauriers in the 1830s (Offen, 2000, p. 19). Feminism 

insists on the abolition of gender differentiation. For feminists, men and women 

have equality and have the same social, political, cultural, and intellectual rights 

(Barry, 2009). Therefore, feminism may be defined as a collection of movements 

and ideologies that share a common goal: to define, establish, and achieve equal 

political, economic, cultural, personal and social rights for women (Beasley, 1999). 

The feminist movement does not insist on sameness, but rather on equality of 

treatment in moral and intellectual terms, and also equality of opportunity (Offen, 

2000, p. 23). 

The feminist movement, aimed at eliminating discrimination towards women, was 

popularised in Europe in the 1890s when women were regarded as second class 
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citizens who were excluded from political, social and cultural activities. The 

women’s suffragist in Britain in 1913, led by Millicent Garret Fawcett, was a 

remarkable example of feminist action (Offen, 2000, p. 2). Offen (2000) reminds 

us that the movement is an ongoing process because the issues of inequality and 

discrimination are continuing, recurring and enduring (Offen, 2000).  

The domination of men over women is regarded as the basis of male violence 

towards women, a phenomenon that crosses all social classes. Such domination 

occurs not only because of the physical strength of men, but also because of 

religious values. Christianity and Islam are regarded as the most influential 

religions that place the woman in a subordinate position. Christianity blames the 

female for the Fall and condemns women to eternal serfdom (Madsen, 2000, p. 5). 

In Europe the Christian religion was dominant in determining a social structure 

where the position of women was very weak (Taylor Allen, 1999).  

In Islam, as in Christianity, the creation of human beings derives from Adam and 

Eve. Eve is believed to have been created from Adam’s ribs. This is often 

interpreted by traditional Muslims to mean that the purpose of her existence is to 

complete Adam. As a result, Eve (woman) is created as subordinate to Adam (man).  

 

The concept of gender  

Issues of gender are often confused with the different biological sex between male 

and female. As a result, gender differentiation becomes associated with sexual 

differentiation. Gender differentiation frequently begins early in a child’s life. 
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Parents will treat their children differently based on their biological sex. Male 

children will be taught to be tough, brave and curious; on the other hand, female 

children will be taught to be calm, shy, soft and polite (Ariani, 2013).   

This misunderstanding of the concept of gender underpins the discrimination 

against women in Javanese society. Sugihastuti et.al. (2010) explain that the 

confusion between sexual and gender difference has led to misplaced differentiation 

between men and women (Sugihastuti & Saptiawan, 2010). 

Sexual difference is based on biological difference while gender difference is based 

on social structure and cultural concepts. Some sexual differences cannot be 

changed: only a woman can give birth, breastfeed and menstruate. Gender 

differences are changeable because gender is a social construction. An example of 

gender difference is the function of women in domestic labour. In the Javanese 

family, women are commonly responsible for domestic jobs because they are 

regarded as weak creatures.  

The term “gender” was introduced by Robert Stoller in 1968. He used the term to 

differentiate between biological and cultural differences. This term then spread to 

the social sciences. In 1972, Ann Oakley defined gender as a social construction 

and social attribute that is characterised by human culture (Nugroho, 2011, pp. 2-3; 

Oakley, 1972). Furthermore, gender does not stand by itself, but is intermeshed with 

elements of ethnicity, race, class and religion. Gender is thus inseparable from 

political issues (Butler, 2006, pp. 4-5).  
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Gender is spatially and historically contingent. It will be different from place to 

place, because gender is formed by social perceptions or social construction. 

Perceptions of gender can also change over time. Butler maintains that gender is an 

identity that forms because of the social perceptions of a society (Butler, 1999). If 

the society is influenced by other cultures, gender perceptions will also change. For 

instance, children’s attitudes derive from both their parents and their society. 

(Nugroho, 2011; Sugihastuti & Saptiawan, 2010).   

This different perception towards gender makes for social discrimination, with 

women the main victims of gender inequality typified by marginalisation, 

subordination, stereotyping, violence and unequal domestic workload (Nugroho, 

2011, pp. 9-16).  

Marginalisation is one form of discrimination exacted by governments on women. 

Governments often make policy based on male prerogatives. In Indonesia, for 

instance, the government gives loan aid to farmers, but this is only for families with 

a male as the head of family: women are ineligible because the government does 

not consider the female as the head of the family.  

Subordination occurs when women are regarded as emotional and irrational. In 

Muslim society, especially Javanese Muslim society for instance, women are 

considered as not appropriate as public leaders. As a result, women are not agents 

of change because they have no contribution to policy decision making.  

Women are often victims of violence, usually in the form of sexual harassment and 

assault. This kind of violence can happen in the home in the form of domestic 
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violence. A husband may also violate his wife, because he feels that as a husband 

he has the authority to control and to guide her (Aisyah & Parker, 2014).  

According to de Beauvoir the process of realising the difference between male and 

female starts in childhood. In childhood, children learn from their parents and in 

adulthood, they learn from society and media (Ariani, 2013). The main concept of 

male and female difference is the stereotypes associated with the woman as wife 

and the man as husband.  

 

Muslim Feminists 

An early Muslim scholar who introduced women’s emancipation was Syekh 

Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905), a reformist activist in Egypt who insisted that all 

families in Egypt encourage their daughters to get a higher education. Another 

activist was Hasan at-Turabi from Sudan who had the same opinion about the 

importance of equal rights to education for women. Both Muhammad Abduh and 

At-Turabi encouraged Muslim women to participate in public activities, regarding 

this as a part of human rights. Therefore, Muslim women  had the right to take part 

in general elections, give a public speech, do business, join in five-day praying in 

the mosque and take part in war (Arif, 2006, p. 6). Muhammad Abduh and At-

Tarubi based their ideas on their interpretation of the Qur’an and the Hadiths. They 

were supported by other Muslim scholars such as Syekh Muhmud Syaltut, Sayyid 

Qutb, Syekh Yusuf al-Qaradhawi and Jamal A. Badawi.  
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According to Syekh Abdul Halim Muhammad Abu Syuqqah in his book Tahrirul-

Mar’ahfi ‘Ashri r’Risalah (A Message for Women Freedom, 1991), Islam liberated 

women from the domination of men in Jahiliah culture. The Jahiliah period was 

the period of ignorance in Arabian society. Some tribes in Saudi Arabia condemned 

female babies to death in the Jahiliah period because they were regarded as a 

disgrace to the family (Yamani & Allen, 1996, p. 76). This is described in the 

Qur’an. Abu Syuqqah also explains that the coming of Islam gave women rights as 

free human beings. In the Jahiliah period, women were regarded as a commodity; 

they were sold and treated as goods. Qur’an states that: 

“And when one of them is informed of (birth of) a female, his face becomes 

dark, and he suppresses grief. He hides himself from the people because of 

the ill of which he has been informed. Should he keep it in humiliation or 

bury it in the ground? Unquestionably, evil is what they decide”24. (Quran 

verse An-Nahl: 58-59) 

Islam raised the position of women as respected human beings, even though in some 

cases Islam has been misunderstood as depicting the natural position of women as 

weaker than males. Khadijah, the prophet’s wife, is an example of a strong Muslim 

woman who not only had the freedom to do business but also dedicated her life to 

Islam and the prophet. Another example, Nusybah binti Ka’ab, was a leader in the 

Uhud War (a battle that occurred in 625 M at a valley close to Mount Uhud, 

Northwestern of Arabia) and she was popular as the protector of the prophet when 

Muslims were defeated25. There were other Muslim women figures who enjoyed 

                                                             
24 Quoted from http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=16&verse=59, accessed 04 

January 2015 at 09:30 
25 For detail of Muslim women figures see http://namacewek.com/nama-nama-tokoh-wanita-

perempuan-islam/, accessed 09 April 2015 at 21:24  

http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=16&verse=59
http://namacewek.com/nama-nama-tokoh-wanita-perempuan-islam/
http://namacewek.com/nama-nama-tokoh-wanita-perempuan-islam/
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good social position because of their talent, such as Khawla Binti Al-Azwar, A’isha 

binti Abu Bakar, Nainab binti Ali, Rabi’ah al-‘Adawiyya, and Lubna of Cordoba.  

Even though Islam gives women freedom of choice, some misinterpretations of the 

Islamic text have made the position of Muslim women subordinate. As a result, 

some Muslim scholars became dissatisfied with Islam and promoted progressive 

ideas on the position of women. They are usually referred to as liberal Muslims, 

such as Qasim Amin, regarded as the father of feminism in Arabia. He wrote 

Tahriru l-Mar’ah (Freedom for Women) (1899) and al-Mar’ah al-Jadidah 

(Women’s Reform) in 1900, in which he insisted on the emancipation of Muslim 

women based on feminism using Western values. There are also many radical 

feminists in Muslim countries such as Fatima Mernissi (Morocco), Nawal al-

Saadawi (Egypt), Fiffat Hasal (Pakistan), Zainah Anwar (Malaysia) and Siti 

Musdah Mulia (Indonesia).  

Arif (2006) identifies a number of reasons for the rise of radical feminist 

movements in Muslim countries. First is the impact of Western values and culture, 

second is the unsatisfactory condition of Muslim women, especially in politics and 

economics whereby women have still limited access, and third is the limited 

understanding of radical feminists of the history of Islam, whereby in the era of 

Prophet Muhammad women were given the same opportunities as men (Arif, 2006, 

p. 8). Many radical feminists do not realise that Islam gives freedom for Muslim 

women or equality between men and women. 
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According to the Qur’an, Islam has come through God because of the degradation 

of human morality, especially in Arabia. It is evident that what has happened in 

Muslim communities, especially pertaining to the position of women, has been 

much influenced by local cultures. In Saudi Arabia, for example, local culture 

influenced how the Muslim community treated women. For instance, women being 

unable to go out without a male escort is much influenced by the condition of the 

country when it was not safe for women to be outside.  

Although there are many surah of the Qur’an showing that men and women are 

equal in front of God, there is still much discrimination and inequality in Muslim 

societies. The most difficult condition faced by Muslim women in achieving 

equality is in the family structure (Badran, 2011). This is caused by the 

misinterpretation of the Qur’an by male clerics that places woman as the follower 

while the male is the leader in the family. For example, the Qur’an surah An-Nisa 

verse 3. Fikh (Islamic law based on male cleric) is interpreted as meaning that a 

Muslim woman must obey everything instructed by her husband unless he violates 

Islamic law. Other examples include ‘rules’ giving women little say in family 

planning. In some Muslim societies there is also unequal property division if the 

parents pass away: the son must receive more than the female. 

 

Amina Wadud and the concept of Islamic feminism 

The feminist movement within Islam has been greatly influenced by Western 

feminist scholars (K. Robinson, 2006). Many Muslim feminists are scholars from 
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the Middle East or other Muslim countries who received their education from 

Western countries. Well-known feminist thinkers who have influenced the 

discourse on the socio-political role of women include Amina Wadud (Afro-

American), Amira Sonbol (Egyptian but raised in the United States), Syarifa 

Alkhateeb (United States) and Asma Barlas (Pakistani).   

Amina Wadud is a professor in Islamic Studies at Virginia Commonwealth 

University in America. She converted to Islam while at university. She was a 

popular imam (prayer leader) in Friday prayers in the Art Gallery where a hundred 

followers, both male and female, joined the praying.  

As she is an Afro-American, Amina faces discrimination in her own country. Her 

experiences drove her to do research on equality and human rights (Sertori, 2009; 

Wadud, 1995). She chose the biggest religion, Islam as her foundation in 

understanding human rights and equality. Her aim was to find the true moral 

teaching of this religion in dealing with the relationship between men and women. 

She believes that God is united and God unites all things. Besides that, God is also 

the highest conceptual aspect of all. No one can be greater than Him. So no person 

can be greater than another person (Wadud, 2008). She regards the purported 

superiority of males over females as being shirk (believing one as greater than 

others).   

Wadud started her work on Quranic interpretation in the 1980s and it was 

popularised in the 1990s. Her key research title is Qur’an and Women: Rereading 

the Sacred Texts from a Woman’s Perspective (Oxford University Press 1999). This 
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book has been translated into many languages, including Malay in 1994 and 

Indonesian in 1997. In 1994, the book became a best seller in Africa26.    

Her fundamental reasoning in concluding that the Qur’an needs to be reinterpreted 

is that the early interpretations of the Qur’an were dominated by males. Wadud 

asserts that the domination of male ideology in interpreting the sacred text 

influenced the image of women. Wadud also asserts that most men believe that 

women are inferior and unequal to men. As a result, the male perspective as applied 

in Muslim society excludes female experiences, perspectives, desires and needs 

(Wadud, 1999, p. 7).  

The second reason relates to the form of Arabic that is used in the Qur’an itself. The 

Qur’an uses Arabic that differentiates between feminine and masculine words. This 

indicates that in Arabian society everything is divided into male and female; this 

does not happen in languages such as in English or Malay. According to Wadud, 

this is one of the indications that early interpretations of the Qur’an were subject to 

gender bias. The gender differentiation that operates in the language indicates that 

the language is influenced by its cultural context (Wadud, 1999, p. 6).  

While Amina Wadud focuses on issues pertaining to women, her interpretation also 

covers issues of human rights, race and ethnicity. The most important point in 

Wadud’s criticism relates to interpretations of Qur’anic attitudes to women where 

the female is associated as being weak and inferior while the male is associated as 

                                                             
26 As quoted in Abugideiri, H. (2001). The Renewed Woman of American Islam: Shifting Lenses 

Toward 'Gender Jihad?'. p. 3 
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being strong. The male is thus created to protect and control the female. This can 

be seen in patriarchal society where the male is the maintainer, caretaker and leader 

who can discipline women if they deviate.  

Amina Wadud’s critical interpretation of the Al-Quran is not a new thing in Islamic 

discourse. There have been efforts to do critical interpretation, known as tafsir 

(tafasir), of the Qur’an by Islamic scholars. However, the interpretation of the holy 

book has been dominated by males. Wadud proposes that women’s participation in 

the interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence is important. She points out that the 

traditional interpretation has resulted in women being placed as second-class 

citizens who cannot participate in public affairs. Women are positioned as the 

object, not as the subject (Wadud, 1999, p. 7). As a result, women’s social and 

political bargaining power is very low, and they have no role in the public sphere.  

Wadud points out that traditional exegetes use an atomistic approach, verse by verse 

without considering the context or the reason behind the verse’s revelation. She 

shows that women are frequently regarded as inhuman and treated as ‘sinful’ 

creatures. As a consequence, women have been subjected to denial of inheritance, 

to infanticide, domestic violence, sexual abuse, zihar27, polygamy, unconstrained 

divorce, conjugal violence and concubinage (Wadud, 1999, p. 9).   

                                                             
27 An insult proferred by a husband upon his wife which likens the wife to some prohibited female 

relation of his, and exposes the husband to divorce 

(http://www.duhaime.org/LegalDictionary/Z/Zihar.aspx, accessed 23 June 2015 at 20:00) 

http://www.duhaime.org/LegalDictionary/Z/Zihar.aspx
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Wadud reminds us that the message of the Quran is for every human being, not 

specifically for males. An example of misinterpretation of the Qur’an can be seen 

in interpretations of surah An-Nisa verse 34: 

“Men are in charge of (Qawwamun) women because Allah has made the 

one of them to excel the other, and because they spend of their property (for 

the support of women). So good women are the obedient (qanitat), guarding 

in secret that which Allah hath guarded. As for those from whom ye fear 

rebellion, admonish them and banish them to beds apart, and scourge them.  

Then if they obey you, seek not a way against them”.  

This verse contains four main issues pertaining to women: qawwamun (a man’s 

authority over a woman), qanitat (the righteousness of women), nushuz (a wife’s 

rebellion), and idribuhuma (beating one’s wife as a solution to prevent nushuz).  

The interpretation of this verse is regarded as the main cause of women becoming 

victims of violence in Muslim families. Wadud proposes a different perspective in 

interpreting this verse. Qawwamun is interpreted that both men and women can be 

the leader as long as she/he meets the criteria as leader of the family or society. This 

can avoid misunderstanding of the following instruction of this verse. A man can 

be qawwamun if he can provide financial support for his family; if he cannot 

provide it, he is incapable of being the leader. Wadud’s opinion is supported by 

Hassan who translates qawwamun as ‘breadwinners’(Hassan, 1999). Wadud puts 

quotation marks on her translation of the words: ‘some’ and “other”, indicating that 

the Qur’an does not mention a specific gender for these words. This verse is better 

understood as a ‘normative’ or idealistic statement of the ideal Muslim family 

(Devos, 2015; Wadud, 1999).  
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The word qanitat is often translated as the obedience of a woman to her husband. 

The piety of a Muslim woman is often measured by her obedience to her parents 

and husband. However, in a feminist reading this word does not merely refer to the 

obedience of a woman to her husband, but to God. As Devos states, this word is 

derived from the word qunut which means ‘devotion and obedience to God’. 

Furthermore, this word is also intended for both males and females such as in 

Qur’an surah Al-Ahzab verse 35 (Wadud, 1999, p. 74):  

Indeed, the Muslim men and Muslim women, the believing men and 

believing women, the obedient men and obedient women, the truthful men 

and the truthful women, the patient men and patient women, the humble 

men and humble women, the charitable men and charitable women, … the 

men who guard their private parts and the women who do so, and the men 

who remember Allah often and women who do so- for them Allah has 

prepared forgiveness and a great reward. (Qur’an 3:35) 

 

The third is nushuz.  The traditional interpretation of this word always refers to 

sexual disobedience or rebellion of a wife towards her husband. This 

misinterpretation often causes violence in a Muslim marriage. Feminist Muslims 

assume that this word is intended to apply to both sexes and that nushuz should be 

translated as ‘resistance’ or ‘marital disharmony’ (Wadud, 1999, p. 75). This 

assumption is based on the following solution of marriage that is proposed in the 

Qur’an.  

In solving marital disharmony, the Qur’an teaches Muslims to take a three-step 

solution: admonish, separate and beat. Of these three steps the most controversial 

solution is wife-beating. This is caused by the traditional values that consider this 

instruction is for man to beat his wife (if she is nushuz). Nevertheless, this action 

(wife-beating) was never done by the prophet; he only used verbal reasoning and 
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separation (Silvers, 2006). Furthermore, if the injunction of beating is understood 

as a man beating his wife, then this contradicts with the Qur’anic teaching in surah 

Al-Baqarah verse 228 (both spouses have the same rights), Ar-Rum verse 21 (about 

mercy and love), An-Nisa verse 19 (live in kindness). 

The holy book was created for every era, so it needs reinterpretation in order to 

meet the needs of modernity. Every verse must be considered based on historical 

events and current social conditions.   

The misinterpretation of the Qur’an is also due to political goals. Amina Wadud 

gives an example in the interpretation of the independence declaration of the United 

States. The sentence “All men are created equal” is intended to refer not only to 

American men but to all Americans, men and women. Therefore “men” must be 

translated in its universal meaning; it cannot be associated only with one specific 

sex (male). It is likewise true that interpretation of the Quran must consider the 

conditions and era when the verse was delivered. Misinterpretation is caused by a 

number of factors: human understanding system (hermeneutics), language acts 

(terms, construct, meaning etc.), and the intention of the author (Wadud, 1999, p. 

40).   

To eliminate misinterpretation of the Quran, Amina Wadud advises doing a 

reinterpretation of Qur’an using the Qur’an28. According to Wadud Islam is a 

comprehensive religion that covers every aspect of human life. Therefore, every 

                                                             
28 This advice comes because in Muslim countries especially in Indonesia most religious teaching 

will be based on Quran interpretation. For example, Kitab Kuning (yellow book) is the most 

popular religious book that used in traditional education (pesantren) in Indonesia. This book 

written by Muslim scholars, deals with Islamic law and religious exercise.  
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case should be connected to the Qur’an based on the era. Such a reinterpretation 

based on social phenomena will eliminate misunderstanding.  

There are some issues that according to Wadud need to be revised, because 

traditional Muslims situate women as oppressed. Those issues are marriage, 

divorce, patriarchy/male authority, polygamy, witnesses and inheritance.  

 

Wadud: The Creation of Humankind  

Wadud analyses the Qur’an to find the true position of males and females from their 

creation as human beings. She finds that Allah created all humans for the same 

purpose and the same position. Neither male nor female has a higher level or 

preference. She also believes that there are no more or fewer limitations on women  

than on men (Wadud, 1999, p. 15). To support the Qur’anic explanation of human 

creation she quotes from Maududi (Syed Abul A’la Maududi, 1903-1979, a popular 

Muslim philosopher, jurist, journalist and imam) in the Qur’an surah 38 verse 71-

72, which mentions that there are three steps in creation: the first step is an 

initiation, the second is formation or perfection and the third is bringing to life.  

(So mention) when your Lord said to the angels, “Indeed, I am going to 

create a human being from clay. So when I have proportioned him and 

breathed into him of my (created) soul, then fall down to him in the 

prostration.”  (Qur’an surah Sad verse 71-72) 

In this verse, Allah uses the word khalaqa to refer to the first step in the creative 

process or the initiation of the creation. Besides that, the Qur’an also uses the word 

sawwara, meaning to shape, form or design. This word indicates that God created 

the human being as He wanted. As stated in the Qur’an: ‘We have certainly created 
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man (humankind) in the best stature.” (Qur’an surah At-Tin verse 4). God also 

informs in the Qur’an that He has perfected the creation of humankind (Quran surah 

As-Sajdah verse 7). After that the last step of creation is blowing the spirit of Allah 

(nafkhat al-ruh) into the human being so that they are male or female  (Wadud, 

1999, p. 17).  

On Wadud’s reading, those steps to human creation indicate no differentiation in 

creation between humans. She asserts this by interpreting Qur’an surah An-Nisa 

verse 1 which is commonly understood as the creation of Adam and Eve.  

O mankind, be dutiful to your Lord, who created you from one soul and 

created from its mate his wife and dispersed from both of them many men 

and women. And fear Allah, from whom you ask your mutual rights and the 

wombs (kinship). Indeed, Allah is ever, over you, an Observer (Qur’an, An-

Nisa: 1). 

From this verse, Wadud interprets four main words ayat, min, nafs, and zawj. Ayat 

means ‘a sign’, which indicates something beyond itself, from which Wadud 

interprets the meaning of ‘a tree’ in dealing with the story of Adam and Eve. Adam 

fell to the world (from heaven) because he could not resist eating the fruit from the 

forbidden tree. (Many traditional interpretations also blame Eve as seducer of Adam 

to eat the fruit of the tree). The common conception of ‘tree’ is a real tree, but 

according to Wadud the word ‘tree’ here is ‘a sign’ or symbol of God’s existence 

(some interpret it as knowledge). Therefore, to understand the meaning of ‘tree’ we 

need to consider two meanings of the word ‘tree’: implicit and explicit. The implicit 

meaning of ‘tree’ can be an empirical sign that can be understood by humankind.  
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The second term is min, meaning from. The phrase “min adjwaja” is often translated 

as ‘created from its soul’. The interpretation is often that Eve is created from a part 

of Adam (Adam’s rib) which means that Eve is inferior. However, Wadud points 

out that the word min in this verse should be interpreted that Eve is created from 

the same substance as Adam, meaning that both Adam and Eve are created from 

the same substance and have the same position or function.  

The third term is nafs. The word nafs is commonly translated as self or in the plural, 

anfus mean selves. This word usually refers to original humankind without 

consideration of gender. Wadud refers to the understanding of nafs by the Pakistani 

Muslim scholar Fazlur Rahman (1919-1988). Nafs means soul as a substance 

separate from the body. So the nafs is different from the body. Wadud asserts that 

there is no intention that God created humankind as a male person or Adam.  

The fourth term is zawj, meaning spouse or mate and sometimes translated as 

indicating a group. The plural ajwaj means spouses. Eve, the spouse of Adam is 

regarded as the mother of all human beings in the world. Both Adam and Eve have 

the same position and the same roles. Humankind will not exist without the 

existence of both. Everything is created in pairs so they are interdependent. A 

characteristic of a created thing is dualism or pairs (Wadud, 1999, p. 21). 

The concept of pair indicates that a human being as a creation of God is always 

interdependent with its/their pairs. Their different characteristics are intended to fit 

each other so they become a perfect creation. Furthermore, as Wadud points out, a 

man becomes a husband because there is a wife. According to Wadud the meaning 
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of ‘everything created in pairs’ indicates that each part of the created thing is part 

of the plan of God. In the Qur’an Allah said that He created everything in pairs 

(Qur’an surah Azz-Zariat verse 59) or Qur’an surah Ar Ruum verse 21 where God 

said that He created for humankind a mate that makes you live in serenity. These 

verses indicate that no one human being is more essential than others (Wadud, 1999, 

p. 21).  

As Wadud argues, femininity and masculinity are not embedded primordially as 

male and female functions. Therefore, the function of the male and female is 

because of the cultural concept of humankind (see also the concept of gender 

aforementioned). The Qur’an never mentions explicitly the difference between 

male and female in His creation. God only says that both male and female are 

interdependent and complete each other. A man is intended to make comfort for a 

woman and a woman is created to make comfort for a man.  

 

Wadud: The Concept of Female  

Wadud’s concept of equality is also based on the Qur’an surah Al-Baqarah verse 

30; ‘Inni jaa’ilun fi-l-‘ard kholifah’, ‘Indeed, we will create on the earth a kholifah’. 

This verse is interpreted based on two things: 1) human beings are intended to live 

on earth (fi-l-‘ard); and 2) human beings are created as the khalifah (leader) or agent 

of change on earth (Wadud, 2008, p. 437). The interpretation of this verse must be 

based on the equality of all human beings. Therefore, every human being has the 
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same rights as the leader and agent of moral teaching in the world. This verse is not 

intended only for specific sex (male), but for all humankind (male and female).  

Wadud asserts that the position of woman as an individual is the same as that of 

men. A woman can be a leader as long as she is capable of it. Furthermore, Wadud 

explains that the Qur’an treats male and female in the same manner (Wadud, 1999, 

p. 34). Every person or nafs is responsible for whatever they do in the world and 

will be rewarded in their hereafter.  

To strengthen her argument about the similarities of males and females, Wadud 

draws on the Egyptian Muslim scholar Sayyid Qutub (1906-1966), who says that 

the primordial nature of a man as a man and a woman as woman are not inherent 

characteristics or values of humankind. This contradicts with the view of the Persian 

Muslim scholar Al-Zamahkashari who gained popularity for his linguistic analysis 

of the Qur’an. He claimed that Allah ‘chooses’ or ‘prefers’ the male over the female 

because of physical strength, intelligence and determination. This argument is not 

valid because no text in the Qur’an supports it (Wadud, 1999, p. 35).  

According to Wadud this wrong interpretation has led to the wrong conception of 

the privileged position of a male in society, whereby the male is regarded as the 

representation of the norm because the male is regarded as fully human while 

women are regarded as less human (Wadud, 1999). Wadud asserts that this 

interpretation encourages society to limit women’s individual happiness in the 

name of Islam.  
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As outlined above, Wadud asserts that the Qur’an describes the inherent equal 

values of male and female by outlining the steps of the creation of humankind 

(Wadud, 1999, p. 36). The first step is the creation of humans, whereby God says 

in the Qur’an that all humankind are from a single origin (Qur’an surah An-Nisa 

verse 1). The second, every human has the potentiality to change or develop (Qur’an 

surah Ar-Ra’d verse 11). Third, good deeds are rewarded on an individual basis 

(Qur’an surah An-Nisa’ verse 124).   

I now turn to Wadud’s commentary on key issues that occur in relation to the status 

of women in Muslim society.  

 

Wadud: Marriage and Polygamy 

Marriage is the most important element of Muslim society. Marriage is a form of 

control of a Muslim family in which men and women are guided by Islamic rules. 

Through marriage, a Muslim society avoids free sex and it makes them more 

prosperous (mawaddah, warohmah), with many Muslims believing that this 

condition will make a married man or woman have no interest in ‘illicit’ sexual 

intercourse. That is why, having entered into marriage, a Muslim is regarded as 

having completed a half of his/her religion29. In Qur’an surah Al-Baqarah it is stated 

that:   

                                                             
29 See the Hadith narrated by Baihaqi from Annas Prophet said: “If a Muslim marriage, it means 

that he/her has done a half of his/her religion… “ (This Hadith is authorised by Al-Banni in 

Shahihut Targhib wat Tarhib) see http://www.eramuslim.com/ustadz-menjawab/menikah-adalah-

setengah-dari-agama.htm#.VYWN8vmqpBc, accessed 07 June 2015 at 03:00  

http://www.eramuslim.com/ustadz-menjawab/menikah-adalah-setengah-dari-agama.htm#.VYWN8vmqpBc
http://www.eramuslim.com/ustadz-menjawab/menikah-adalah-setengah-dari-agama.htm#.VYWN8vmqpBc
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“It has been made permissible for you the night preceding fasting to go to 

your wives (for sexual relations). They are clothing for you and you are 

clothing for them. Allah knows that you used to deceive yourselves, so He 

accepted your repentance and forgave you….”30 

This verse shows that marriage is regarded as the clothing of men and women. A 

wife is like the clothing that can protect you from the hot and cold weather; not only 

that, a wife (as well as a husband) makes you more beautiful and perfect. This is 

the essence of marriage in Islam. In the Qur’an it is not stated explicitly that a wife 

has to be an obedient creature to her husband; the instruction is for both husband 

and wife to obey Allah’s instruction.  

Islam urges every Muslim to marry because both men and women need each other. 

However, it must be remembered that the construction of the nature of the wife-

husband relationship is a creation of human beings not divine instruction. In other 

words, any suggestion that a wife is a follower of her husband is a result of an 

interpretation of the Qur’an that is commonly done by male Muslim clerics or 

scholars.  

As the result of this misinterpretation, the Muslim family uses the patriarchal 

system. As a man is regarded more powerful than women so his function is to keep 

his family (wife and children). A man’s responsibility is fulfilling the nafkah 

(maintenance) for his family. A traditional Muslim husband also has a 

responsibility to guard his wife and children in order that they are on the right track 

in their life (Ghani, 2003).   

                                                             
30 See the Quran Al-Baqarah verse 187 

http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=2&verse=187, accessed 20 June 2015 at 20:22  

http://corpus.quran.com/translation.jsp?chapter=2&verse=187
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The privileged position of man as family leader is often politicised by a male to 

control every aspect of women in her life, such as her demeanour, dress and 

relationships with other people.  

It should be remembered that, even if the male is the leader of the family, he cannot 

make or do dholim (something inappropriate) to women (Ghani, 2003). Modern 

Muslims should interpret the Qur’an based on the needs of modern society, so that 

it is possible for women to reach the highest social position. Modern Muslim society 

should consider the prophet’s stand towards women whereby Khodijah, his first 

wife, was also a business-woman.  

Wadud criticises polygamy because there are materials as well as immaterial 

considerations that need to be fulfilled. Even if the husband can provide material 

things, it is difficult to share immaterial things justly. Therefore, polygamy is no 

longer appropriate for the modern world.  

Wadud pays particular attention to the Al-Quran surah An-Nisa verse 3. 

“If you fear that you will not deal justly with the orphans, marry women of 

your choice, two, three or four. But if you fear that you will not be able to 

do justly (with them), then only one, …. To prevent you from doing injustice 

(4:3) 

Wadud maintains that this verse is intended to protect orphans, not to promote 

polygamy. Some male guardians are responsible for managing the well-being of 

orphaned female children (Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 2). For this reason, Islam in 

the era of the prophet allowed a man to marry up to four orphan female children 

(but this is no longer appropriate for modern society). However, this is a very 

onerous responsibility for a male to take on. He should be just to all of his wives. 
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Furthermore, monogamy is preferable because it is the preference of Allah based 

on the Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 129 (Wadud, 1999, p. 83).  

To strengthen the argument that polygamy is not appropriate for modern Muslim 

society, Wadud claims that the most essential reason for accepting polygamy is 

economic or financial. In the era of Muhammad, wives were very dependent on 

their husbands. At that time, the possibility of women working outside the home 

was very restricted. In the modern world the situation is really different because 

there are many opportunities for modern women to work. Many professional 

women can earn and work better than men. Therefore, the financial argument is no 

longer acceptable as a reason to do polygamy.  

The second reason for marrying another wife is the absence of children. However, 

it is not mentioned in the Qur’an that if a wife cannot give birth to a child then 

polygamy is permissible for a husband. Wadud points out that the desire to have 

children is not only for the male but also the female. Therefore, if the inability to 

have children is the rationale for polygamy, instead they can adopt an orphaned 

child who needs love and care.      

The final justification for having more than one wife is sexual desire. Again, this is 

unjust because sexual desire is not only for the male but also for the female. If 

sexual desire were a valid reason for polygamy, then the question must be asked 

why women cannot do polyandry.  
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Wadud: Divorce  

Divorce is lawful in Islam. It is the solution for irreconcilable differences in 

marriage. However, divorce is not God’s preferred option; it is the final solution. 

However, there is an inequality of rights in the divorce process. In traditional 

Muslim society, divorce is the right of the husband. Only the husband can declare 

‘I divorce you...”.  

This inequality shows that the issue of divorce has been politicised by patriarchal 

ideology. It also explains why the process of divorce is different from one Muslim 

society to another. In Malaysia a wife and husband who want to divorce both need 

to come before the court. On the other hand, in many Muslim countries a husband 

can divorce his wife just by saying ‘I divorce you’. In Indonesia, with the largest 

Muslim population in the world, the husband has the priviliege of the statement of 

divorce. A husband can divorce his wife without agreement from the court (Wadud, 

1999, p. 79).  

In The Qur’an and Women, Wadud addresses the fact that the divorce statement as 

the domain of the husband contradicts the concept of equality between male and 

female. This can make marriage an oppressive institution for women. Not only does 

a woman face a longer and more difficult process if she wants to end her marriage, 

if she leaves the house without permission from her husband to show her 

dissatisfaction with her husband, society will regard her in a poor light. The 

interpretation of the Qur’an also discriminates against women by advising women 

who are seeking a divorce to wait for three menstrual periods, as explicated in surah 

Al-Baqarah verse 228:  
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 “Divorced women remain in waiting for three periods, and it is not lawful 

for them to conceal what Allah has created in their wombs if they believe in 

Allah and the Last Day. And their husbands have more right to take them 

back in this (period) if they want reconciliation. And due to the wives is 

similar to what is expected of them, according to what is reasonable. But the 

men have a degree over them (in responsibility and authority). And Allah is 

Exalted in Might and Wise.” (2:228)31 

 

Wadud urges the need for the verse about male authority in divorce to be 

contextualised based on modern society. Divorce rights must be established with 

the needs of modern society where a wife and husband have the same rights. If the 

woman should wait for at least three menstrual periods, the man should wait the 

same time period.  

  

Wadud: Inheritance  

Islam gives clear guidance about inheritance in surah An-Nisa verse 11, which not 

only stipulates the person who has the right to get the inheritance from his/her 

parents but also explains the requirement to get inheritance (Ash-Shabuni, 1995).  

The verse about inheritance came about because at that time Muslims distributed 

inheritance to all the people they wanted. This caused jealousy among relatives who 

received a smaller inheritance than others (Ash-Shabuni, 1995). In order to avoid 

misunderstanding, God instructed Prophet Muhammad by sending him the verse 

about inheritance.   

                                                             
31 http://quran.com/2, accessed 13 April 2015 04:23 

http://quran.com/2
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Allah instructs you concerning your children: for the male, what is equal to 

the share of two females. But if there are (only) daughters, two or more, for 

them is two thirds of one’s estate. And if there is only one, for her is half. 

And for one’s parents, to each one of them is a sixth of his estate if he left 

children. But if he had no children and the parents (alone) inherit from him, 

then for his mother is one third. And if he had brothers (or sisters), for his 

other is a sixth, after any bequest he (may have) made or debt. Your parents 

or your children- you know not which of them are nearest to you in benefit. 

(these shares are) an obligation (an obligation (imposed) by Allah. Indeed, 

Allah is ever Knowing and Wise. (Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 11) 

Wadud criticises this issue of inheritance because it privileges the male, due to the 

social structure in the era of the prophet when women commonly did not earn an 

income and parents or a husband or brother could support women. However, in the 

modern era this looks inappropriate, because men and women are encouraged to be 

financially independent. As both men and women commonly have financial 

independence then the division of inheritance should be equal.  

 

Wadud: Patriarchy in Islam  

A key factor that determines social structure in Islam is the patriarchy system 

(Lemu, 2013). This system allows men to be the leader of a family, therefore the 

dominance of the male is authorised by religion (which is commonly based on the 

traditional interpretation of Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 34).  

According to Wadud (1999), a woman is not obliged to obey her husband. She 

argues that the interpretation of the Quran, An-Nisa 34 indicates that a wife should 

obey her husband as long as he believes in God and does not spoil God’s instruction. 

A husband also has to respect his wife. Wadud argues that a woman does not need 

to obey her husband if the characteristics of a pious husband are not embedded in 
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him. A woman’s obedience is not an indication that she is good or otherwise. 

Wadud points out that the reward of humankind’s good deeds is based on individual 

work (Wadud, 1999, p. 77). Therefore, the level of iman (piousness) cannot be 

determined by a woman’s obedience to her husband. 

Wadud also criticises the tradition in Islam that allows a husband to beat his wife. 

She asserts that a man has no right to beat his wife. The ‘obedience’ in the An-Nisa 

verse 34 is for both males and females in the family; each must obey the other in 

doing good deeds for the family and getting a blessing from God (Wadud, 1999, p. 

74). As commonly understood in traditional Islam, a wife has the obligation to 

respect and obey her husband. However, traditional interpretations rarely explain 

the obligation of a husband to his wife.  

If there is a problem in the family, a solution must be found based on Qur’anic 

instruction. As discussed above, there are three steps in finding a solution to 

marriage problems: the first step is discussion between both of them and with the 

whole family (both male and female sides). If the discussion cannot solve the 

problem, both of them must live in a separate house (bed) for some time. This 

process is intended to give time for them to think and get the best solution for their 

problem. The third step is getting a divorce. The decision to get a divorce is not 

easy in Islam because God does not approve of it, even though it is allowed. 

Therefore, before deciding to divorce each of them must have time to reflect and 

find a solution.  
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The patriarchal system in Islam has been influenced by the understanding of the 

biological difference between male and female, which has become the standard to 

determine responsibilities within the family: Men are responsible for working 

outside for money (regarded as superior) while women must stay at home to take 

care of children (usually regarded inferior). However, as Wadud points out, it is not 

the case that biological difference can be the basis for work division. Every 

individual is given by God their own talent. Wadud asserts that it is the case in some 

cultures that women are stronger than men (Wadud, 1995).  

In the Qur’an there is no single word that indicates the main duty of the women is 

to take care of the children (Wadud, 1999, p. 64). In the Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 

1, God only mentions that children should respect their creator (God) and to the 

ones who has given birth to them because of God.  

O mankind, fear your Lord, who created you from one soul ... and fear Allah, 

through whom you ask one another, and the wombs. (Qur’an surah An-Nisa 

verse 1) 

The assumption that a woman’s primary duty is child-bearing creates a negative 

image of women, leading to the assumption in some Muslim communities that there 

is no need to encourage women to develop themselves.  

Women are also discriminated against because they do not get the risalah or wahy 

(a message) from God. According to some Muslim scholars only males have this 

privilege. However, Wadud asserts that this is not because of the gender difference; 

rather it is caused by the in-effectiveness in transferring the wahy to society. If a 

male is free from the burden to spread the message to his society, the female will 
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have some periods (such as in menstruation and giving birth period) where she is 

not able to transfer the wahy to the society (Wadud, 1999). Therefore, getting wahy 

is not determined by gender but merely the consideration of effectiveness in 

spreading the wahy to society.  

Wadud examines some terms that purportedly show that men are superior to 

women. The first is darajah, meaning a degree, step or level. Darajah not only 

exists on earth but also in the hereafter, in hell and in heaven. The second term is 

faddala. This term is often translated as ‘to prefer’, with the verbal noun tafdil 

meaning ‘preference’. Wadud asserts that darajah is granted to someone because 

of his/her individual effort in doing good deeds based on Allah’s instruction. 

Everyone who strives in the way of Allah with their wealth or nafs will be rewarded 

by Allah in a high derajah (Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 95).   Darajah can thus be 

rewarded to everyone or every group regardless of gender. However, what happens 

in Muslim society is often quite different because men’s work is usually regarded 

as higher (more valuable) than women’s work.  

With regard to fadala, the preference of Allah will be given to everyone He likes, 

based on individual good deeds. Wadud points out that in the Qur’an there are some 

indications of Allah’s preferences: humankind is preferred to other creations 

(Qur’an surah Al-Isra verse 70) and the prophets are preferred by Allah to others 

(Al-Baqarah verse 253, Al-An’am verse 86 and Al-Isra’ verse 55). However, this 

preference is not absolute (and of course not because of biological difference) 

because, as Wadud shows, the Qur’an surah Al-Baqarah verse 258 Allah states that  

although prophets are preferred by Allah over others there is no distinction among 
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those others (Wadud, 1999, p. 69). For example, in Islam there are also female 

prophets such as Hawa (Eve), Sarah (Abraham’s wife), Hajar (Abraham’s second 

wife), Asiyah (Firaun’s wife) and Maryam (the mother of Isa)32. 

 

Wadud: Politics of Interpretation 

In the patriarchal interpretation of the Qur’an a woman’s relationship to her God is 

mediated by the permission of a male, giving rise to terms that are popular among 

Javanese Muslims such as ‘the heaven of a wife is under her husband’ or ‘the 

blessing of God to a daughter is under her father’. This suggests that Javanese 

Muslim society regards women as having no direct relation to God. Wadud 

illustrates this position of women in the relationship to God and the male as follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
32 https://konsultasisyariah.com/21647-adakah-nabi-dari-wanita.html accessed 26/06/19 at 20:26 

Allah  

Women  

Men  

https://konsultasisyariah.com/21647-adakah-nabi-dari-wanita.html%20accessed%2026/06/19
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Diagram 1 

 

The above diagram is not in accordance with the teaching of Islam. Wadud proposes 

that the relationship between men and women should be like the following 

diagram33.  

 

 

 

 

Diagram 2 

 

Wadud follows Fazlur Rachman’s model that there is no fixed interpretation (tafsir) 

of the holy book; it is always an on-going process. This is the only way that Islamic 

teaching or Qur’anic values can be universal values for humanity, and accord with 

the intention of Islam’s goal of rahmatal lil a’lamiin (grace for the universe) 

(Wadud, 2006, p. 199).  

***** 

                                                             
33 See her speech at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qbAyBZR2_rY 

Allah  

Men  Women  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qbAyBZR2_rY


115 
 

A feminist reading thus reveals that there are a number of things that need to be 

addressed regarding the interpretation of the Qur’an. The first is the 

contextualisation of the verses based on social phenomena and modernity. This will 

prevent mistakes in understanding the Qur’an as guidance for modern human 

beings. The second is the interrelationship between texts in the Qur’an. There are 

some contradictions between verses. This needs to be analysed and understood. The 

third is the language of the Qur’an that is unique and open to multiple 

interpretations.  

Kita Kuning is the most popular interpretation of Islamic values based on the 

interpretation of Qur’an and hadith. In the traditional Muslim context, the position 

of women cannot be separated from the influence of the Kitab Kuning34. Kitab 

Kuning (Yellow Book) was written by medieval Muslim scholars (mostly male). 

This kind of book is called kitab kuning because the colour of the paper is yellow. 

It is an interpretation of Qur’an and hadith which is used as the main material in the 

traditional education institutions in Indonesia known as pesantren. It is still 

commonly written in Arabic although Javanese or Malay versions using Arabic 

script are available (Nurmila, 2007). Kitab Kuning that are influential in Indonesia 

are commonly written by male Muslim scholars who studied in the Middle East 

especially in Mecca, such as Muhammad Ibnu Umar Nawawi Al-Bantani, Syaikh 

Ahmad Khatib Al-Minangkabawi, M. Ahmad Baidlowi also known as Kyai Kure, 

                                                             
34 http://www.ngaji.web.id/2015/09/sebenarnya-apakah-kitab-kuning-itu.html, accessed 8 August 

2016 16:45 

 

http://www.ngaji.web.id/2015/09/sebenarnya-apakah-kitab-kuning-itu.html
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Syeikh Sayid Utsman Betawi, Syeikh Abdul Hamid Asahan, Muhammad Asyad al-

Banjari and Ahmad Rifa’I Kalisalak.   

According to Fatah (2004) a Kitab Kuning that is very influential among traditional 

Muslims is Uqud Al-Lujjayn. This kind of kitab is not only popular in Indonesia but 

also in all Muslim traditional societies around the world (Fatah, 2014).   

Uqud Al-Lujjayn was written by Muhammad Ibnu Umar An-Nawawi in Mecca in 

the 18th century, and the book is specifically intended to teach Muslim women to 

be pious. It contains chapters that deal with the ideal Muslim woman, including the 

relationship between husband and wife. It has become the main source of Islamic 

teaching in the traditional pesantren. Teachers in traditional pesantren use this book 

by reading it in front of students.  

As Uqud Al-Lujjayn is the most controversial book dealing with women position in 

traditional Muslim society, I focus on this kitab kuning. This kitab kuning (yellow 

book) depicts the position of women not based on Qur’an but based on Arabian 

culture (Huda, 2014). A woman is placed as a supporter of a man. A woman is 

always to be object rather than subject in patriarchal society. This yellow book states 

that one of a woman’s main obligations is serving her husband sexually. Therefore, 

rejecting a husband’s sexual advance is regarded as a big sin (MM van Bruinessen, 

2007).   

Critics such as Mansur Faqih and Musdah Mulia have observed that this kitab 

kuning places women as subordinate to men in Muslim society. A woman is 

depicted as a weak creature and dependent on her family (father) or husband. The 
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book consists of moral teaching whereby the wife’s function is as the servant for 

her husband; a wife is regarded as konco wingking (friend behind) (Muhammad 

Abdullah, 2001, p. 5).  

Muhammad Ibnu Umar Nawawi Al-Bantani was originally from Banten, West 

Java. He was born in 1813 and died in Mecca in 1897 M. He wrote many books 

that were popularised as kitab kuning in fiqh (Islamic law), tauhid (knowledge of 

God), tasawuf (Islamic philosophy), tafsir or tafasir (holy book’s interpretation and 

hadith). His books are very influential among the pesantren especially in Java (B. 

M. Tamam, 2015). 

Tamam (2015) concludes that there are many discrepancies between the Qur’anic 

teaching and the content of the books. He summarises some important points in 

dealing with women, such as: 1) the wife’s obligations are greater (about 80%) than 

the husband’s (only about 20%); 2) the wife’s rights are fewer (about 20%) than 

those of her husband (80%); 3) the hadith that are used as references (guidance) are 

weak hadith (22 hadiths), maudhu (fake) (35 hadith) with the total hadith 95; 4) 

there are many inconsistences in Nawawi’s thinking (especially pertaining to the 

equality of women); 5) too much authority of men towards women while the woman 

(wife) is depicted as weak creature; 6) a man should be respected and obeyed by 

his wife and daughter as if an idol (B. Tamam, 2011).   

Abdullah identifies four important points in dealing with gender inequality. The 

first is that this book places a woman under the control of a man (husband) so she 

has to obey and respect him. The second is that a wife should always be sexually 
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ready for her husband, but this book does not mention the obligation of the husband 

to always be ready for his wife. Third, a husband has the authority to commit 

violence in the name of religious teaching. Finally, women are limited in the social 

and political sphere so they have no access to education, finance and technology 

(Muhammad Abdullah, 2001).  

There are many other influential Muslim clerics who have written on these topics, 

such as Syaikh Ahmad Khatib Al-Minangkabawi who was the imam of the Haram 

Mosque (Masjidil Haram) in Mecca in 1860-1916, and M. Ahmad Baidlowi also 

known as Kyai Kure, is from Cirebon, West Java. According to Huda (2014) all 

these writers place women as supporters and women’s role only as a servant for 

men (Huda, 2014, p. 15).  

It is clear that the position of women in Javanese Muslim society is not based truly 

on Islamic teaching (based on Qur’an and Hadith). It is subjectively based on the 

male interpretation of weak hadith that are not in accordance with true Islamic 

teaching. Besides that, the position of Javanese Muslim women is also influenced 

by local culture that clearly place women as second class people (Munir, 2002).  

Besides the traditional religious knowledge sources, Javanese Muslims also 

construct the position of women by their understanding of serat (books)  written by 

Javanese kings and poets (pujangga) (Munir, 2002, p. 196). Women are placed as 

a complementary to men in writings such as Serat Wulangreh Putri (Book on the 

Teachings of Women) and Ranggawarsita’s Serat Candrarini (Book on the Beauty 

of Women).  
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Feminism in literature 

The concern of the women’s movements are also reflected in literature dealing with 

human rights and women’s equality. According to Amico, such literature emerged 

in the nineteenth century and surged in the twentieth century (Amico, 2015).   

However there were also some very early prominent writers who presented a 

woman’s perspective, such as the Greek poet Christine de Pizan, who criticised the 

notion that a woman is not as intelligent as a man and promoted the independence 

of a woman in handling financial problems (De Pisan, de Boucicaut, & Fenin, 

1819). 

One of the most famous feminist writers in the nineteenth century was Charlotte 

Perkins Gilman, who produced many kinds of publications from fiction to 

nonfiction that dealt with women’s issues, including Women and Economics in 

1898 and The Yellow Wallpaper in 1892. The yellow Wallpaper describes a 

woman’s experience of depression because of her husband’s authoritarianism.  

The awareness of the importance of a woman finding and giving voice to her own 

identity came after Virginia Woolf published A Room of One’s Own (1929). This 

book portrays the unequal treatment of women in access to education and in seeking 

alternatives to marriage and motherhood. The book encouraged many women 

activists to write their story through fiction and non-fiction (Amico, 2015; Barry, 

2009). 
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In literary criticism, a number of influential women writers inspired and encouraged 

the awareness of discrimination against women. A foundational work was Simone 

de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, published in 1949. Among other things, this book 

discusses the depiction of women in the novels of D.H. Lawrence. Male writers 

have also contributed to an awareness of female discrimination, such as John Stuart 

Mill, who published The Subjection of Women in 1869, and Fredrich Engels’s 1884 

The Origin of the Family.  

Barry (2009) discusses the influence on feminist literary criticism of the women’s 

movement of the 1960s, when women scholars began to realise the power of the 

image of women in literature. Literary criticism is a key medium for undertaking a 

feminist critique (Barry, 2009). 

***** 

Wadud’s theory clearly shows that there is a distortion between what is stated in 

the Qur’an and the implementation of Islamic values in traditional Muslim society, 

including what is reflected in contemporary Indonesian literature. This can be seen 

in the differences regarding the position of women in the era of Prophet Muhammad 

and the position of women in traditional Javanese Muslim society. In the era of 

Muhammad, women had good social, economic and political positions, but, now 

many Muslim women are forbidden from having access to these fields. The 

discrimination can be interpreted as the result of the domination of men in 

interpreting the holy book in the medieval era. As a result, in almost every field, 

women are placed as the second-class people.  
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Women’s participation in interpreting the religious text is very important to prevent 

such discrimination. Women should be active in the discourse of Islamic thought, 

in order to eliminate the distortion of the holy book interpretation.  

As presented in the novels being analysed, this discrimination is also reflected in 

Indonesian literature. The female characters presented in these novels are largely 

submissive in some cases totally obedient to patriarchal values. This indicates that 

the domination of patriarchal values is still very strong even in the modern era.  

Wadud’s theory is very important in understanding about women’s issues in 

contemporary Indonesian literature.  

The next four chapters (chapter IV to VII) will present Muslim writers who raise 

women’s issues in their literary works based on Muslim society or Islamic values. 

The aim of these chapters is to analyse the position or image of Javanese Muslim 

women in their literature, and how those Muslim writers present an image of women 

that reflects the society and the influence of Islam and local culture on women’s 

socio-political position.  
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CHAPTER IV 

PLOT, SUMMARYOF THE NOVELS AND AUTHORS’ 

BACKGROUNDS 

 

 

Introduction  

This chapter discusses the plot of the novels and the authors’ background. The 

author’s background provides useful information pertaining to their careers, 

personal interests and religious affiliations. These aspects influence how they 

present women in their works.  

Four authors are discussed in this chapter: Abidah El Khalieqy, Mustofa W. 

Hasyim, Habiburrohman El Shirazy and Alfina Dewi. These writers present 

Javanese Muslim women in diverse ways. Although they are all Muslims and their 

affiliations are not far removed from the pesantren world or Islamic organisations, 

the way in which they depict their female characters varies.  

El Khalieqy and Hasyim have the same worldview about Muslim women, both 

presenting Javanese Muslim women who seek freedom in their lives. However, El 

Khalieqy is more progressive than Hasyim in presenting the value of freedom for 

women. While Hasyim’s female characters seek freedom of expression, at the end 

their search is often unsuccessful. When his female characters rebel, they inevitably 

face difficulties as a result of challenging patriarchal norms.   

El Shirazy and Dewi present female characters who are regarded as conservative 

Muslims. In their work, women are portrayed as followers of or obedient to men. 
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El Shirazy’s work, however, depicts female characters with a high level of 

education, social status and wealth whereas Dewi’s female characters have lower 

social, economic and political positions. Her character Naura, for example is poor, 

uneducated and dependent on her husband.  

These differing views are influenced by the social and political background, as well 

as religious affiliation, of the writers.  

  

Abidah El Khalieqy 

El Khalieqy is the foremost Indonesian Muslim woman writer who has raised the 

issue of inequality of women in Muslim society. Her protagonists are often Javanese 

Muslim women in the pesantren. Her controversial works include Geni Jora (2003) 

and Perempuan Berkalung Sorban (2001).  

Born in 1965, Abidah El Khalieqy describes writing as ‘a calling of the soul 

(panggilan jiwa) (Madiu, 2014). She has written novels, poetry and short stories 

most of which deal with issues pertaining to women in Muslim society, and she can 

be regarded as a pioneer among Muslim women writers in promoting freedom of 

speech and expression. Her aforementioned novels deal with Islamic ideology and 

the position of Muslim women, especially in the pesantren (Hellwig, 2011).  

Geni Jora, which won the Jakarta Art Council prize in 2004, and Perempuan 

Berkalung Sorban deal with Javanese women from Muslim families, in which 

daughters  often face discrimination (Budiharjo, 2013).  
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The literary awards won by these novels are a testament to the regard in which they 

are held, despite their challenging content. However, when Perempuan Berkalung 

Sorban (PBS) was adapted to film by Hanung Bramantiyo, the film was rejected by 

many Muslim clerics because it was regarded as undermining the values of Islam.   

El Khalieqy is very familiar with pesantren life, having studied in a pesantren of 

which her father was a leader until she finished senior high school. Abidah’s 

position and experience in the pesantren enriched her understanding of Islam and 

of Muslim women.  

El Khalieqy started writing seriously when she was in the pesantren. Her interest 

in Islam led her to continue her higher education in the Faculty of Islamic Law 

(syariah) in the Islamic State University known as IAIN (Institute Agama Islam 

Negeri, State Islamic Institute) in Yogyakarta.  

She usually wrote using a pseudonym, such as Idasmara Prameswari, Ida Arek 

Ronopati, or Ida Bani Kadir. She was very active in forums such as Pengadilan 

Puisi Yogyakarta (Yogyakarta Justice Poetry Forum) and Kelompok Diskusi 

Perempuan International, (International Women’s Study Group). She was also a 

member of APWLD (Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development) in 

1998.  

Although Abidah El Khalieqy is not a member of the Islamic writing community 

FLP, her concern with the Islamic worldview has made her popular in the Muslim 

community (Hellwig, 2011). She was also a pioneer in promoting new perspectives 

on sexuality in the Muslim community; she does not shy away from controversial 
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issues such as sexuality, homosexuality and sex before marriage topics regarded as 

taboo in the Javanese Muslim community. Her progressive ideas of sexuality are 

regarded as dangerous by some conservative Muslims (Aryanti, 2015; nov/iy, 2009; 

L. A. Saraswati, 2011).  

Her work depicts women as active and progressive. She presents progressive ideas 

about Muslim women that contradict what is usually imagined in traditional Muslim 

society. Her work promotes equality and freedom by challenging the social norms 

commonly regarded as  part of a patriarchal ideology (Hellwig, 2011).  

Values in her works that have been deemed to be un-Islamic include her critique of 

the position of women in public gatherings where they are usually placed behind 

the men. Furthermore, women usually eat after the men have finished. This 

classification of male and female has meant that Javanese Muslim women cannot 

be leaders of a religious meeting.  

 

Perempuan Berkalung Sorban (PBS) 

In this novel El Khalieqy depicts the traditional pesantren to raise awareness of 

weaknesses in this type of Islamic boarding school. She conducted research into the 

pesantren before writing the novel, with sponsorship from the Ford Foundation and 

Yayasan Kesejahteraan Fatayat (YKF), a subsidiary organisation of Nahdlatul 
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Ulama 35. She found that pesantren are not free from discrimination and unjust 

action towards women36.  

This novel depicts a pesantren as a place that takes a very hard line regarding the 

place of women vis-a vis Islamic moral values. The protagonist is a Muslim woman 

who feels that her family and society discriminate against her. The pesantren that 

is presented in this novel is a traditional one, where the old teaching system is 

applied.  

In a traditional pesantren such as this one, the teaching process uses the monologue 

method. Students are urged to listen and there is very limited dialogue. The teaching 

process also stresses memorisation rather than analytical thinking. Students get very 

limited access to references. The books or references are usually only accessed by 

the teacher commonly known as ustadz. As a result, the ustadz is central in the 

education process.  

The pesantren also segregates boys and girls; they are placed in the same room with 

females commonly placed at the back of the room, signalling their second-class 

status. It is common in the tradition of traditional pesantren that women are 

regarded as servants.  Female students usually serve the male students.  

                                                             
35 She explains this in her additional explanation and dedication on page 245 of Perempuan 

Berkalung Sorban (Araska 2012). It can be assumed that by conducing this research the author 

intended to portray an objective description of traditional pesantren in her novels. 
36 As stated in her interview with a reporter from Tempo Magazine, Muhammad Syaifullah. 

http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/106649-abidah-el-khalieqy-saya-cinta-kyai-dan-pesantren, 

accessed 04 June 2015 17:00 

 

http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/106649-abidah-el-khalieqy-saya-cinta-kyai-dan-pesantren
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With its first-person narration, this novel reads like an autobiography. The main 

character, Annisa, describes her own life from childhood through marriage and 

childbirth. The story is not only about herself, but also her surroundings, her family, 

the pesantren and her neighbours. Although the main problem revolves around her 

marriage, Annisa also talks about her father who treats her unjustly.  

The novel deals not only with customs in the pesantren, but also in the Javanese 

Muslim family.  

Abidah El Khalieqy aims to make her readers aware that the Islamic values 

implemented in Javanese Muslim society are greatly influenced by patriarchal 

ideology, an ideology that is spread through Islamic teaching in the pesantren, 

whereby women are commonly placed as subservient to men (Manneke Budiman, 

2011). 

It should be noted that what is depicted by El Khalieqy in this novel is not the 

modern pesantren, but the traditional pesantren. Traditional pesantren do not use 

the Qur’an and Sunnah as sources of teaching material, but rather the Kitab Kuning 

(Smith, 2014).  

This novel is a story of a young Muslim woman, Annisa, who lives in the Al-Huda 

pesantren in Jombang, East Java. Annisa is a daughter of Kyai Hanan, the leader of 

the pesantren.  

Annisa is depicted as a clever young girl who is eager to learn, not only about 

religion, but also other life skills including horse-riding and outdoor adventures. 

She pesters her uncle, Khudori, to teach her how to ride a horse.  
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Kyai Hanan is presented as a pious Muslim father, a representation of the old 

Javanese generation. Although he has learnt many things about Islam, the old 

Javanese values are embedded in his worldview. He controls and teaches Annisa 

very strictly while he treats his sons differently. He does not agree with Annisa’s 

wish to learn how to ride a horse because she is a woman.  

Annisa feels jealous of her brothers because her father always allows them to do 

anything they like. When her brothers (Rizal and Wildan) go back to sleep after the 

morning prayer (sholat subuh), she has to clean the house and wash the dishes to 

help her mother. Her activity is also limited to the house, while her brothers have 

broader and various activities outside.  

This novel also presents the love story between Annisa and her uncle, Khudori, a 

young pious Muslim man who continues his study at Al-Azhar University, Cairo. 

He is very respectful to Annisa, and he is the only one who pays attention to and 

understands her.  

However, when Khudori has to go to the Middle East, Annisa must stay at home to 

finish her study in Tsanawiyah (junior high school). In her second year of high 

school, her father asks her to marry Samsudin, the son of a well-known pesantren 

leader from Jombang. There is no choice for Annisa other than to marry him. She 

is afraid of her father.  

Annisa does not like Samsudin, who is often disrespectful to her. However, she 

cannot do anything because she is a woman who has to obey her husband. She also 



129 
 

has to hide her unhappiness from her family. A wife must respect her husband, so 

she has to solve every problem she encounters in her marriage herself.  

Samsudin is a wayward character who is often drunk and has a number of extra-

marital affairs. He does not work to earn money for his family, instead depending 

on his parents who give him money, which he often uses for himself. He also 

frequently sexually abuses his wife.  

Frustrated with her husband’s behaviour, Annisa decides to stand up to Samsudin. 

She stops paying attention to him; she lets him do whatever he likes. Annisa focuses 

on her future by studying hard. She hopes to divorce Samsudin and to continue her 

study at university.  

One day, Annisa discovers that Samsudin wants to take a second wife a widow 

called Kalsum. Annisa cannot reject Samsudin’s plan for fear of him becoming 

angry. On the other hand, there is also no choice for Samsudin because Kalsum is 

pregnant to him.  

Samsudin wants Annisa and Kalsum to live in the same house, because he cannot 

afford to buy another house for Kalsum. While they live together in the same house, 

Annisa discovers that Samsudin does not change his behaviour. Both Annisa and 

Kalsum are afraid of Samsudin, but they cannot do anything.  

Finally, Annisa decides to reject sexual advances from Samsudin in the hope that 

he will become angry and divorce her.  
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Although Annisa is in trouble, no one in her family helps her, instead advising 

Annisa to be patient. It is her responsibility to obey and respect her husband 

whatever he is. Furthermore, Samsudin is from a highly respected family with a 

higher social position, meaning that Annisa’s family is unwilling to ask Samsudin’s 

father to counsel his son.   

In retaliation, Annisa continues her relationship with Khudori when he comes home 

from Egypt. The relationship is noticed by her mother, who at first is upset with 

Annisa. Annisa then tells her mother the truth that Samsudin is not a good husband, 

that he sexually harasses her and that she cannot live with him. 

Realising that Annisa is not happy in her marriage, her mother asks for forgiveness 

for having forced Annisa to marry Samsudin. Although Annisa’s mother is very 

respectful to her husband Kyai Hanan, after discovering that her daughter is not 

happy with Samsudin she helps her to find a solution.  

Annisa’s parents conclude that they have to send a delegation to Samsudin’s family. 

Finally, Annisa’s family decides that Annisa needs to ask for a divorce. After many 

confrontations with Samsudin’s family, the divorce proceeds. After that, Annisa 

continues her study at Islamic State University in Yogyakarta. She is happy to live 

in Yogyakarta because Khudori also lives there, having been accepted as a lecturer 

in two universities.  

After some time, Khudori proposes to Annisa. At first, Annisa is confused because 

she is enjoying her study. After Khudori reassures her that continuing her studies 

after marriage will cause no problems, they agree to get married. They are married 
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in Annisa’s house in a very simple celebration. She does not want to publicise her 

marriage to many people because she does not want to make Samsudin hostile 

towards Khudori.  

After marrying, Khudori focuses on his job while Annisa continues her study and 

organises activities in her university. They have a son, named Mahbub. However, 

their happiness is short-lived because Khudori dies in an accident.  

Annisa is very sad, although she accepts that what is happening in her life is from 

God. She now focuses on her son as a single parent and on her activism in the 

women’s movement.  

 

Geni Jora (GJ)  

Published in April 2003, Geni Jora won second prize in the Jakarta Arts Council 

competition in the same year.37 

The story begins by relating the activities of the main character Kejora (Jora) at an 

international conference at Al Akhawayn University, Morocco in 1993, which she 

attends with Zakky Heudori. They stay in the same hotel, and although they are 

Muslim and not mukhrim, they share a room.  

Kejora and Zakky openly express their affection by kissing and caressing in public, 

behaviour regarded as unseemly in conservative Islam.  

                                                             
37 http://perdanalibrary.blogspot.com/2012/08/study-analisis-novel.html 
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Kejora, an educated Muslim woman, has come to the conference at the invitation 

of Nadia Masid, the leader of the conference. Kejora’s dream is to be an intellectual 

Muslim woman, like Fatimah Mernissi, an influential feminist Muslim woman 

scholar from Morocco.   

Zakky is also an educated Muslim man. However, he is also a playboy with many 

girlfriends.  

At the conference, they meet many women activists. They listen to a lecture given 

by Fatimah Mernissi, who inspires them because of her understanding of Muslim 

women’s history. Fatimah promotes and struggles for the independence of Muslim 

women. Her main goal is that Islam should allow women to be professionals.  

The seminar also addresses the success of Muslim women world leaders, such as 

Benazir Bhutto, the first female Prime Minister of a Muslim country. Despite being 

rejected by many Muslim leaders, she successfully became a great leader.  

From Marrakesh, Kejora and Zakky move to Casablanca. As before, they book two 

rooms but only use one. Their program in this city is also a conference about 

women’s issues in Muslim society.  

Here they hear a story from two young Muslim girls from Palestine, the delegation 

from Hamas. They represent Palestinian women who have the same rights and 

ability to join a war in defending their country.  

The story then takes us back to Kejora’s childhood, a flashback that deals with the 

situation where she was discriminated against, not only by her parents, but also by 
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her society. As a daughter, she was regarded an unimportant low status person in 

her family. Regardless of what she achieved, she was still thought of as 

unimportant, including when she obtained the highest score in her school.  

Kejora describes her childhood in the pesantren, where she was curious to learn 

new things. However, her teachers often did not satisfy her curiosity because the 

ustadz often did not answer her questions.  

Kejora has two mothers, her own mother and the first wife of her father. Her father 

is polygamous because his first wife, Ibu Fatmah was unable to have a child. Both 

Kejora’s mothers live in the same area but in different houses. According to Kejora, 

both her mothers are good people, but she notices that her own mother is too 

obedient to her father. Her mother is also often jealous of Ibu Fatmah (Kejora’s step 

mother) who always follows wherever her father goes.  

Samodra, Kejora’s older brother has the same characteristics as their father. He is a 

pious Muslim man. He uses everything about Islam as his icons, such as nasyid and 

Islamic dress. Her other brother Prahara by contrast, is a little wayward.  

Kejora also describes how her two uncles, Hasan and Khalid, harass her sexually. 

She concludes that although men in the pesantren are commonly regarded as pious, 

this is not always the case.  

In the last chapter, Kejora and Zakky visit Yogyakarta for another conference, 

where they meet up with Kejora’s sister Lola, a university student. The tension of 

the novel occurs when Kejora realises that Zakky likes Lola.  
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Mustofa W. Hasyim 

Born in 1954, in Kotagede, Yogyakarta, Mustofa W. Hasyim was educated in 

Islamic institutions, including Muhammadiyah, as well as undertaking Islamic 

studies. He studied journalism at the Jakarta Journalism Training centre. He is still 

active in cultural activities in Muhammadiyah as a member of an Arts and Cultural 

Institute in that organisation.  

His background and cultural engagement have influenced the ways he expresses his 

thoughts in his poetry, short stories, essays, children’s tales and novels. He also 

produces a radio performance that is broadcast from PTDI Radio in Yogyakarta.  

He has worked as a reporter on one of Indonesia’s national newspapers, and he 

currently works for Suara Muhammadiyah the magazine of Muhammadiyah. He is 

also a committee member of Dewan Kebudayaan Kota Yogyakarta (Cultural 

Council of Yogyakarta).  

His work focuses on contemporary political issues in Indonesia, including Islam 

and Muslim society. Since 2004 he has written many novels dealing with 

contemporary Muslim women in Indonesia, including Perempuan yang Menolak 

Berdandan (The Woman who Refused to Wear Makeup), Cinta Di Balik Kerudung 

(Love Behind the Hijab), Sepanjang Garis Mimpi (Along the Dream Line), Burung 

tak Bernama (The Bird with No Name), Endang, Cinta yang Tergenang (Endang, 

Overflowing with Love) and Perempuan Badai (Storm Woman).  
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Hasyim’s readership is more limited than that of El Shirazy, who has a large 

readership among the younger generation and whose work is more familiar because 

of it having been adapted to the screen.  

Hasyim focuses on issues that arise in a Muslim family especially when the wife is 

a career woman.  

Hasyim’s works reflect the patriarchal ideology of Javanese Muslim society. While 

El Khalieqy focuses on the subordination and oppression of women by men, 

Hasyim’s focus is on female characters who are independent and who have the same 

social and political status as their husbands. This independence and equality, 

however, give rise to problems in their marriages.  

  

Perempuan Badai (PB) 

Published in 2006 by P_Idea, Yogyakarta, this novel attracted a readership with an 

interest in feminism.  The novel is about a Muslim family that faces problems due 

to both husband and wife being busy professionals. The key problem is handling 

the job division between husband and wife.  

PB uses a very simple plot, with third person narration and only three key 

characters: Nurjanah, Anwar and Narsih.  

Nurjanah, a university lecturer, is the main character. Her husband Anwar is also a 

lecturer. Although he was not educated in a pesantren, he is a pious Muslim, unlike 

Nurjanah who, even though she is from a kyai family, has more liberal views than 

her husband.  
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Narsih is a feminist activist who becomes Nurjanah’s closest friend. She is from a 

broken family: her father has four wives. She has a significant influence on 

Nurjanah’s views.  

This novel begins with an actual storm, prefiguring the metaphorical storm of its 

title Perempuan Badai (Storm Woman), suggesting that there are stormy times 

ahead.   

As lecturers, Nurjanah and Anwar enjoy good social status, wealth and influence. 

However, their family is in turmoil because they are childless, after five years of 

marriage. Anwar also considers that Nurjanah is disloyal because she stands up to 

him. At the same time Nurjanah is stressed by constant questioning about her 

childless state. She fears that her husband will take another wife because of her 

inability to give birth, a fear that becomes a reality when Anwar cheats on her by 

having affairs with other women. Anwar legitimises his cheating because Nurjanah 

often refuses to have sex with him.  

Eventually, Nurjanah and Anwar decide to live apart. Nurjanah goes to the United 

States to get her doctorate while Anwar goes to France. Anwar knows that Nurjanah 

prefers Narsih’s company than his; the two women live together in the United 

States. Anwar decides to divorce Nurjanah because he is attracted to another girl, 

Hajar.  
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Tergenang Cinta (TG) 

Published in 2006 by Binar Press, this novel is about a Muslim girl named Endang 

Setyorini an only child. She is head of the Student Association in her senior high 

school.  

One day, she leads a meeting to discuss a holiday activity: The student association 

plans to do rehabilitation in a village, Argolangit, which has been destroyed by a 

volcanic eruption. They will be volunteers for several days there, assisted by some 

alumni and a rescue team lead by Pak Minto, a former leader of her school’s student 

adventure association.  

After finishing her volunteering in Argolangit, Endang attracts much attention from 

her colleagues and the people of the village who appreciate her work. She also 

receives letters from boys, not using their real names, telling her that they are 

interested in her. These letters disturb Endang because most of the boys appreciate 

her not because of her achievement but because of her beauty.  

After Endang finishes third year, she retires from the student association. Her extra-

curricular activity now focuses on the mosque as she prepares for the final 

examination, after which she hopes to continue her higher education. 

She feels haunted by her decision to reject the letters from boys; after having done 

so she has received no messages, mails or SMS. She starts to feel concerned that 

the men who were interested in her will forget her and pay attention to other women. 

She also becomes jealous of a fellow student, the beautiful and clever Sri 

Ambarwati.  
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Endang graduates from senior high school with the highest score. She is happy 

because her achievement guarantees her enrolment in a university. She chooses 

social science. However, a problem arises when she graduates because one of her 

teachers wants to marry her. She rejects the marriage proposal, saying that she 

wants to continue her higher education.  

At university she is not only active in studying but also in journalism. She is also 

active in her local mosque where she teaches the holy book in the evening. She is 

adamant about not wanting to marry yet; she wants to marry after finishing her 

study. After rejecting many men who want to marry her, she feels lonely because 

there are no other men who want to be her boyfriend, even as a friend.  

She decides to continue her study at Masters level, and, if possible to take a 

doctorate. She thinks that by taking higher education she can meet an interesting 

male who wants to marry her.  

One day when she meets her lecturer about her thesis, he harasses her sexually. This 

makes her upset and angry with men in general. She thinks that all men have the 

same attitude: they just regard her as a sexual object.  

Before she graduates, Irfan, one of her friends from senior high school, wants to 

marry her. Endang is confused because she needs one more year to finish her study. 

She proposes to Irfan that he wait her for a year. Irfan does not want to wait and he 

marries Endang’s friend, Lestari.  

Endang finishes her study with cum laude and a High Distinction on her thesis. Her 

university proposes her to be a lecturer. She also gets a scholarship to continue her 
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study to Masters level. She takes the decision to continue her study as well as to be 

a lecturer. However, she sometimes feels lonely because she has no boyfriend. She 

is afraid that this is due to her stubbornness in rejecting previous marriage 

proposals. After consulting an ustadz, she decides to do hajj in order to pray to God 

that He will help her to have a spouse.  

After going to Mecca for Hajj, Endang meets her future spouse, Suwardi. He is a 

student of her grandmother in martial arts.  

 

Habiburrahman El Shirazy 

Habiburrahman El Shirazy is widely regarded as the most popular Muslim novelist 

in Indonesia, especially after Reformasi (Rani, 2012). Many critics believe that El 

Shirazy brings a new perspective by explicitly presenting more visible Islamic 

moral values in his literature (M Abdullah, Arifin, & Ahmad, 2012; Rani, 2012; 

Sakai, 2012).  

A young Muslim preacher and leader of the Basmala pesantren , El Shirazy is both 

novelist and pious Muslim activist. His best-selling and most well-known literary 

work is Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Verses of Love), a novel adapted into a film of the same 

title in 200438.  

El Shirazy was awarded the Insani UNDIP Award (an award given to people who 

contribute to humanitarian project) by Diponegoro University in 2008. Among 

                                                             
38 According to Heryanto, the film gained 3.6 million viewers in 40 days, making it more popular 

than box office hits such as Harry Potter  
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other awards he has received is the ‘Man of Change’ award from the national 

newspaper Republika in 2007, the Novel Terpuji (Esteemed Novel) award from Pen 

Circle Forum in 2005; the Favorite Book award from Muslimah magazine in 2005 

and the 2006 IBF Award for the Best Book of National Adult Fiction (El Shirazy, 

2011, pp. 280-283). The Adab Award (Award given to people who contribute to 

the teaching of morality) was awarded by Sunan Kalijaga Islamic State University 

in 2008.   

Born on September 30, 1976, in Semarang, Central Java, El Shirazy graduated from 

Al-Azhar University in Egypt. When he was in high school, he received his first 

religious education, studying at MTs Futuhiyyah 1 (a school that combines general 

knowledge with Islamic or religious teaching), in Mranggen, Demak as well as 

studying religion at Pesantren Al-Anwar, Mranggen, at the same time. His senior 

high school was in Madrasah Aliyah Special Programs in Surakarta.  

In addition to Ayat-Ayat Cinta, El Shirazy has written many other novels including 

Di atas Sajadah Cinta (On the Prayer Mat) adapted to screen by TransTV in 2004, 

Pudarnya Pesona Cleopatra (The Fading of Cleopatra’s Charm, 2005), Ketika 

Cinta Berbuah Surga (When Love Bears the Fruit of Heaven, 2005), Ketika Cinta 

Bertasbih (When Loves Glorifies God, 2005), Ketika Cinta Bertasbih 2 (When Love 

Glorifies God 2, 2007), Dalam Mihrob Cinta (In the Mihrab of Love, 2007) and 

Bumi Cinta (The Earth of Love, 2010). 
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The popularity of his work is attributable to its content, namely the promotion of 

modern Islam39. Some readers comment that the moral values in his work are 

presented not only literally but also elevated as works of art. It could be argued 

therefore that El Shirazy’s works motivate the reader to be a good Muslim or that 

they at least encourage the reader to be a better person (Sakai, 2012). El Shirazy 

himself has stated that he wants to educate Muslim society with his works. He 

believes that by writing he can spread his ideas so that they will endure even after 

his death.40  

The most interesting aspect that attracts Muslim readers to El Shirazy’s work is that 

his ideas about Islam are modern ones and therefore acceptable in modern 

Indonesia. He does not use the traditional Islamic teaching model, but rather 

modern Islamic ideology. As previously discussed, in Indonesia some traditional 

pesantren use Kitab Kuning as the main reference, while the modern Muslim 

community prefers to use the Qur’an and Hadith. Modern Islam (in the modern 

pesantren) is more moderate and open, while traditional Islam is exclusive and 

rejects globalisation and modernity41. The characters presented in El Shirazy’s 

works are modern, pious Muslims who are moderate in their ideology, respect 

others and embrace multiculturalism. 

                                                             
39 see reader responses in https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/969177.Ayat_Ayat_Cinta, 

Accessed 15 June 2015 17:12 
40 As he states in delivering his lecture “Menulis dengan Cinta” (Write with Love) in Germany 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F5OJfRggMFM, accessed 22 July 2016 18:24  

41 For detail about modern and traditional pesantren see chapter III 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/969177.Ayat_Ayat_Cinta
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F5OJfRggMFM
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Although El Shirazy’s works present a moderate Islamic worldview, they are still 

influenced by some aspects of traditional Islam, for instance, views on polygamy. 

In AAC he depicts polygamy as acceptable in certain circumstances.  

El Shirazy’s novels commonly deal with Islamic teaching for everyday life issues. 

The focus of his work is often a relationship between a man and a woman in the 

context of Islamic moral values. This has made his works popular in Muslim 

society: the values that are depicted in his works are relevant to the worldview 

among Muslims in Indonesia.  

 

Cinta Suci Zahrana (CSZ) 

Published by Santripiece, Jakarta in 2011, CSZ was a very popular novel among 

young Muslims, not only in Indonesia but also in Malaysia, Singapore, and Brunei 

Darrussalam. The huge response to this novel was due in part to El Shirazy’s 

popularity after publishing Ayat-Ayat Cinta in 2004. Directed by Chaerul Umam, 

the film adaptation of CSZ was released on August 15th, 201242. 

Some critics believe that El Shirazy wrote CSZ as a critique of a particular social 

phenomenon in Indonesia (Yeni, Abdurahman, & Nasution, 2013). Since 

Reformasi, career women have become more visible. This has brought about a new 

social phenomenon: the woman who marries later. Indonesians usually marry 

between the ages of 18 to 20 years for females, and 25 years for males. After the 

                                                             
42 https://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cinta_Suci_Zahrana_(film), accessed 05 April 2016 12:24 

https://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cinta_Suci_Zahrana_(film)


143 
 

era of Reformasi, the average age at marriage for women rose from 20 to 25 years. 

In Javanese Muslim society, a woman who has not married by the age of 30 is called 

a perawan tua (old maid) (Bennett, 2005), a somewhat feared stigma. 

The novel uses a chronological narrative as well as a flashback to some events. The 

novel also refers to specific settings such as Semarang, Solo, Jogjakarta, Singapore, 

Beijing, Surabaya, Klaten and Demak. The inclusion of these various places 

demonstrates that the female character has higher mobility than those in the 

literature of the previous era. In the Old Order and New Order literary works, female 

characters were commonly associated with activities limited to home and 

household, indicated in popular speech by the terms dapur, kasur, sumur (kitchen, 

bedroom and bathroom).  

The story begins with Zahrana getting an award from Tsinghua University, China 

for her innovative ideas in architecture. She and all her colleagues are very proud; 

Zahrana is very popular in her university as well as in her community. However, 

her success is not a source of pride for her parents. This is because she is still 

unmarried even though she is 30 years old. Her father is worried because what he 

wants is a grandchild from her.  

Meanwhile, Pak Sukarman proposes to marry her. Zahrana does not like Pak 

Sukarman. Pak Sukarman becomes hostile to her. Her problem intensifies because 

Pak Sukarman is a very influential person in her university. She has to accept the 

consequence of rejecting his proposal to marry her, namely, she must resign from 

Mangunkarsa University.   



144 
 

Zahrana maintains her stand in rejecting Pak Sukarman’s proposal even though her 

parents advise her to accept it. Zahrana is thus in a predicament. At the same time 

as Zahrana is dealing with Pak Sukarman’s proposal, one of her colleagues, Pak 

Didik, also sends a proposal to marry her. However, Zahrana does not want to 

accept Pak Didik’s proposal because she knows that he wants her to be his second 

wife.  

In the end, Zahrana seeks advice from her friend Lina. They go to a pesantren to 

ask for guidance and help to find a good man for Zahrana. It is common in the 

Javanese Muslim community to ask for guidance from a kyai in such situations. 

Kyai Amar Shadiq proposes the widower Rachmat to her. He is a former student 

from the pesantren and now works as cracker seller (mobile food seller). 

The process of introduction is very short. Zahrana likes Rachmat. Although 

Rachmat is confused at first because he has a lower education level, after listening 

to Zahrana’s explanation he finally agrees to marry her. Unfortunately, one day 

before their wedding, Rachmat is involved in a fatal accident. Zahrana’s sorrow at 

his death is compounded when her father also dies from a heart attack.  

Zahrana’s shock leads to psychological problems and she is hospitalised. When in 

the hospital, coincidentally, she is looked after by Ibu Zulaiha, the mother of Hasan, 

her former student. Dr. Zulaiha becomes her counsellor.  

Hasan is now a successful businessman, moving between Indonesia and Malaysia. 

His mother informs him that she is taking care of Zahrana. Hasan has romantic 

feelings for Zahrana and tells his mother that he wants to marry her.  
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When Dr. Zulaiha informs Zahrana of this, she is very surprised. After discussing 

with the whole family, Hasan’s extended family agrees and the marriage takes 

place.  

 

Ayat-Ayat Cinta (AAC) 

Unlike CSZ, the protagonist of AAC is not female.  However, this novel also deals 

with issues pertaining to women in Muslim society and it does so by presenting 

pious Muslim women who adhere to Islamic moral values. AAC deals with how a 

Muslim man interacts with women, both Muslim and non-Muslim.     

Relationships between men and women are central to this novel. Specifically, it 

depicts good relationships between a Muslim man and a woman from his own 

family (his sister), with a neighbour and also with a girl of a different faith. 

However, many aspects of this novel are in contradiction with the concept of 

modern Islam, for example when the main character takes a second wife. 

AAC was not only a best-selling novel, but also a box-office hit, earning IDR 3.65 

billion in a short time after its release (Heryanto, 2012; Rani, 2012).  

The novel begins with the achievements of the main character, Fahri, a Masters 

student in religious studies at Al Azhar University, Cairo. As a foreign student in 

Cairo, he is diligent not only in studying but also in running his own business, as a 

tempe (Indonesian traditional food) seller. Although he is a busy student, he is also 

active in extra-curricular activities in the Indonesian community, as well as 
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studying Qur’anic interpretation with Syaikh Utsman Abdul Fattah at Abu Bakar 

Ash Shidiq mosque.   

He shares a flat with five other students. As the oldest and the most senior, Fahri is 

appointed as the leader in the house.  

They have a good neighbour, Mr. Boutros, who is a Christian Coptic. He has a 

beautiful daughter called Maria, who eventually falls in love with Fahri, but he does 

not reciprocate her attention.   

Although she is a Christian, Maria likes to learn the Qur’an.  

One day on a bus travelling to Abu Bakar Ash Shidiq Mosque, Fahri encounters a 

woman wearing a turban. Her name is Aisha. The bus is full, so Fahri gives her his 

seat. Fahri then hears shouting from Afshraf, who does not like the presence on the 

bus of some young American women who are wearing sun dresses that he finds 

offensive. Some young men refuse to give up their seat to an older American 

woman with the group because they disapprove of the way the young women dress. 

Aisha then lets the older American woman sit in her place, which aggravates 

Afshraf even further.  

Citing some relevant hadith, Fahri points out that the men need to respect every 

visitor to their country. If they do not follow the hadith it means that they do not 

love their prophet. The young Egyptians reject Fahri’s advice.   

At a party to celebrate Fahri’s academic success, a young woman called Naura 

appears, crying and asking for help because her stepfather Mr. Bahadur has hit her. 
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Wanting to help, Fahri asks Maria to bring Naura to her apartment. In the morning, 

Maria and Mr Boutros meet Fahri and say that they are afraid that if Naura remains 

in their house it will cause misunderstanding between Mr. Boutros’s family and Mr. 

Bahadur.  

After discussing the issue, the solution is to send Naura to the house where 

Indonesian women students stay. Fahri contacts Nurul as the leader of Wihdah, a 

centre of Indonesian Students in Egypt, and asks Nurul to help Naura.  

Meanwhile, Fahri is interviewed by a reporter called Alicia on the topic of Islam. 

In the interview, Alicia asks about the place and treatment of women in Islam, 

saying that it appears that Islam teaches Muslims to hit their wives. Fahri corrects 

that assumption, saying that such behaviour is prohibited. Fahri explains that the 

relationship between husband and wife is like one body with two souls.  

Fahri adds that having a good attitude is not only for Muslims but for all humankind 

regardless of religion.  

Fahri always applies his Islamic understanding in his life, including when he 

decides to marry a woman proposed by Syeikh Utsman.  

Fahri is surprised to discover that the woman proposed by Syeikh Utsman is Aisha, 

whom he has known since they met on the bus.  

One week after the meeting, they hold a wedding ceremony at Abu Bakar Shidiq 

Mosque.  
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After their marriage, they face some obstacles. Their marriage is a cause for 

resentment among some other women who love Fahri: Nurul, Maria and Naura. 

The most difficult challenge is when Fahri decides to marry Maria because she is 

heartbroken, which has made her ill. This polygamy is justified by Fahri not on 

account of his own sexual desire, but because he wants to help Maria to cure her 

sickness.  

The story ends with the death of Maria because of her illness.  

 

Alfina Dewi 

A new writer, little has been written about Dewi. The only information about her is 

a short biography in her novel, which tells us that she is a Muslim woman with two 

children from Jombang, East Java and that she teaches in a pesantren. She is 

married to the son of a Kyai.  

Dewi is a graduate in Economics from Widya Gama University in Malang, East 

Java. She also learns Islam informally from some young Islamic teachers, most of 

them sons of Kyai. This type of education is very common in East Java. It is known 

as informal Islamic teaching because the students do not live in the pesantren; they 

just come to a pesantren to study religion.  
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Namaku Naura (NN) 

This novel was originally published independently with the title Aura Cinta Naura 

(Aura of Naura’s Love) in 2011 (A. Dewi, 2011). One year later, the novel was 

republished by Najah. The complete title of this novel is Namaku Naura: Semakin 

Jauh Cinta Melangkah, Semakin Pedih Luka Perpisahannya (My Name is Naura: 

The More Love Grows, the More Bitter the Farewell). This is Dewi’s only novel. 

The novel tells the story of 23 years old Naura Dewi, who is studying Islam. One 

day she and her friend Nana visit a mosque close to her house to listen to an Islamic 

preacher, a young man named Muhammad Fariz.  

After the initial meeting in the mosque, Naura and Nana become frequent visitors 

to the pesantren of Kyai Ahmad (Fariz’s father). Like many other people in her 

area, although she is not living in the pesantren, she often joins in religious classes 

there. Her parents also learn Islam by coming to the pesantren or the local mosque.  

Naura likes coming to the pesantren because Fariz is very friendly and welcoming 

to her, sometimes teasing her. Although Naura knows that Fariz likes her, she keeps 

her distance from him because she knows that he is a married man.  

She tells her friend Anisa that she admires his politeness and his gentleness.  

Even though Naura keeps her distance from Fariz, she finally falls in love with him. 

They begin to conduct a relationship in secret. They often communicate and meet 

each other, and sometimes Fariz comes to her parents’ house.  
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Fariz confesses to Naura that he and his wife do not live in the same house because 

they are having marital problems.  

According to Fariz, his wife is stubborn and does not obey him. They often quarrel. 

They have different life goals, which leads to further disagreement. According to 

Fariz, the stubbornness of his wife has left him unable to do the things he needs to 

do in order to be a success in life. She does not support his idealism as a Muslim 

scholar and as a member of the Regional Representative Council. 

Naura is in a predicament because she does not want to damage Fariz’s family. As 

a young woman, she knows how hurtful it will be to Fariz’s children if he divorces 

his first wife because of her. On the other hand, Naura loves Fariz very much and 

she cannot face leaving him.  

Fariz, too, does not want to lose Naura. Therefore, he asks her to marry him, to be 

his second wife.  

Although Naura is prepared to be a second wife, she is not sure whether the decision 

will be accepted by Fariz’s first wife. Therefore, she asks Fariz to focus on his 

family; after he has solved his family problem, he can make a decision to either 

marry or forget her.  

While Naura is in this predicament, Robby, Fariz’s nephew is also interested in her. 

He approaches Naura and asks her to be his wife. He tries to reassure Naura that he 

will be a good husband for her. As Robby knows that Fariz loves Naura, he does 
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not push her to accept his love. Naura also cannot accept Robby because she loves 

Fariz too much.  

Although Naura does not accept Robby’s proposal, they still have a good 

relationship.  

Fariz and Naura finally get married without permission from Fariz’s first wife. This 

decision is taken by Fariz because they have lived apart for so long. Fariz and Naura 

marry secretly in a marriage based on Islamic law known as nikah siri. Nikah siri 

is performed by a Muslim based on Islamic jurisprudence and the marriage is not 

reported and recorded by the government.  

They hold the marriage in the place where Fariz will build a pesantren for Naura. 

This place is far from Fariz’s family and relatives so this will keep them away from 

Fariz’s first wife. After the marriage they live in a small house in a remote area, 

where they build a pesantren for local children. 

After some time, Fariz’s first wife becomes aware of their marriage. She accuses 

Naura of stealing her husband from her. By this time Naura is pregnant. Fariz’s first 

wife visits Naura’s house and threatens her.  

Although Fariz’s wife knows about their marriage, Fariz does not divorce her. He 

tries to keep their relationship, sometimes visiting her because he wants to see his 

children; he also wants to make a better relationship with her.  
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After some time, his first wife asks him to divorce Naura or she will take him to 

court. Divorce would cause significant problems for Fariz as a member of the 

Council; it could endanger his position and the good name of his family.  

Faced with an impossible situation, he divorces Naura. The decision actually comes 

not from Fariz but from Naura who does not want to cause problems for Fariz and 

his family.  

Although Fariz has divorced Naura, the quarrel between Fariz and his first wife is 

not resolved. Finally, Fariz discovers that his first wife has been having an affair 

with another man. This makes Fariz very angry with her, leading to her asking for 

a divorce.  

As Fariz cannot abide his first wife’s action, he divorces her. He brings his children 

to the pesantren where Naura lives.  

After his divorce, he focusses on his job as a member of the Representative Council, 

while the pesantren is managed and organised by Naura, with Robby’s help.  

About three years after divorcing his first wife, Fariz finally asks permission from 

his parents to remarry Naura. His parents and family approve.  

At the end of the novel, Naura is living happily with Fariz and Fariz’s children, 

Salsa and Faiz. Meanwhile Fariz’s first wife lives alone, and rarely sees Salsa and 

Faiz because they do not want to see her. They are angry with her because they 

think that she has ignored them when they needed her attention. This causes her 

guilt; furthermore, she has also lost her lover.  



153 
 

CHAPTER V 

MARRIAGE AND POLYGAMY 

 

 

Introduction  

This chapter focuses on marriage and polygamy as addressed by the four authors 

chosen for this thesis. All four authors deal with the concept of marriage in Javanese 

Muslim society. Marriage or family has an important role in implementing the 

ideology of patriarchy. As reflected in the literary works being discussed, the 

female characters face the most difficult situation after marriage. Therefore, 

marriage is something problematic for Muslim women. Women’s position is very 

weak as they cannot take their own decision in determining their lives.  

There are controversies surrounding marriage among Muslims. Some believe that 

marriage is an obligation, while others consider that marriage is not an obligation, 

simply a suggestion. In a traditional Muslim community, a Muslim who does not 

marry will be regarded as an imperfect Muslim. Un-married males or females may 

attract negative attention from other Muslims who assume that they engage in illicit 

sexual activity. However, for moderate Muslims, marriage is a personal choice.  

In the modern era debates about marriage have become a polemic among Muslims.  

Amina Wadud, for example, asserts that Muslims should have personal freedom in 

determining their lives, including marriage.  
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Marriage in Javanese culture 

Weintraub  maintains Javanese culture cannot be separated from Islamic teaching 

because Islam influenced Javanese culture (Weintraub, 2011, p. 3). For instance, 

the term for marriage nikah derives from the Arabic al-nikah meaning marriage. 

The other meanings of al-nikah are ‘mixed’ or ‘grouped’ or ‘intercourse’. 

Therefore, the intention of al-nikah is to legalise intercourse between men and 

women through marriage (Mustari, 2013, p. 169). In addition, the complete 

definition of al-nikah means serious commitment (aqd) between a man and a 

woman to live together and to legalise their relationship.  

In Indonesia, the marriage law is a combination of Islamic and local traditions. 

However, the main source for the marriage law is derived from Islam. Those who 

are not Muslim use their own religion to implement the marriage process (Rodliyah, 

2013). In the 2004 revision of the marriage law, males can marry at 19 years of age, 

while for women the age is 16 years (Sudrajat, 2014). 

The marriage law in Indonesia has changed several times to accommodate all 

religions. The first marriage law concept (Rumusan Undang-Undang Perkawinan) 

was delivered in the regime of Sukarno in 1950, but a marriage law did not actually 

pass until 1959. In 1967, the government proposed the marriage law concept, 

intended for Muslims, to the People’s Representative Council (DPR, Dewan 

Perwakilan Rakyat); however this was rejected (Riydal, 2012)43. The final marriage 

law accepted by the DPR was the one proposed in 1973. However, this marriage 

                                                             
43 http://akumenuliskarenaalloh.blogspot.com.au/2013/05/proses-pembentukan-uu-

perkawinan.html, accessed 12 January 2015 17:45 

http://akumenuliskarenaalloh.blogspot.com.au/2013/05/proses-pembentukan-uu-perkawinan.html
http://akumenuliskarenaalloh.blogspot.com.au/2013/05/proses-pembentukan-uu-perkawinan.html
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law was still criticised by many social groups, especially Muslim organisations and 

Muslim political parties because it strictly forbade polygamy (Riydal, 2012; 

O’Shaughnessy, 2009).  

The Indonesian marriage law states that the position of the man (husband) is higher 

than that of the woman. Article 31 states that a husband is the leader of the family 

(kepala rumah tangga) while the wife is the housewife (istri adalah ibu rumah 

tangga). That belief is influenced by the misinterpretation of the Qur’an surah An-

Nisa verse 34, a verse that is often interpreted to mean that men are the leaders of 

women (without considering the capacity of the men) (Sudrajat, 2014, p. 60). This 

privileged position of men is controversial among feminist activists because it is 

seen to encourage the legitimation of domestic violence and/or the ‘domestication’ 

of women (Katjasungkana & Wieringa, 2003).  

The marriage law states that the obligation of the husband is providing his family’s 

needs. This indicates that the husband is responsible for earning the money for his 

family. On the other hand, the obligation of the wife is managing the household and 

caring for children (this is also asserted on the marriage certificate).  

The marriage law in Indonesia is often regarded as gender biased, because the law 

puts women as second-class people, as seen in the job division whereby women are 

urged to stay at home while the husbands are the breadwinners. If a married couple 

face irreconcilable problems the husband can divorce his wife by saying “I divorce 

you”. After that, the man can remarry without getting agreement from his ex-wife 

or a judge. On the other hand, the wife cannot make that statement to divorce her 
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husband if she faces problems in her marriage. In addition, a woman who is 

divorced by her husband should wait for some time (about three menstrual periods) 

before she remarries.  

 

Marriage and family in Islam 

In Islam, family is key; most Muslims equip their family with a good understanding 

of the Islamic worldview. According to Hammudah Abd Al Ati (1977), the aim of 

the Muslim family is to uphold good morality. This understanding of the concept 

leads to Javanese Muslim families deciding on a division of labour whereby the 

wife, commonly becomes the foothold (foundation) of their children’s education, 

while men are the breadwinners. However, some moderate Muslims are more 

liberal on this issue because every Muslim has the same rights to work based on 

their potential and capability (Nilan, Demartoto, Broom, & Germov, 2014) 

regardless of gender.  

Islam also gives guidance in conducting marriage, including rules for the wife-

husband relationship. Islam clearly stipulates that the responsibility is to be shared 

fairly or equally (Nurmila, 2013). Although in society, the division is based on so-

called “natural” abilities (sunnatullah), based on agreement among modern Muslim 

clerics, this division is changeable based on agreement between wife and husband. 

For example, with regard to taking care of the household, commonly women do this 

work, but if the wife has more potential in gaining professional work outside the 

home, the husband has to agree to undertake the household responsibilities. 

However, in traditional Javanese Muslim society if the man (husband) cannot work 
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outside the home, his wife replaces his position as well as doing the household 

chores.   

There are some requirements in order to legalise a marriage based on Islam. They 

are 1) consent of both parties; 2) Mahr or a gift from the groom to his bride; 3) two 

witnesses male or female; 4) the marriage should be publicised (never be secret in 

order to prevent negative public opinion about their relationship)44. The first 

requirement indicates that the marriage needs to be an agreement between both 

parties. Marriage cannot be forced by either party or by their parents. Mahr is the 

symbol of the groom to the bride that he is capable and responsible for handling 

finances and in protecting his wife or his family (Ayoup, 1991).  

As Wadud points, a Muslim feminist interpretation of Qur’an An-Nisa verse 34 (see 

chapter III) is that a husband is responsible to his family, especially to his wife and 

children, but not as a leader. A man has to protect his family emotionally, socially 

and financially. While the man may be the leader, he cannot force his wife to do his 

will. Because Islam teaches its followers to always discuss life problems, every 

problem that happens in marriage should be resolved through discussion 

(musyawarah) (Qur’an surah Al-Baqarah verse 233, Asy-Syura verse 38 and Al-

Imron verse 153). Islam also states that in marriage both parties are interdependent.  

 

                                                             
44 See http://www.islamawareness.net/Marriage/marriage_article001.html, accessed 10 January 

2017 19:00  

http://www.islamawareness.net/Marriage/marriage_article001.html
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Polygamy  

In Indonesia, polygamy cannot be separated from the pesantren, the institution 

commonly regarded as the place that educates women to be pious Muslims, and 

where polygamy is accepted as normative teaching (Smith, 2014). However, it is 

important to acknowledge that there are varying types of Islamic ideologies across 

the pesantren. The first are the traditional pesantren, which use the kitab kuning as 

their reference. The second are the modern pesantren, which refer to the Qur’an 

and sunnah in the teaching process. Modern pesantren commonly do not accept 

polygamy.  

The role of the pesantren in transferring the ideology of patriarchy is very 

significant (Nurish, 2010). There are a great number of pesantren in Indonesia, most 

of which, both traditional and modern, are led by a male Muslim scholar called a 

kyai. The position of a kyai is pivotal in the Indonesian Muslim social dynamic. 

Kyai are not only a spiritual support, but some hold political and social positions. 

The power of the kyai also influences the government’s decisions when making 

local regulations. For example, in some districts the local government applies 

Islamic moral values that are regarded as syaria law (Afrianty, 2011). 

While pesantren can be found throughout Indonesia, this type of Islamic institution 

is particularly popular in East Java and West Java. Most pesantren outside Java 

were established by alumni from pesantren in Java. For instance, the pesantren of 

Gontor is the most famous in Java as well as in Sumatra, Kalimantan, Riau and 

other islands. In Lampung there are many big pesantren that also use the same 
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name, Pesantren Darrusalam Gontor. This is a type of modern pesantren that 

combines teaching Islamic subjects with general skills.  

Polygamy means having more than one spouse. The word ‘polygamy’ comes from 

the Greek apolus, meaning ‘many’ and gamos meaning ‘marriage’. However, 

polygamy refers to men while the term that refers to women who have more than 

one husband is polyandry (Maryono, 2011). Some critics point out that there are 

three categories of polygamy: polygyny refers to a man who has married more than 

one wife, polyandry refers to a woman who has married more than one man, and a 

marriage group is a combination of polygyny and polyandry. However, polygamy 

is the most commonly used term when referring to a man who is married to multiple 

wives at the same time (Mustaqim).  

As Maryono (2011) explicates, the core concept of marriage in Islam is monogamy. 

As stated in Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 129, a man can only marry another woman 

if he is able to be just or fair to his wife45. The right to marry two to four wives, is 

only allowed in certain circumstances (for example to protect orphans or to protect 

a woman in a difficult situation). Furthermore, polygamy was allowed in Islam 

because Islam was revealed in the era of jahiliah (ignorance), when Arabian society 

was in a worse condition than it is now. At that time males could marry an unlimited 

number of wives, with Islam limiting polygamy to four wives (Maryono, 2011). 

                                                             
45 In fact, justice is impossible for a man with two or more wives (Qur’an Suran An-Nisa verse 

129). 



160 
 

Polygamy is not practised only by Muslims: other creeds and religions in Indonesia 

also practise polygamy, including Balinese Hindus and Chinese Indonesians, and 

in traditional Javanese custom aristocrats are entitled to many wives called selir 

(secondary wives) (Nurmila, 2007, p. 30). The kind of polygamy conducted by local 

cultures places no limitations on the number of wives. For instance, in Javanese 

aristocracy, a nobleman can have more than ten wives or even hundreds of 

concubines (selir). However, because the practice of polygamy in other 

communities is not widely disseminated, most polygamy issues in Indonesia are 

related to the Muslim community.  

Many modern Muslims reject polygamy, although they believe that it is allowed by 

God. The conditions for polygamy are very strict and very hard to fulfil. Despite 

this, and despite the injustice that may be inflicted on women and children, there 

are many Indonesians who practise polygamy. Nurmila’s 2007 research revealed 

that polygamy is not only practised by the well-off, but also by poor people. 

However, most are from the middle and upper economic classes (Nurmila, 2007).  

Those opposing polygamy usually use the Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 129 as their 

justification “And you will never be able to be equal (in feeling) between wives, 

even if you should strive (to do so).”  

Based on this verse, it is impossible for a man to be just towards both or all his 

wives. Therefore, the best marriage practice is monogamy as this is also asserted in 

Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 3 whereby God states that “... but if you fear that you 

will not be just, then (marry only) one”.  
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However, some Muslims insist that the Qur’an surah Annisa verse 3 is an indication 

that polygamy is allowed: “And if you fear that you will not deal justly with the 

orphan girls, then marry those that please you of (other) women, two or three or 

four.”  

This verse is interpreted by some Muslims to mean that polygamy is allowed. By 

contrast, Wadud points out that, this verse does not deal with marriage, but rather 

with how to manage and take care of orphans. Therefore, this verse is no longer 

applicable in the modern day (Nurmila, 2007; Wadud, 1995). Furthermore, if 

attention is paid to the surah (An Nisa: 3), as previously mentioned, Allah also states 

that it will be difficult for a human being to be just to more than one wife. Therefore, 

the verse teaches that it will be better for a Muslim man to take only one wife 

(Rohman, 2013; Wartini, 2013).   

Polygamy is a controversial issue not only for non-Muslim society but also for some 

Muslims. Smith concludes that polygamy is taught as normal in those pesantren 

that apply the patriarchal system (Smith, 2014). He maintains that Islamic moral 

values taught in the pesantren push women to be pious based on patriarchal 

ideology. Polygamy, in some conservative pesantren teaching, is regarded as ‘a 

high reward’ sacrifice for pious women. If a Muslim woman is prepared to be the 

second wife (dimadu), she is regarded as having higher iman (belief in God) and 

will enter heaven easily.  

In Indonesia the controversial issue of polygamy was triggered after Reformasi 

when democratisation occurred. Both supporters and challengers of polygamy have 
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received public attention. It became a burning issue when the entrepreneur Puspo 

Wardoyo promoted polygamy through his business. He itemised the menu in his 

restaurant using terms such as polygamy juice (made out of avocado, mango, 

soursop and papaya), with the view that the practice of polygamy should be more 

visible and acceptable in Muslim society (Wichelen, 2009). In 2003 he also 

promoted a polygamy award, given to a man who was successful in conducting 

polygamy (Nurmila, 2007; van Wichelen, 2009). The second high-profile incident 

occurred when the populist Muslim preacher AA Gym took a second wife, giving 

rise to public debates about polygamy.  

In 2005 the government took action to prevent the practice of polygamy by revising 

the law of marriage. SBY (Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, the sixth president of 

Indonesia) urged the ministry of Women’s Empowerment, Meutia Farida Hatta 

Swasono, to revise the marriage laws number 45, 1990 and number 10/1983 about 

marriage and divorce for a civil servant (PNS). The government forbade polygamy, 

not only for government officers, but for all Indonesian citizens (El Muttaqin, 

Susilastuti, & Rochyanti, 2008, p. 192).  

The Indonesian government has prevented the practice of polygamy by imposing 

strict rules of marriage upon Muslims. To strengthen the Indonesian marriage law, 

the government also created five government regulations dealing with polygamy. 

They are decree no 1 1974 (about the marriage law in Indonesia), presidential rule 

number 9 1975 (about the implementation of decree no 1 1974), presidential decree 

no 10, 1983 (marriage guidance for civil servants), presidential decree number 45, 
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1990 (revision of decree number 10 1983) and the Islamic compilation combination 

of Islamic law and local customs. These laws are intended to prevent state civil 

servants from practising polygamy. The principle of Indonesian marriage law is 

monogamy. However, a Muslim man can marry more than one wife in a specific 

circumstance with the permission of the local court (Wartini, 2013). 

Marriage law no 1 article 2 states that the court can permit a husband to have more 

than one wife. Furthermore, in article 4, the law states that a man can have more 

than one wife if: 

a. His first wife cannot do her obligation (kewajiban) (for example, fulfil 

sexual desires) 

b. His first wife has a physical handicap or illness that cannot be cured. 

c. His first wife cannot give birth. 

In article 5, the marriage law also states that to carry out polygamy, a Muslim man 

needs to:  

a. have permission from his first wife. 

b. guarantee that he can provide for all of his wives’ and children’s need. 

c. guarantee that he can be just to all of his wives and children.  

 

Marriage in the novels  

The four writers discussed in this thesis raise the issue of marriage and polygamy 

in Javanese society. The writers have different perspectives about the concept of 
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marriage in Islam. In El Shirazy’s and Dewi’s novels, married women follow the 

instructions of their husband. Therefore, the wife should accept her husband’s 

decisions, including pertaining to polygamy. Meanwhile, in El Khalieqy’s and 

Hasyim’s novel the wives strive for their independence. Their female characters do 

not accept polygamy.   

The different interpretations of marriage can be traced to the different sociological 

backgrounds of the writer. For instance, El Shirazy depicts marriage in the upper 

middle class, and the characters are depicted as moderate and educated. Many of 

them do not follow traditional values. The conflicts that are depicted in El Shirazy’s 

novels do not deal with economic issues but more the commitment of the spouse in 

keeping their marriage. On the other hand, El Khalieqy depicts characters from a 

traditional Muslim background, who adhere to traditional patriarchal values, where 

the male controls everything including the personal lives of the females. In PBS, 

for example, Annisa is strictly controlled by her father as well as her surroundings.  

Hasyim presents more independent female characters, but nonetheless still 

champions the men in his novels in which the female character is placed as an 

antagonist character. Nurjanah for example, is depicted as an educated woman who 

dares to oppose her husband. She does not follow the traditional values, because 

Anwar’s worldview is not appropriate for modern society. Nurjanah’s feminist 

learning leads her to divorce Anwar, who then marries a younger wife.   

The worst discrimination towards women in Javanese Muslim society, especially 

in the pesantren, is forced marriage. In El Khalieqy’s novel, Annisa is forced to 
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marry Samsudin even though she does not like him. She must accept whatever her 

father wants. Thus, even though she is still in the second year of junior high school, 

she has to marry Samsudin. This contradicts Islamic values whereby everyone has 

their own choice in life as long as it does not disturb Islamic principles. As Wadud 

reminds us, forced marriage is a violation of human rights.  

El Shirazy’s novel CSZ, depicts forced marriage in a different way. At first glance 

it appears that there is no forced marriage in the depiction of the main character. 

However, Zahrana is in fact subjected to a kind of forced marriage. She wants to 

post-pone marriage in order to focus on her career. However, there is pressure from 

her environment, especially from her father, and when people around her talk about 

the fact that she is unmarried. It is kind of ‘soft’ forced marriage to which a male 

would never be subjected.  

 

Marriage in El Khalieqy’s Novels 

El Khalieqy describes the issue of marriage especially in pesantren where forced 

marriage is common. The female characters that are presented in her novels counter 

the premises of patriarchal society.  

In traditional Muslim society, a woman marries at a very young age. The age of the 

bride is often falsified in order to get a marriage certificate from the religious affairs 

office of the local government. The bride should be at least sixteen years old. 

Sometimes a marriage is not officially carried out through government institutions 

but rather as nikah siri, not recognised by local government. This is the case with 
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Annisa who is married at a very early age, having just graduated from junior high 

school.  

El Khalieqy’s novels takes a stronger stance than that of El Shirazy. Annisa 

challenges traditional values by continuing her education when Samsudin takes a 

second wife.  

Forced marriage is not only against the rights of humanity but also against Islamic 

moral values (see Chapter III). Therefore, Annisa’s case of being forced to marry 

Samsudin is not because of Islamic moral values, but because of the personality of 

her father and the influence of local culture.  

In traditional Javanese society a wife should be younger than her husband. In El 

Khalieqy’s novel, Annisa is much younger than her husband. There is an 

assumption that the husband should be superior in many aspects in marriage.  For 

example, Samsudin feels he has the right to treat Annisa unfairly because he is 

superior. Annisa’s education is only junior high school, much lower than that of 

Samsudin, a university graduate. As a result, Samsudin abuses his higher position 

to hector Annisa when she does not do as he commands. Annisa responds “You 

think, because you are my husband, you can treat me however you wish?” (PBS: 

85)46 

Because he is convinced of his own superiority, as the husband, Samsudin often 

forces Annisa to engage in non-consensual sexual activity: 

                                                             
46 “Kau pikir, karena kau suamiku, kau bisa seenaknya memperlakukan aku? (PBS: 85) 
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He threw the cigarette butt away and suddenly he grabbed me and carried 

me to the bedroom and fucked me on the bed. After that, he tried to seduce 

me with a voice as gentle as that of a gentleman from the era of Majapahit 

Kingdom (PBS: 86)47 

This behaviour contradicts what is taught in Islamic moral values. To show the 

contradiction between piety and non-piety the author depicts Samsudin watching 

pornographic movies, which is completely contradictory to the image of a kyai as 

one who upholds good moral values.  

As the consequence of the imbalance of power between husband and wife, Annisa 

and Kalsum, his second wife, are subjected to both verbal and physical violence 

from Samsudin. The novel critiques traditional Javanese Muslim society that allows 

a husband to be violent to his wife in the name of teaching. Islam does not allow 

violence.  

After encountering a number of problems in their marriage, the biggest issue for 

Annisa is when Samsudin decides to take Kalsum as his second wife. There is no 

choice for Annisa except to accept the situation. No one supports her, including her 

family, because in the traditional pesantren, polygamy is accepted. She can only 

hope that Samsudin will file for divorce. 

Even though in the beginning Annisa is very upset with her polygamous household, 

she gradually feels comfortable with her situation. She tries to eliminate her sorrow 

by sharing many things with Kalsum about their husband and about their lives. This 

                                                             
47 Ia membuang puntung rokoknya dan serta merta, diluar perkiraanku, laki-laki bernama 

Samsudin itu meraih tubuhku dalam gendongannya. Lalu membawaku ke kamar dan meniduriku 

di atas ranjang. Kemudian berusaha merayuku dengan suara laki-laki dimasa kerajaan Majapahit 

(PBS: 86). 
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change in Annisa’s attitude is because there is no other choice for her. She does not 

complain, even though she says that this is unfair treatment by her husband.  

The author shows here that the acceptance of polygamy is not caused by a woman’s 

Islamic beliefs, but more because she has no choice. Women have no power to 

prevent their husband from remarrying. Novels by male writers often depict 

polygamy as not being merely about sexual desire, but because a woman needs the 

protection of a man, or for economic considerations.  

El Khalieqy also deals with polygamy in GJ. In this novel the topic of polygamy is 

only depicted through the main character Kejora, whose mother is the second wife 

of her father. As the second wife, Jora’s mother has the main responsibility of 

managing the households, especially in regard to children and her husband’s needs. 

Meanwhile, her stepmother (her father’s first wife) is in charge of accompanying 

her husband wherever he goes. That is because Jora’s stepmother does not have any 

children.  

Jora’s mother feels discriminated against because of this. Meanwhile, both Jora’s 

mothers are depicted as women who are very obedient to their husband.  

 

Marriage in Hasyim’s Novels 

Hasyim illustrates the notion that equality is sometimes considered not good for a 

Muslim family. The equality between husband and wife is regarded as endangering 

their relationship. This can be seen in the depiction of the marriage of Nurjanah and 
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Anwar in PBS. Hasyim depicts Anwar and Nurjanah as often quarrelling because 

they each stick stubbornly to their own principles.  

Nurjanah rebels against her husband, as she feels that her family background is 

higher than that of Anwar. She is a daughter of a kyai. Therefore, she does not want 

to follow what is instructed by her husband. As a result, she challenges the 

traditional Islamic moral values and social norms that are followed by her husband 

and those around her. She frees herself from her husband’s domination and chooses 

to live in a same-sex relationship with Narsih.  

The breakdown in the relationship between Nurjanah and Anwar is symptomatic of 

the conflict between modern Islamic teaching and traditional Javanese values. 

While both Nurjanah and Anwar are lecturers, having achieved the same level of 

education, profession and social status, tension arises because Anwar abides by 

traditional Javanese values while Nurjanah realises her rights as a Muslim woman. 

Anwar assumes, as is the case in a Javanese Muslim family, that his wife will handle 

household jobs and care for the children and her husband. When this does not occur, 

Anwar is upset with his wife because even though Nurjanah is at home she is busy 

with her own activities. 

As a career woman, Nurjanah is focussed on her work. She has little time to manage 

the household or serve her husband. Some household jobs are given to their servant 

while Anwar has to get his own meals. Nurjanah knows that she has the same rights 

as her husband to be independent and free from household chores. However, she 
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has to come to terms with the consequence that Anwar feels upset with her because 

he feels that she does not respect him.  

Besides being neglected by his wife, Anwar feels that he does not get sexual 

fulfilment from his wife. This situation triggers tension between them. In Anwar’s 

view, Nurjanah is too busy with her job so she is careless with her obligation to 

provide sexual services to him. Many Muslims consider that sexual fulfilment is the 

obligation of a wife to her husband. A wife should be ready whenever her husband 

wants it.   

Anwar holds to the view that Javanese moral values expect women  to be graceful 

and patient, and to serve and delight her husband (Creese, 2001). Traditionally, this 

is because a woman cannot defy her husband because he has spent his money on 

her and his children. This belief is followed by traditional Muslim without 

considering the conditions.  

Anwar is mistaken in not interpreting the Qur’an as it applies to the modern day. 

Qur’an surah An-Nisa verse 34 is commonly misunderstood: 

Men are in charge of women (often translated as ‘men are the leader of 

women’) by (right of) what Allah has given one over the other and what 

they spend (for maintenance) from their wealth. … (An-Nissa: 34).  

Javanese Muslim women are thus bound by male domination (S. Brenner, 2011). 

The role of a woman/wife in traditional Javanese society is as a supporter 

(penjurung), complement (konco wingking) and servant (Creese, 2001).  

Nurjanah does not fit that mould at all. She is an independent professional Muslim 

woman. She solves problems using her intelligence and rationality. She focuses on 
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acquiring knowledge so she can reach her dreams. She does not want to be restricted 

from doing her own activities. Nurjanah begins to rebel against social and religious 

norms. This can be seen when, as a sign of defiance, she does not wear the veil to 

go to her office. Wearing the jilbab (head scarf) is a symbol of obedience and piety 

in traditional Javanese Muslim society. One day before going to university 

Nurjanah says to her husband:  

“I’m off to campus, dear,” 

Anwar looked around. He was taken aback. 

“Oh! Aren’t you going to wear your veil?” 

“As of today I will not wear my headscarf again” (PB: 122)48 

Her decision is based on her understanding of women’s rights in Islam as well as 

the feminist view that a woman’s body is political. She believes that as a woman 

she has the right to use her own body without considering others’ perceptions. She 

does not want to be restrained by social perceptions. Nobody can force her to cover 

her hair.  

In TG, Hasyim depicts Endang facing difficulty in finding a spouse because she is 

a smart and progressive woman. In this novel, it is clear that Hasyim wants to 

emphasise that being a career woman is not the solution for a Muslim woman. Even 

if a woman chooses to pursue a career, she must take the risk of separating herself 

from the life of a man or a husband.  

                                                             
48 “Saya ke kampus dulu mas” 

Anwar menoleh. Kaget. 

“Lho? Tidak pakai kerudung?” 

“Mulai hari ini aku tidak memakai kerudung” (PB: 122) 



172 
 

This description indicates that Hasyim still supports the concept of patriarchy which 

asserts that a husband’s position must be higher than his wife’s. With that position, 

he considers a fight between husband and wife will not occur because a wife will 

obey her husband. Hasyim’s worldview is influenced by the Javanese Muslim 

values.  

 

Marriage in El Shirazy’s Novels 

Habiburrahman El Shirazy depicts the issue of marriage based on an understanding 

of Islam that accommodates the modern and the conservative. The female character 

is depicted as a person who is highly educated and has a broad association (not 

limited to the household). The female characters adhere to all social norms and 

Islamic values. Even though they face obstacles (inner pressure because they have 

to follow the will of those around them), they do not dare to rebel against or fight 

values that are considered sacred.  

Thus, El Shirazy’s novels often exhibit contradictions between modern, Islamic 

values and traditional Javanese values. These values are often blurred, sometimes 

collide and sometimes unite without conflict. Reflections on this confrontational 

clash of values can be seen in name of book when Zahrana must choose to be a 

career woman or marry and become a housewife.  

The tension is reflected in the fact that, even though her parents Pak Munajat and 

Ibu Nuriah do not force Zahrana to accept Pak Sukarman’s proposal, they still 
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advise her to consider it, because Mr Sukarman has a higher social status than them. 

Ibu Nuriah adds wistfully,  

“It would make us proud if you were to marry a respected man, it would 

mean that you have not waited in vain…” (CSZ: 183)49 

Ibu Nuriah’s view is still dominated by old Javanese moral values. She is very 

focussed on social status. She has a different perspective from the young generation, 

represented by Zahrana, who does not consider status but rather religion and 

personality. Ibu Nuriah seems not to acknowledge that in Islam the first 

consideration of one’s goodness is one’s attitude (akhlaq). Zahrana uses different 

principles than her parents (especially her mother). For Zahrana, morality is the 

most important consideration in choosing a spouse. That is why she decides to reject 

the proposal from Mr. Sukarman. As Zahrana explains to Lina: 

“I’m different from you, Wati. I know exactly who Pak Sukarman is. There 

are still family connections between me and his late wife. Distant 

connections. But I know who he is, I know his attitude and his morality. 

Yes, everyone can change for the better. But, I’m sorry, it’s hard to imagine 

that in Pak Sukarman’s case. If advised to do so, for example, he’d be able 

to give a religious sermon or a Friday prayer speech … But you must 

remember, morality is the soul of a person’s life (CSZ: 164)50.  

                                                             
49 “Buatlah kami bangga kamu menikah dengan orang yang terhormat dan terpandang, sehingga 

penantian kamu tidak sia-sia.” … (CSZ: 183) 
50 “Aku berbeda dengan Wati. Aku tahu persis siapa Pak Karman. Istri dia yang meninggal itu 

masih ada hubungan keludarga dengan aku. Keluarga jauh. Tapi aku tahu siapa Pak Karman itu, 

seperti apa kelakukan dan moralnya? Ya memang siapa pun bisa berubah jadi baik. Tetapi maaf 

Karman ini agak susah diharapkan. Kalau dinasehati misalnya, dia pun biasa memberi ceramah 

dan khutbah Jum’at. …. Moral adalah nyawa orang hidup. (CSZ: 164) 
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Wati, Zahrana’s friend, is married to a successful businessman who is much older 

than she is. The difference between him and Pak Sukarman is that Wati’s husband 

is a pious Muslim man, with a good attitude (akhlaq)51.  

In depicting Zahrana’s rejection of Mr. Sukarman’s marriage proposal, the author 

is clearly showing her independence, and asserting that Muslim women have the 

wherewithal to determine their future, including in matters of marriage. Zahrana 

sticks to her principles in rejecting Mr Sukarman’s proposal. The decision is far-

reaching as Zahrana has to face the consequences and resigns from her job as a 

lecturer, a job that she loves. This is because Zahrana knows that Pak Sukarman 

will fire her from her position as a consequence of her rejection of him.  

Zahrana’s parents’ concern about her marriage is because in the traditional Javanese 

worldview, a child is not merely the next generation of the family, but a source of  

pride (S. A. Brenner, 1998). This can be interpreted from Zahrana’s mother who 

says that Zahrana is the most valuable treasure in her life. Zahrana is expected to 

continue the good deeds for her parents52. In Islam children who do good deeds will 

reap rewards for both parents (A. Hidayat, 2010). Because of that assumption, 

regardless of how high a social and political position she achieves, if she is 

unmarried, she is not regarded as a success in traditional Javanese society. This 

links to traditional Javanese values, whereby the happiness of the parents will 

                                                             
51 In Islam not all Muslim is regarded as a pious Muslim. Pious is regarded as the Muslim who 

hold and apply the Islamic moral values in their lives. 
52 See the Hadeeths “When a man dies, his good deeds come to an end except three: ongoing 

charity, beneficial knowledge, and righteous offspring who will pray for him” (Narrated by Abu 

Hurairah in Muslim) (http://www.onislam.net/english/shariah/hadith/this-hadith/415871.html, 

accessed 20 July 2017 17:00) 

http://www.onislam.net/english/shariah/hadith/this-hadith/415871.html
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increase if their children get married and establish a family. Javanese parents 

usually look at what they call the bibit, bebet and bobot (the background) of a 

potential spouse. A family will advise their daughter to accept a marriage proposal 

based on the prospective husband’s good behaviour, family background, jobs and 

education level.  

The marriage of a daughter usually causes more anxiety for Javanese parents than 

the marriage of a son. One source of worry is childlessness. A married man who 

does not have any children can easily take a second wife or divorce and remarry. It 

is not that easy for a childless woman.  

The importance of a grandchild in a Javanese family can be seen in Ibu Nuriah’s 

comment: 

 “Yes, if we have grandchildren we won’t grow old so quickly. But without 

grandchildren, you grow old so quickly. It’s as if you have one foot in the 

grave already” (CSZ: 39, 45)53 

For Ibu Nuriah and Pak Munajat, happiness derives not merely from the success of 

their daughter in getting a job and an education; having grandchildren will complete 

their happiness. The desire of Zahrana’s parents for Zahrana to marry soon shows 

that no matter how free a Javanese Muslim woman is, there will still be many 

societal obstacles. As Ibu Nuriah says “…we live in a community, how can we not 

pay heed to what people say.” (CSZ: 44)54.  

                                                             
53 “Iya, kalau ada cucu kita tidak cepat tua. Tetapi tidak ada cucu rasanya cepat sekali kita tua. 

Bahkan pintu kubur seperti ada di depan mata. (CSZ, 2011: 39, 45) 
54 “Kita hidup di masyarakat, bagaimana mungkin kita mengabaikan kata-kata mereka” 
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Pak Munajat and his wife cannot help feeling a certain sense of shame because their 

daughter is not yet married at the age of 34. However, as previously mentioned, all 

Muslims have freedom of choice, including the choice not to get married. 

Therefore, Ibu Nuriah is going against Islamic moral values because in Islam every 

individual will be judged by God based on their own good or bad deeds.  

El Shirazy deals with polygamy in AAC, which raises the issue of polygamy based 

on the Qur’an and Sunnah, as can be seen in the writer’s references to Islamic 

jurisprudence. However, his depiction of polygamy in AAC reveals a 

misinterpretation of the Qur’an, especially surah An-Nisa verse 3. His interpretation 

is that this surah deals with permission to engage in polygamy whereas, as Wadud 

maintains, the true intention of this verse is about protecting orphans (Wadud, 1999, 

p. 83). Therefore, although polygamy as undertaken by the main character is in 

accordance with the Indonesian marriage law, it is unacceptable for modern 

Muslims.  

In AAC polygamy is depicted as allowable for Muslim men in certain 

circumstances. Polygamy is depicted as a solution to the inability of a man’s first 

wife to produce a child or to fulfil her husband’s sexual desire. Polygamy in this 

novel does not contravene the Indonesian marriage law because Fahri gets 

permission from his first wife, Aisha. In addition, he also wants to save Maria’s life 

because of her illness.  

Although Fahri gets permission from Aisha to marry Maria, polygamy is very 

difficult to be implemented in reality. The setting and the plot of this story is a kind 
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of utopia that will never happen to modern Muslim women. In reality, as the first 

wife, Aisha would be sad knowing that her husband has a relationship with another 

woman. Furthermore, Fahri would find it difficult to be fair to both his wives, 

especially in dealing with his emotions. As stated in surah An-Nisa verse 129, it is 

impossible for a husband to be fair to his wives, even if he really wants to:  

“And you will never be able to be equal (in feeling) between wives, even if 

you should strive (to do so)” (Qur’an surah An-Nisa’ verse 129).    

To emphasise that Fahri’s polygamy is not due simply to sexual desire, the author 

depicts Fahri as a well-respected character whom many women want to marry. This 

can be seen when Fahri rejects Nurul’s proposal to be his second wife. However, 

there is no reason for Fahri to accept Nurul as his second wife. As Nurul writes to 

Fahri:  

“Please forgive me for writing this letter, Fahri. But if I didn’t, the regret 

would intensify as time goes by. For a woman, if she loves a man, the man 

is everything for her. It is difficult to forget the first love, especially a love 

that has become deeply entrenched. And that’s how I feel about you. If there 

is any chance I ask you to open your heart for me so that I can feel the 

sweetness of life with you. I do not want to violate Islamic law. I want to do 

this in accordance with Islamic law.” 55 

Clearly Nurul is interested being Fahri’s second wife; her love for him emboldens 

her to say so directly, risking Aisha’s wrath. Nurul’s family background also 

                                                             
55 “Kak Fahri. Sungguh maaf aku sampai hati menulis surat ini. Namun jika tidak maka aku akan 

semakin menyesal dan menyesal. Bagi orang perempuan, jika ia telah mencintai seorang pria, 

maka pria itu adalah segalanya. Susah melupakan cinta pertama apalagi yang telah menyumsum 

dalam tulangnya dan cinta ku padamu seperti itu adanya, telah mendarah daging dan menyumsum 

dalam diriku. Jika masih ada kesempatan mohon bukalah hati untuk ku untuk sedikit menghirup 

manisnya hidup bersamamu. Aku tidak ingin yang melanggar syariat. Aku ingin yang seiring 

dengan syariat.” 
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supports her action. She was raised in a traditional pesantren in East Java, where 

polygamy among the kyai is very common. (Rohman, 2013).  

There is no escaping the patriarchal ideology in which polygamy is embedded. If a 

man can be loved by many women, how about a woman who has many men who 

want to marry her? In reality, a man with many girl friends will be regarded as 

prestigious, while this does not happen for a woman. A woman who has many male 

friends will be regarded negatively (in traditional Islam).  

Patriarchal ideology can be also seen in the characterisation of the female 

characters. Piousness in this novel is associated with obedience, calmness, 

surrender and shyness. These characteristics are intended to strengthen the 

acceptance of polygamy among the female characters. Muslim women whose 

characteristics differ from this will be regarded as not muslimah. Nurul knows that 

Aisha is a sholehah (pious) woman, and she assumes that Aisha will agree with her 

because Islam allows a husband to have more than one wife.  

Nurul’s approach to Fahri, and his rejection of it, are intended to prove that he will 

engage in polygamy only as a solution, as decreed in the Indonesian marriage law. 

He promises to himself that he will never engage in polygamy but because of 

unexpected conditions he feels that he needs to take Maria as his second wife. In 

order to strengthen the argument for Fahri engaging in polygamy, the author depicts 

his wife agreeing with polygamy. Aisha pushes Fahri to marry Maria because she 

wants to save her husband and also the happiness of her baby. Furthermore, by 

marrying Maria, he can save not only Maria but also their family (As previously 
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mentioned, Maria is very ill because of her love of Fahri, while he himself has to 

face a lawsuit from Naura who slanders him as the man who raped her. Maria is the 

only witness who can release him from the indictment by Naura). This can be seen 

in the conversation between Fahri and Aisha:  

“Fahri, please marry Maria. I agree with all my heart.” 

“No Aisha, No! I can’t.” 

“Marry her, this is for our baby. Please! If Maria does not give a testimony, 

I do not know what I have to do to protect you for my baby.’ (p. 376)56. 

 

The reason that Aisha accepts polygamy is not purely based on her faith; it is for 

pragmatic reasons. Aisha encourages Fahri to marry Maria because she does not 

want her husband to go to jail because Naura has slandered him. Maria is the key 

witness who can give testimony to the judge that Fahri did not rape Naura.  

The clear message of the novel is that polygamy is acceptable in particular 

circumstances. In other words, the author wants to emphasise that polygamy is 

difficult, but may be necessary for a Muslim as a solution to a marriage problem.  

Although El Shirazy depicts polygamy as being in accordance with the Indonesian 

marriage law, it is nonetheless against humanitarian law. In polygamy, the parties 

                                                             
56 “Fahri, menikahlah dengan Maria. Aku ikhlas.” 

“Tidak Aisha, tidak! Aku tidak bisa.” 

“Menikahlah dengan dia, demi anak kita. Kumohon! Jika Maria tidak memberikan kesaksiannya, 

maka aku tidak tahu lagi harus berbuat apa untuk menyelamatkan ayah dari anak yang ku kandung 

ini.”  (p. 376) 
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are not equal. In addition, if a woman allows her husband to marry another woman, 

it is due to conditions that she is powerless to refuse. As a result, in the name of 

God she accepts it.  

The polygamy that is undertaken by Fahri is not in accordance with modern Muslim 

society. In addition, the author suggests that in Islamic teaching, women’s piety is 

determined by how high her obedience is to her husband. It is clear that this is based 

on patriarchal ideology whereby the position of women gives benefit to the male. 

The author’s concept of polygamy is very different from that of Wadud who points 

out that the most common reason for polygamy in the prophet’s era was economic. 

It was difficult for women to work outside of the house and that made it very 

difficult to be independent. This condition put Muslim women, including female 

orphans, in very difficult economic circumstances. However, in the modern era 

there is no reason for women not to work and many Muslim women are in fact more 

productive than Muslim men (Wadud, 1999, p. 84).  

 

Marriage in Dewi’s Novel 

Dewi’s novel situates women as a follower of men in marriage.  Fariz, who is 

having an affair with Naura is nonetheless considered beyond reproach, because he 

is a man. Even when Fariz marries Naura in an unregistered marriage (nikah siri), 

it is considered valid because of the assumption that a man can have more than one 

wife.  
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Fariz is 30 while Naura is about 15, the assumption being that a young wife will 

obey her husband. Evidence that a wife is responsible for serving her husband can 

be seen in Naura’s case. Naura only stays at home in an isolated plantation area 

with limited social interaction. Set up as a pesantren, this isolated location provides 

us with a metaphor for the role or agency of women in this novel. A place that is 

isolated from these social activities can be interpreted as Fariz wanting to maintain 

total obedience from his wife. Furthermore, Naura will also have limited insight 

due to her limited social interaction.  

Meanwhile, the case is different for Fariz’s first wife. As a woman, she is placed as 

an antagonist character because she dares to oppose and leave Fariz and the children 

of their marriage. She is positioned as the guilty party for daring to oppose the social 

norms of the society by having an affair with another man.  

Polygamy involves discrimination towards women. Naura as a woman who has 

little economic, social or political agency cannot prevent the discrimination that 

occurs to her. She tends to be resigned to the fate she faces, as a provision of God 

that she cannot refuse. It is as if the difficult conditions in her life and also her 

marriage with Fariz are a destiny of God that she cannot avoid.  

This novel presents a different view of polygamy than that reflected in AAC and 

PBS. This novel can be read as an assertion of the fact that polygamy is acceptable 

in traditional Javanese Muslim society. What is depicted in NN are conservative 

Islamic moral values where there is an uncritical acceptance of polygamy. Although 

this is irrational, the application of polygamy as presented in NN quite often occurs 
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in Indonesian society. Many conservative Muslims who engage in polygamy 

believe that polygamy is a part of worship or ibadah.  

The concept of polygamy as presented in NN also contradicts human rights. The 

position of women in this novel, places them as subordinate to men. In addition, the 

novel asserts that the relationship of women to God is mediated by men. As a result, 

the social and theological construction of the novel put a woman’s faith (keimanan) 

as dependent on her husband or her parents. As Wadud asserts, this is an 

unacceptable theological conception of women in Islam. As every human being is 

directly connected to God, women cannot depend on men in relation to their 

worship of God57. 

Based on Dewi’s style and the content of the story, NN can be categorised as Islamic 

literature or sastra Islami. Indications that this novel presents and affirms Islamic 

moral values include how the main characters are presented, such as Naura’s daily 

activities and how she faces life’s problems. As a pious Muslim woman, Naura is 

heavily involved in spiritual activities. At the beginning of the novel, Naura 

describes her morning routine: 

This morning when I woke up, I was still on the prayer mat, having fallen 

asleep after the dawn prayer. I felt stiff all over from laying on the floor. I 

took off my prayer robe immediately, and when I looked at the clock on the 

table it was seven o’clock. … You gave me the pleasure of the tahajud last 

night, followed by the calm of the dawn prayer. (p. 7)58  

                                                             
57 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EqfybmUD4xw&t=10s, accessed 23 August 2015 17:23 
58 Pagi ini aku terbangun masih di atas sajadah, ternyata aku tertidur pulas habis subuhan tadi. 

Rasanya badanku sakit karena beralas lantai.  Segera ku lepas mukena, dan ketika kulihat jam di 

atas meja sudah menunjukkan angka tujuh. .. Engkau beri aku nikmat Tahajud semalam dan subuh 

yang sahdu. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EqfybmUD4xw&t=10s
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The reference to the tahajud (night prayer) indicates that she is not only doing the 

obligation of five daily prayers, but also the sunnah (recommended) prayer. In 

Islam, people who do sunnah activities indicate that they have a higher level of 

iman (faith).  

The author’s aim in this novel appears to be to depict the importance of a pious 

Muslim woman devoutly following and accepting religious instruction, including 

accepting the traditional teaching about polygamy. Naura hopes that God will give 

her what is best for her, even though she has to be a second wife. This is a scenario 

affirming a patriarchal ideology that contradicts with the spirit of equality between 

men and women. What is more, this is also against the values of the Qur’an surah 

An Nisa verse 129. “And you will never be able to be equal (in feeling) between 

wives, even if you should strive (to do so). So do not incline completely (toward 

one) and leave another hanging.”  

The values that are presented in this novel are not based only on the Islamic Qur’an 

and hadith, but also on interpretations of the Kitab Kuning. The Islamic moral 

values reflected in this novel thus contradict modern Islamic values.  

This novel applies conservative Islamic teaching: the characters unquestioningly 

accept polygamy. Fariz marries Naura as his second wife because his first wife does 

not obey him. Fariz’s decision to engage in polygamy is also against Indonesian 

marriage law and modern Islamic teaching, because there is no reason that accords 

with the polygamy requirement based on Indonesian marriage law; he does not get 
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permission from his first wife, his first wife does not have a physical or mental 

illness, and his first wife is able to provide for his sexual desires.  

The story is written in the first person, with Naura telling her own story of her love 

for Fariz. It can thus be assumed that the writer presents perceptions of polygamy 

from a woman’s view. This novel can be regarded as the representation of a 

conservative Muslim female’s opinion of polygamy, whereby it is accepted 

uncritically without regard for modern interpretations of the Qur’an and the hadith 

(sunnah).  

As this novel is supporting the implementation of polygamy in a conservative 

Muslim society, it is out of step with modern interpretations of the Qur’an and with 

the Indonesian marriage law. However, this often occurs in Indonesian society. 

Many Indonesian Muslims engage in polygamy without regard for the restrictions 

in the Indonesian marriage law.  

Although NN is written by a female writer, an implicit acceptance of patriarchal 

ideology is very strong in this novel. This is no doubt influenced by the author’s 

socio-political background. Her religious teaching and life experiences are very 

influential on the ways she expresses her ideas. She lives in a traditional pesantren 

that supports polygamy. Furthermore, she states in her biography that she dedicates 

her life to her children and husband. It is fair to assume that the character of Naura 

is based on the author.  

As this novel can be read as championing patriarchal hegemony, the author’s 

background is significant. As stated above, Dewi studied Islam in a traditional 
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Islamic institution. It appears that the conservative viewpoint has had a formative 

influence on her. The traditional pesantren does not usually consider the 

contextualisation of the Qur’an and hadith in the modern era. Therefore, what is 

stated in the Qur’an and hadith is applied without considering prevailing social and 

political conditions.   

The traditional interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence is evident in the position of 

the Muslim women in the novel: subordinate to men and whose only responsibilities 

are as the supplement of men. Women are also not permitted to contribute to the 

broader social and political dynamics of their environment. This can be seen from 

the position of Naura who always keeps herself from the public sphere. In addition, 

she is financially dependent on Fariz’s earnings and the business given by Fariz as 

the divorce settlement. This goes against modern Islamic teaching whereby every 

human being depends on their own good deeds (Qur’an surah Saba verse 25).  

What is presented by the author in this novel is the status quo of a male dominated 

society. A good social standing provides Fariz with immunity from negative 

judgment by society. A Kyai is regarded as a ‘holy’ position in Javanese society, 

and therefore most people will believe in him whatever he says. This is very 

different from the situation of common people who will be criticised if they cannot 

manage or organise their family well. Furthermore, a man with a broken marriage 

will have a negative image within his community, making it difficult for him to find 

another woman to be his spouse. Fariz is above such stigmatisation. His higher 

social position gives him confidence. He has no qualms about forming a 
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relationship with Naura even though he is a married man. Ironically, Naura’s 

parents accept and respect Fariz. Naura’s parents are not angry at knowing that their 

daughter has a secret relationship with him. They feel proud and happy that their 

daughter has a close relationship with son of kyai. They are surprised that Fariz 

would want to visit their house. Naura’s parents acceptance of Fariz is because old 

Javanese values teach that ordinary people will be honoured to have a son-in-law 

who is a nobleman (Puspita, 2012, p. 104).  

The privilege of Fariz as a Muslim man can also be seen in his position within the 

marriage process. In the marriage process, a Muslim man does not need a guide 

(wali). Although he needs to ask for permission or advice from his parents, he can 

marry a woman without any guidance from them. This is different from a Muslim 

female, who needs advice, permission and guidance from her parents, as depicted 

in this novel Naura’s parents, especially her father, need to come to the wedding 

while Fariz’s parents do not come to the ceremony. Fariz only asks his older brother 

to be a witness at his wedding.  

In traditional Javanese society, a Muslim woman is potentially in a very difficult 

situation because she has no power to reject a marriage proposal from a respected 

person, especially if her social position is lower than his. In this novel, even though 

at first Naura’s parents advise her not to marry Fariz because they know that he is 

already married, by the end her parents do not forbid her from marrying Fariz. After 

discussing the matter, Naura’s father says: 
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“It’s up to you, child… we have advised you, you’re the one who must take 

the responsibility. If you decide to do that, okay, it’s up to you…, we will 

just pray for you. We hope he is the best for you.” (p. 130)59 

After they marry, Naura is depicted as a second wife who always supports her 

husband. Because Fariz is busy with his job Naura has to accept the consequence 

that she has very limited time with her husband. Naura explains to Robby that 

“Sometimes he’s only at home from dawn until mid-morning, and even then only 

on the weekends.” (p. 140)60 

This accords with what is expected of a woman in traditional or conservative 

Muslim society. However, Naura cannot complain because right from the 

beginning, Fariz has taught her that to be a pious woman she needs to sacrifice in 

order for her husband to perform social and political activities in the name of his 

struggle for his religion. If Fariz says that whatever he does is for religion, Naura 

cannot complain. She has to support her husband. As she says to Fariz, “…don’t 

worry, I will accept whatever you give me. I stand beside you, not to be a burden 

on you, … let me lighten your burdens.” (p. 137-138)61 

Naura assumes that submission to her God is through her obedience to her husband. 

As a part of this obedience she dedicates her life to her family. This kind of 

                                                             

59 “Terserah kamulah, Nduk.... bapak, ibu, sudah memeberimu nasehat, kamu yang menjalani. Kalau 
kau memutuskan begitu, ya terserah..., bapak ibu hanya berdoa saja. Semoga dia jadi yang terbaik 

untukmu.” (p. 130).  

 
60 “Gak sepertinya, jadwalnya padat hari ini. Kalau datang biasanya dini hari sampai pagi beliau di 

sini, itu pun hanya di akhir pekan.” (p. 140) 
61 “... jangan risaukan itu, aku akan terima seberapapun yang Mas beri untukku. Aku disamping 

mu bukan untuk menjadi tambahan bebanmu, Mas..., jadikan aku peringan segala bebanmu.” (p. 

137-138) 
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obedience is at odds with the true nature of modern Islam, wherein every human 

being is independent (see chapter III). For instance, every human being will be 

rewarded based on their own effort (Qur’an surah Al-Fatir verse 18-23). Men and 

women have their own way to dedicate their life to their God. Therefore, Naura’s 

obedience to her husband and sacrificing everything to get the blessing of her God 

is misguided. Furthermore, the Qur’an also states that: ‘And no bearer of burdens 

will bear the burden of another. And if a heavily laden soul calls (another) to (carry 

some of) its load, nothing of it will be carried ...’ (Qur’an surah Fatir verse 18). 

The impact of her total obedience to her husband reduces Naura’s status, making 

her powerless and dependent. She also becomes a fatalist, in that she believes that 

whatever happens in her life is because of her God. That means she has no choice 

but to accept whatever happens. She does not seek her own solutions when she faces 

family problems; she waits and depends on Fariz and other men, including Robby 

and Donny. 

Female independence is clearly not a feature of this novel. Although Naura is the 

owner of the pesantren, she has it because of her husband, Fariz. Furthermore, she 

herself cannot develop the pesantren, instead depending on Fariz, Robby, Rachmat 

and Donny. The inspiration to build a pesantren came from Robby, although she 

also has her own ideas about it.  

This pesantren not only teaches religion but also business and agriculture. Besides 

planting rice and vegetables, they also raise cattle. This focus on agribusiness is 

intended to support the pesantren, as well provide income for Naura’s family. As a 
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result, the pesantren is not too dependent on donors. This is very important in 

understanding Naura’s position. Wherever she is, she will be dependent on a male’s 

authority. She is not free from the rule of men. In other words, she cannot stand on 

her own feet.   

The location of the pesantren is significant; it is isolated from others and has no 

public access, resembling the place of the prophet’s wife in the beginning of Islam, 

which is called harem62. The remote place can be attributed to Fariz’s desire that 

Naura not have contact with many people, which might endanger her commitment 

to be his second wife. Although he sometimes allows Naura to visit her parents and 

relatives, Naura has very limited communication with people apart from Nana, Nisa 

and her family.    

The novel paints Fariz’s first wife in a negative light because of her affair with 

another man. Traditional Javanese Muslims consider it unusual for a married 

Muslim woman to have an affair; it is regarded as a grave sin. Yet Fariz’s action 

(having an illicit relationship with Naura) is regarded as common. The double 

standard is clear, but the novel can be read as an endorsement of traditional Islamic 

teaching where a man can marry without permission from his family or his first 

wife.  

The authority or superiority of a husband can be seen in Fariz’s decision to divorce 

his first wife after knowing that she has had an affair with another man. It is not, 

however, open to his first wife to divorce him when she knows that Fariz has taken 

                                                             
62 The separate part of a Muslim household reserved for wives, concubines, and female servants. 
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a second wife without her permission. This is because the authority to divorce lies 

with the male; a female Muslim does not have the authority to divorce her husband.  

From the ending of the story, it can be assumed that the victory of the main character 

(Naura’s happy ending being able to marry her beloved, Fariz) indicates that this 

novel is reinforcing traditional Islamic values: a pious Muslim (man or woman) 

who does good deeds will be victorious.  

***** 

From the explanation above, it can be concluded that each writer approaches the 

issue of marriage based on their own social background. El Khalieqy and Dewi take 

the setting in the pesantren, while El Shirazy and Hasyim present the setting of their 

novels in campus life. El Khalieqy is the only author who presents a female 

character who dares to oppose the normative values. Annisa dares to oppose her 

society. This can be read as a critique of the attitudes of Muslim communities 

(especially in the pesantren) that are discriminatory towards women.  

Three other authors maintain normative values in relation to the position of women. 

Although Hasyim has depicted his female characters who have achieved equal 

status with men regarding level of education, career and social status, nevertheless 

their equality is regarded as a source of problems in the family. Hasyim still 

champions the normative patriarchal values in his novels, whereas, El Shirazy and 

Dewi are very clear about their support for patriarchal normative values in a family. 

These authors still emphasize the submission or obedience of women in the family, 

even though, in the context of access to higher education and social status, El 
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Shirazy has placed female characters as equal and even higher than male characters. 

This is different from Dewi who positions the female character as having total 

obedience to patriarchal values and even accepting polygamy.  

What is depicted in those novels reflects the dominance of patriarchal values in 

traditional and even in modern Muslim society in Indonesia. In dealing with 

marriage, Muslim women are still under the shadow of the male or in other words, 

under the hegemony of patriarchal values.  

In addition to women’s position in marriage, there are still many things that cause 

Muslim women to experience problems in their public lives. The next chapter will 

discuss the patriarchal values reflected in the novels. 
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CHAPTER VI 

PATRIARCHAL VALUES AND PUBLIC MORALITY 
 

 

Introduction  

This chapter focuses on patriarchy and morality in the novels, contextualised within 

Javanese Islamic values. As Wadud reminds us, the interpretation of the religious 

text has been dominated by males (Wadud, 1999). As a result, the position of 

women in Muslim society is dominated by patriarchal values. This also occurs in 

the Javanese society, which is patriarchal; power is held by men (Adeney-Risakotta, 

2016). In addition, in the Javanese Muslim context, the success of a woman or a 

wife is commonly attributed to the support from men or her husband (Soedarwo, 

2014).   

Patriarchal ideology is a social system whereby men handle primary power and 

predominate in political leadership, moral authority, social privilege and control of 

property. Patriarchy is associated with ideas, an ideology that acts to explain and 

justify dominance and attributes inherent different between men and women. The 

Merriam Webster Dictionary defines “patriarchy is defined as social organisation 

marked by the supremacy of the father in the clan or family, the legal dependence 

of wives and children, and the reckoning of descent and inheritance in the male 

line”63.  

                                                             
63 Accessed on December 15, 2019 at 17:00 
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Patriarchal ideology developed out of the culture or habits of society that are 

dominated by men. According to Napikoski (2019) a patriarchal society is male-

dominated power structure in social organisation as well as individual relationships 

(Napikoski, 2019). In a patriarchal society, all provisions relating to public matters 

are determined by men. As a result, the duties or responsibilities for women are 

only in domestic matters.  

The birth of patriarchal domination cannot be separated from the role of the family 

(see chapter V). According to Althusser a family is a part of the apparatus of state 

ideology  (Althusser, 2014). As mentioned in the previous chapter, everything in 

household affairs is determined by the head of the family (the head of the family in 

traditional Muslim society is the husband). According to Wadud, this is influenced 

by the misinterpretation of the expression: arrijalu qawamuna alanisa (men are the 

leader of women). Meanwhile, the wife, manages the domestic jobs related to the 

needs of her children and husband. As an example, everything pertaining to a 

daughter’s future life is determined by (or at least requires permission from) her 

father. This includes education and marriage.  

Issues regarding male domination of women are also reflected in contemporary 

Indonesian novels. Each writer presents different opinions. There are those who 

support the freedom or efforts to liberate women, there are also those who maintain 

these patriarchal values. The writer who oppose patriarchal values is Abidah El 

Khalieqy, while other writers, such as El Shirazy, Hasyim and Dewi still seem half-

hearted in supporting women’s freedom.  
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Dealing with the concept of patriarchy, this chapter will see how do the authors 

present female characters especially in facing the domination of patriarchal values? 

 

Patriarchal Society  

Regarding patriarchal values in Javanese society, women are discriminated not only 

in social roles but also in worshipping God. In traditional Javanese society, the 

perfection of a woman's worship is considered to be influenced by her obedience to 

her parents and to her husband. A married woman must seek her husband's consent 

to perform sunnah worship because she is expected to always be ready to serve her 

husband wherever she is. For example, if the wife cannot serve her husband’s sexual 

need, the angel will curse her until the morning (Khatimah, 2013). This view is 

influenced by a hadith: 

“If a husband invites his wife to his bed, but she does not obey him, then the 

angels will curse her until morning.”64 

Many traditional Muslims consider that this hadith can be applied in all 

circumstances. However, this hadith was revealed because in the era of Prophet 

Muhammad many women do not want to have sexual intercourse because of the 

wife’s laziness. In addition, some of women do not want to follow their husband’s 

advice, choosing to have illegal sexual intercourse with other men. As a result, this 

                                                             
64 https://almanhaj.or.id/1304-laknat-para-malaikat-bagi-seorang-istri-yang-menolak-ajakan-

suaminya-untuk-berjima.html 

https://almanhaj.or.id/1304-laknat-para-malaikat-bagi-seorang-istri-yang-menolak-ajakan-suaminya-untuk-berjima.html
https://almanhaj.or.id/1304-laknat-para-malaikat-bagi-seorang-istri-yang-menolak-ajakan-suaminya-untuk-berjima.html
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makes Prophet Muhammad stated that hadith to remind the wife to obey their 

husband (Erman, 2017; Nurmila, 2013). 

Another example is a wife who wants to do sunnah fasting. Her fasting will not be 

accepted by God if her husband does not want her to fast65. These views show that 

patriarchal values or patriarchal ideology is very strong in Javanese Muslim society. 

Views like these indicate that the existence of a wife seems to be only 

complementary to her husband. In other words, the duty of a woman is only to give 

service to men.  

As Wadud explains, there are several reasons why such views are wrong. First, 

every human being is created by God. Humans are created from the same nafs’ 

(soul), so that each individual must account for their own actions. Each individual 

is responsible for all the deeds based on what he/she does (Qur’an Surah An-Nisa 

verse 1). Second, Allah does not change one’s condition except they change 

themselves (Qur’an Surah Ar-Ra’d verse 11). Finally, all human activities are given 

recompense based on individual deeds (Qur’an Surah An-Nisa verse 124) (Wadud, 

1999, p. 36). 

Wadud (1999) maintains that the spread of Islam cannot be separated from the 

culture of the Saudi Arabia. Islam was revealed from Arabia and brought to 

Indonesia in various ways. The Saudi cultural background influenced the values of 

Islam brought to Indonesia. Islam came to Indonesia through various means, but 

                                                             
65 https://wahdah.or.id/puasa-tanpa-izin-suami-haramkah/ accessed on November 26th, 2019 at 

07:30 

https://wahdah.or.id/puasa-tanpa-izin-suami-haramkah/
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the most popular was through trade, apart from education and marriage. Therefore, 

besides being influenced by Arabic culture, Islam in Indonesia is also influenced 

by other cultures especially Hinduism from India. This is because on its journey to 

Indonesia, Islam was brought by Muslim traders who came from Gujarat, India. 

These Muslim traders brought their own culture that was mixed with Islam. That is 

why Indian culture (Hinduism) is still visible until today in the life of traditional 

Muslim societies; such as the implementation of tahlilan66, giving offerings to 

places that are considered haunted (Syafrizal). This is regarded as the influence of 

Hinduism, as in the era of Prophet Muhammad this kind of worship was not 

suggested.  

Traditional Javanese women have had very limited access to the public domain 

(Adeney-Risakotta, 2016), because the woman or wife is regarded as konco 

wingking (the friend in the back), which mean that the wife is only as a supporter 

for the success of her husband. Therefore, a public role for a wife is not important 

because it will undermine the dignity of the husband or spoil the woman’s role as a 

wife or mother (K. H. Dewi, 2015).    

Because Javanese women have very limited freedom in dealing with social issues 

(Soedarwo, 2014), public moralities are based on the male conception. For instance, 

                                                             
66 Tahlilan is a Javanese term. It is derived from Tahlil is uttering sentence ‘laa ilaha illallah’, there 

is no deity but God (Allah). This sentence uttered several times and in a certain tone. This activity 

usually done by many people (commonly at night) directly after one of a Muslim family member 

passed away.  
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the future of a family is determined by the husband or male or the father of the 

family.  

 

Patriarchal values in the novels  

In relation to patriarchal values, these four authors have different perspectives. Each 

writer presents female figures who are subject to patriarchal values, but there are 

some writers who try to oppose patriarchal values through the main character. For 

example, in Abidah El Khalieqy’s novels, the main characters Annisa (in PBS) and 

Kejora (in GJ) dare to challenge patriarchal values. 

Unlike the figures presented by El Khalieqy, Hasyim and El Shirazy present 

patriarchal values as noble values. While these writers present female figures who 

are far more progressive than those in previous literary works in the New Order and 

the Old Order, the female characters are still limited in having basic rights and less 

than full equality. In their novels a female figure who opposes the patriarchal values 

is in the position of being an antagonist. This can be seen, for example, in Hasyim’s 

characters Nurjanah (in PB), Endang (in TG) and in El Shirazy’s character Zahrana 

(in CSZ). Each of these female protagonists is portrayed as having freedom in their 

lives, including rights to have an education, even higher education. Unfortunately, 

however, when they get married, they have to face a dilemma between choosing to 

be a career woman or a housewife. 

Dewi depicts a good wife as one who obeys and serves her husband. A wife who 

disobeys her husband is presented in her novel as an antagonist. Fariz's first wife, 
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for example, who opposes Fariz’s polygamy. She is depicted as unhappy about her 

life because of losing her husband and also her children because they do not love 

her anymore. Her children are angry with her because of her affair with another 

man.   

It is clear that patriarchal values are still reflected and asserted in contemporary 

Indonesian novels. Of these four writers, only El Khalieqy clearly opposes 

patriarchal values. The male writers directly or indirectly adhere to patriarchal 

culture in their novels. Ironically, even female writers still follow patriarchal values.  

 

Patriarchy In El Khalieqy’s Novels 

PBS presents a very progressive female character who is neither submissive nor 

passive. Rather, Annisa is smart, brave and rebellious. The depiction of the main 

character as a clever, brave and rebellious person is very important. This 

characteristic is often associated with the nature of men in Javanese society. Thus, 

a smart girl is often considered unusual, as well as brave and rebellious attitudes. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, boys are considered normal if they are 

naughty and rebellious, meanwhile a girl who has this nature will be considered 

negative. There is an assumption in Javanese Muslim society that a good girl is 

quiet and obedient (not rebellious).  

The depiction in this novel shows that the writer wants to oppose the domestication 

efforts that exist in traditional Javanese Muslim societies. This can be seen from the 

contradictions represented in the depiction of the female character. The female 
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character’s attitudes can be interpreted as the way of resistance to the dominant 

ideology. As the female character is depicted as having lower position than male 

character in the family, the only way to resist the domination of patriarchal values 

is by disobeying the values.  

In this novel it is illustrated that the domestication of women has been implanted 

since childhood. The author describes this through the reading lessons in 

elementary school that were very popular in the New Order era. 

Father goes to the office. 

Mother cooks in the kitchen. 

 

Budi plays in the yard 

Ani washes dishes (PBS: 24)67 

This reading material for elementary school children clearly convey the message 

that the position of women is in the home. Meanwhile, men are free to leave their 

homes because they have an obligation as breadwinners. The act of going to the 

office has enormous significance in the social life of Javanese society. ‘Office’ 

means luxury. ‘Office’ is a clean and respectful place. Meanwhile, ‘the kitchen’ 

implies dirty and non-prestigious jobs.  

 

                                                             

67 Ayah pergi ke kantor 

Ibu memasak di dapur 

Budi bermain di halaman  

Ani mencuci piring (PBS: 24) 
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As the patriarchal values is very dominant in Javanese society, the position of 

women is very dilemma. Women who want to be independent they should work but 

at the same time, they are urged to handle households. As a result, women who are 

able to work to make money often feel they have a double burden because their 

husbands are not willing to undertake household work (cleaning the house, washing 

clothes and also taking care of children). This is because housework is considered 

a woman's job, as evidenced in the following conversation in PBS: 

"Answer my question, mother. How many hours does it take for a woman 

to complete her daily obligations? Come on!” 

"Well ... there are those in the morning, some in the afternoon, some in the 

evening and at night."68 

In addition to restrictions on the scope of work, the novel also alludes to norms 

relating to relations between men and women. It presents female figures with free 

will. Annisa is described as assertive in terms of relationships with men: 

Then, something compelled me to hug Lek Khudhori's waist tightly for fear 

of falling off the horse because of the steeply climbing path. I felt an unusual 

pleasure as I held his body, I felt as if I didn't want to let go. (p. 39)69 

                                                             

68  “Coba ibu jawab. Berapa jam seorang perempuan dapat menyelesaikan kewajibannya dalam 

sehari? Ayo!” 

“Yah…ada yang pagi, ada yang siang, ada yang sore juga malam.” 

 

69 Kemudian, entah siapa yang menyuruhnya kudekap pinggang Lek Khudhori dengan erat karena 

takut pada jalan setapak yang mulai menanjak dan terjatuh dari punggung kuda. Kurasakan 

kenyamananyang tidak biasa saat mendekap tubuhnya, rasanya tidak ingin melepasnya. (p. 39) 
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In traditional Muslim societies, actions such as hugging the opposite sex are 

prohibited because they are regarded as an act of disrespect.  

The above depiction shows the main character is resisting the social norm. As in 

the Javanese society, there is an assumption that aggressiveness is only the male 

domain, giving rise to a negative perception towards girls who have an aggressive 

nature.  

 A woman who is too “aggressive” is likely to be labelled ‘a cheap woman’. Women 

who get along with men easily are likely to be considered as not good women. That 

is why traditional Muslim societies severely limit interaction between men and 

women, including the existence of strict Muslim dress codes. 

The resistance to patriarchal norms in this novel is very clear. Annisa tries to oppose 

those norms. As a child, she is expected to stay at home, obey social norms, and be 

obedient. However, this is not in accordance with her personality so she must 

oppose the norms by breaking the rules in the house or in the pesantren (p. 19-20). 

Traditional Javanese society severely limits children in the name of safety. Girls are 

considered to be weak, so their movements or activities are very limited. Certain 

activities that could actually stimulate courage and discipline are prohibited on the 

grounds that they are not in accord with the norms of Javanese society. Such 

activities include horse-riding, adventuring and others. Women are also more 

severely punished if they make a mistake due to carelessness, as evidenced in PBS: 

"She was the one who suggested it." Rizal was trying to make excuses by 

pointing at me.  
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"But you wanted to do it. It’s your fault," I wouldn’t let him beat me.  

"O ... so you, the girl took the initiative? It was you who taught your brother 

to go diving? It was you who persuade your brother to go adventuring? "70 

 

Annisa is blamed for taking the initiative. Her father is angry because in Javanese 

society, a woman should not have the initiative to leave the house without a clear 

purpose. Outdoor activities are not appropriate for a girl because they are 

considered dangerous. 

This is certainly different in Rizal’s case. As a boy, Rizal is free to go anywhere he 

likes. Boys also have no obligation to help their parents to do housework because 

it is considered a woman's job. The discriminatory attitude of Annisa's parents 

certainly contradicts the values of equality. 

Annisa is forbidden to practise horse riding because this act is considered impolite 

for girls. Besides being dangerous, riding a horse is regarded as a male's activity. 

This can be seen from the following statement by her father: 

Have I not told you that horse riding is something to be pursued only by 

your brother Rizal or your brother Wildan. You know why? Because you 

are a girl, Nisa. It's inappropriate, a girl riding a horse. … (p. 21)71 

This prohibition is often associated with norms that are considered Islamic. In fact, 

this ban contradicts what was done by women in the era of Prophet Muhammad 

                                                             

70 “Dia yang mengajak Pak,” Rizal mencari alasan dengan menunjuk mukaku. 

“Tetapi kamu mau. Salah sendiri,” aku tak mau kalah.  

“O…jadi rupanya kamu yang punya inisiatif, bocah widok. Kamu yang ngajari kakakmu jadi 

penyelam seperti ini ya? Kamu yang membujuk kakakmu mengembara?” 
71 “… Apa ibu belum mengatakan padamu kalau naik kuda hanya pantas dipelajari oleh kakakmu 

Rizal, atau kakakmu Wildan. Kau tahu, mengapa? Sebab kau ini anak perempuan, Nisa. Nggak 

pantas, anak perempuan kok naik kuda, … (p. 21). 
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when women were allowed to ride horses. Thus, her father’s prohibition derives 

from traditional Javanese values. 

The existence of restrictions on women's activities is caused by misperceptions 

about women's bodies. In Muslim society, a woman's body is considered a source 

of faith or aurat. Because of this perception, women are very restricted in their 

movements and activities, especially in the public area. 

And the body of a woman, which looks like a human, is actually an aurat, 

something that must be covered with a sack, like rice at the government 

warehouse. Sometimes, too, it resembles a walking bolster. Because the 

aurat, she must be covered and guarded from the eyes of the robbers and 

thieves who roam the jungle. (p. 49)72 

The above statement is a criticism of the perceptions of patriarchal society that 

limits the movement of women because of their bodies. Women's bodies are 

considered as aurat (private parts, those parts of the body that cannot be exposed) 

so that the movements of their activities need to be regulated so as not to invite evil, 

especially sexual crimes.  

This limitation of movement has also resulted in women being confined to their 

own bodies. Everything that is done must consider the norms, so that women do not 

violate the provisions of the patriarchal society. As a result, they become creatures 

who do not dare to step out or make their own decisions. 

 

                                                             
72 Dan tubuh perempuan yang mirip manusia itu, sebenarnya adalah kalangan aurat, sesuatu yang 

harus ditutup dengan karung seperti beras di Gudang Bulog. Kadang juga, terlihat seperti guling 

yang berjalan. Sebab aurat, ia harus ditutup dan dijaga dari mata-mata perampok dan pencuri yang 

berkeliaran di rimba raya (p. 49). 
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This novel clearly sets out to challenge patriarchal values. In some parts of the 

novel, Annisa explains to Kalsum the negative aspects of Samsudin's father, a kyai 

who likes to watch porn videos, which in turn affects the behaviour of his son. In 

this depiction, the writer wants to criticise the notion that a Muslim cleric in 

traditional Javanese society is sacred from sin and error (p. 114). 

Resistance to patriarchal values is also in evidence when Annisa does not follow 

the norms that are expected of her as a married woman. She deliberately violates 

those norms. An example is her choice to go to her parents’ house without being 

accompanied by her husband: 

You are a married woman, how can you go out of your own house without 

your muhrim ?!, mother gently scolded. (p. 120)73 

In traditional Javanese society, a married woman must follow her husband's wishes. 

If she dares to disobey, she will be categorized as nusyuz (a wife who unreasonably 

refuses to obey the lawful wishes or commands of her husband). If the woman has 

dared to disobey her husband, the husband has the authority to divorce her or return 

her to her parents. This demonstrates that women hold a very weak position, lacking 

the opportunity and the right to be independent. 

In GJ, Genijora is a smart woman who dares to oppose values she considers old-

fashioned. It is not only patriarchal values that she challenges but also things that 

are taboo. In this novel, the author uses the personification of birds to express 

freedom of love and sex: 

If so.., “I whispered,” now it’s time for me to go down but not like a kite. I 

will go down like a humming-bird, sucking on the sap of flowers and 

                                                             
73  “Kau ini perempuan bersuami, bagaimana bisa pergi keluar rumah sendiri tanpa muhrim?!” 

bentakan lembut ibu. (p. 120) 
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flapping my wings to stay awake in the air. I am the humming-bird that 

never falls, because of he drop of flower sap that I have tasted from your 

love, Zakky. (p. 8)74 

 

The description above shows that Jora is not a passive woman in terms of making 

love. She dares to take the initiative. This is also the way of the author to challenge 

the normative values (patriarchal ideology). The author wants to illustrate that 

assertiveness in women is legitimate because in matters of love every human being 

has the right to express it. To strengthen her argument, El Khalieqy goes on in the 

next paragraph: “If men are good at cheating, women are no less good at it. If men 

love hunting, there's nothing wrong with women enjoying the same thing.”75 

The methods used by the author to present opposition to patriarchal values include 

dialogues between the characters, which often explicitly address the issue of 

equality between men and women.  

Discrimination against women occurs in all fields, including employment. The 

community is still very discriminatory towards professions or work done by 

women. In the business world, all jobs are aimed at making money, however, the 

work done by women is generally undervalued. El Khalieqy satirically refers to the 

fact that food produced by men is valued more highly than that produced by women: 

“This is a very delicious cake. The chef must have good taste. A woman 

...?" joked Ayeda. 

"Made by a man," said Nadia,  

                                                             
74 “Kalau begitu….,” aku berbisik, “saatnya kini aku turun tetapi tidak sebagai layang-layang. Aku 

akan turun sebagaimana burung kalibri, sejenak mengisap sari bunga dan tetap terjaga dalam 

kepak sayapku bertahan di udara. Akulah humming bird yang tak pernah jatuh karena setetes sari 

bunga yang kucecap dari cintamu, Zakky.” (p. 8) 
75 Jika laki-laki pandai menipu, peremmpuan tak kalah lihainya dalam hal menipu. Jika laki-laki 

senang berburu, tak ada salahnya perempuan menyenangi hal yang sama. (p. 9) 
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"Isn’t it weird how men are attracted to the idea of being a chef in a hotel." 

(p. 24).76 

As is the case in PBS, in this novel too we see the strict norms that bind women in 

social interaction. Women are limited in interactions with the opposite sex, a 

restriction that does not apply to men. For a man having many girlfriends is a source 

of pride but if a woman changes partners often, she will be stigmatised, as seen in 

Nadia’s question to Kejora: 

“Is Zakky the first?” 

 “Yes. For me. But not for Zakky.” 

“I know. A man gathers prestige through his wanderings, whereas a woman 

is stigmatised for the same.” (p. 29)77 

 

One of the ways to challenge such discrimination is to violate social norms. That is 

why the female protagonist in this novel is portrayed as daring to break the norms 

that are the product of patriarchal society. The negative stigma of women is reversed 

by the author by describing Kejora as someone who is thirsty for knowledge and 

                                                             
76 “Ini kue yang sangat lezat. Peramunya pastilah memiliki citarasa yang tinggi. Seorang 

perempuan…?” kelakar Ayeda.  

“Yang dibuat laki-laki,” timpal Nadia, “Koki-koki hotel, anehnya diminati para laki-laki sebagai 

profesi.” (p. 24). 

77 “Apakah Zakky yang pertama?” 

 “Secara dewasa, untukku. Ya. Tapi tidak untuk Zakky.” 

“Aku tahu. Prestise laki-laki ada dalam pengembaraannya, yang mana bagi perempuan, semua itu 

adalah stigma.” (p. 29) 
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smart: “I perused hundreds of pages, thousands, millions, even billions even from 

the world of books and from speeches by teachers and lecturers.” (p. 32)78 

Resistance to patriarchal values is also expressed by other characters in the novel. 

Kejora’s room-mate at the pesantren, Detty, for example is described as:  

“… breaking the peace of the dormitory through her rowdy behaviour, such 

as wearing her roommate's clothes for days, then discarding them without 

washing them. ...” (p. 54)79 

 

Detty is clearly a deliberate challenge to the norms that exist as part of patriarchal 

values. Another rebellious figure is Namya, who always opposes the rules of the 

pesantren including making insinuations about the personal life of her teacher 

(ustadz): 

 

Indistinctly, I heard from the left-hand corner of the room a student reply, 

as if intoning, "If there were a thousand Kejoras, Mr. Omar would forget his 

wife.”. There was no doubt that it was the voice of Namya al Katiri. (p. 35)80 

Such insinuation is a serious violation in traditional Javanese society because a 

student is always taught to respect and obey their teacher or cleric.  

Women are often considered as low intellectual beings because they are easily 

emotional. In other words, men are rational beings while women tend to be 

                                                             

78 Kubuka sertus halaman, seribu, sejuta, bahkan semilyar halaman dari buku-buku dunia kitab-kitab 

abadi dan pidato-pidato kuliah para guru para ustaz dan para dosen. (p. 32) 

 
79 “…menjarah ketenteraman asrama dengan tindakan-tindakan yang kurang beradab, seperti 

memakai baju temannya sekamar untuk dipakainya berhari-hari, lalu meninggalkan sampahnya 

begitu saja tanpa mau mencucinya. … “(p. 54) 

80 Samar-samar, kudengar dari ujung paling kiri seorang santri menyahut, “Andai ada seribu Kejora 

Ustaz Omar lupa istrinya. Andai …. “ Dengan intonasi orang membaca puisi). Tak salah lagi itu 

pasti suara Namya al Katiri... (p. 35) 
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emotional. This is influential in determining leadership in Muslim communities. 

Women rarely occupy positions as leaders because of this stigma. Kejora is 

described otherwise; she is a smart woman, optimistic, full of enthusiasm and high 

aspirations. 

"Whatever your say, Jora I’m your best friend," he said," there are no secrets 

between us. I admire your intelligence, your intellectual capacity, and your 

personality. (p. 50)81 

In the novel, figures from the older generations are depicted as strongly adhering to 

patriarchal values.  

Kejora's grandmother, for example, attempts to influence her to follow old-

fashioned values, a clear indication that patriarchal values will not just disappear 

because they are so deeply rooted in the minds of the older generation of women.  

Restrictions on their activities have an impact on the ability of women to access 

information and resources that are important for their independence. In other words, 

the domestication of women confines women to a narrow domain. Traditionally the 

domain of Javanese women revolved around the kitchen, the wells and the 

mattresses: the activities of women entailed cooking, washing and cleaning beds or 

sexual services for their husband. Kejora sums this up: 

Sometimes I feel as if we were living in a harem community like the story 

of the harem told by my stepmother Fatmah. Because, even though we lived 

in a large house with a large yard, my father enclosed the entire yard with a 

three metres high wall. (p. 74-75)82 

                                                             
81  “Apapun komentarmu, Jora. Akulah sahabat terbaikmu,” Katanya, “antara kau dan aku, tak ada 

rahasia. Aku mengagumi kecerdasan otakmu, aktivitas intelektual dan kepribadianmu. (p. 50) 
82 Kadang aku merasa, kami seakan hidup dalam komunitas harem seperti kisah para harem yang 

diceritakan oleh ibu tiriku Fatmah. Sebab, sekalipun kami menempati rumah yang besar dan 
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These three scopes of activities for women are still inherent in the minds of the 

Javanese people. This leads to the assumption that good women are those who are 

good at cooking, good at decorating homes and clever at decorating themselves 

(pleasing their husbands). Meanwhile, women who are intelligent, hard-working 

and have a forward vision in their life are considered counter to their nature by the 

traditional community. Kejora's grandmother, for example, considers that Kejora's 

intelligence is insignificant, because intelligence for women does not produce 

anything. 

Meanwhile, boys have freedom in society. Since childhood, they have been taught 

to be brave, to take initiative and to be independent, as illustrated in the description 

of Kejora’s brother:  

…he can open any door he likes and join in the komedi monyet, the dance 

performance by monkeys dressed as human beings, right to the edge of the 

village. He can play soccer in the public square or watch the comic reog 

performance near the market. (p. 75)83 

 

This makes it clear that Kejora's parents are discriminatory towards her. As a girl, 

she does not have the same rights as her brother. 

From these two novels by El Khalieqy, we can conclude that the author wants to 

criticise the patriarchal values that exist in the traditional Muslim community 

especially in the pesantren. The restrictions imposed on women have deprived them 

of their rights to develop. That is why the protagonist who is portrayed often 

                                                             
pekarangan yang luas, tetapi ayah menutupi seluruh pekarangan dengan tembok setinggi tiga 

meter. (p. 74-75) 
83 …ia boleh membuka pintu besar sesukanya dan mengikuti komedi monyet hingga ujung 

kampung. Ia boleh main sepak bola di lapangan umum atau melihat reog di dekat pasar. (p. 75). 
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violates social values in an attempt to break down values that are no longer relevant 

in modern society. 

 

Patriarchy in Hasyim’s Novels  

In dealing with patriarchal ideology, Hasyim depict the same issues as reflected in 

El Shirazy’s novels. Hasyim depicts that the patriarchal ideology is very strong even 

in the modern Javanese family. This reflection is a proof that family is the most 

effective ideological apparatus of patriarchal ideology. As a result, even though 

women already got freedom to have higher education and have professional job as 

career women, they still get challenges from their society. 

What is reflected by Hasyim, showing that it is not easy to escape from the dominant 

ideology. As the dominant ideology is embedded in the society and it is 

unconscious. As reflected in Hasyim’s novel, although he shows the independence 

of female characters however, he depicts such characters as antagonist. Independent 

female figures against established patriarchal values are judged negatively. As a 

result, the female characters in Hasyim’s novels suffer the consequences of 

misfortune or loss in their life. This can be read that Hasyim privileging patriarchal 

values in his literary works. What is depicted by Hasyim, is the reflection of 

Javanese patriarchal ideology whereby the antagonist character as the losing party.  

Hasyim’s novels raise what is commonly regarded as sensitive issue that occur in 

Javanese Muslim society. The themes presented by Hasyim are not so different 

from those of El Khalieqy and El Shirazy. It is just that Hasyim’s focus is on family 
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problems. There are three important themes in Hasyim’s novels, namely career 

women, infertility and freedom. 

These three things are depicted as being interrelated. In PB, Nurjanah's inability to 

have children is often regarded as her fault because she is too busy with work. As a 

career woman, Nurjanah is blamed for being too selfish in prioritising her work 

rather than keeping a baby in her womb.  

“Maybe you don’t feel it and are unaware of it. On Idul Fitri day when we 

came to this house, when you were outside having fun with your relatives. 

I was inside with the women including your sisters. I felt terrorised by the 

things they said, by the look in their eyes, by their attitude as they demanded 

to know why I’m not pregnant.” (p. 46)84 

 

Nurjanah is accused of being the wrong party, due to the erroneous assumption that 

infertility only occurs in women. This assumption is caused that in traditional 

Javanese Muslim, infertility only can occur to women. In addition, physical 

tiredness because of heavy load works for women is regarded as the cause of her 

infertility. Because of this assumption, in traditional Javanese society, many parents 

do not allow their daughter to work outside of the house.  

In traditional Javanese Muslim, workload is often considered to be a cause of 

infertility. That is why Nurjanah's infertility is considered to be the result of her 

heavy workload. Work that requires strong physical and mental activity is the 

domain of men. As a result, traditional Javanese assume that a woman must stay at 

                                                             
84 “Mungkin Mas tidak merasa dan tidak tahu. Saat lebaran kemarin kita datang, saat Mas 

bercanda dengan sanak saudara, aku dibelakang di tengah para ibu dan saudara perempuan mu aku 

betul-betul merasa terteror. Mulut mereka mata mereka dan sikap mereka bertanya kenapa aku 

belum hamil. (p.46) 
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home, or else she will have difficulty in falling pregnant. As reflected in the novel, 

Nurjanah is considered too busy and stressed because her position is as a lecturer 

and postgraduate student. 

This clearly is a discriminatory attitude towards women. Infertility does not only 

occur to women but can also occur in men. This false perception can have more 

serious consequences because the husband can decide to seek another wife or 

conduct polygamy if his wife cannot bear children.  

The dominant of patriarchal ideology makes women’s position is weak. If the 

marriage does not have offspring, a woman will often feel guilty, as in PB. 

Perhaps my marriage is cursed because until now there have been no 

children born of my womb, she thought. I’m like the arid hills because my 

womb was created at the wrong time. (p. 45)85 

 

As women are too weak to challenge the dominant ideology. One of the thing that 

women can do is rebelling the social norms. As it is also done by the female 

character in El Khalieqy’s novels, such as Annisa in PBS and Gejora in GJ. While, 

in PB, the female character also opposes the patriarchal values. Nurjanah rejects the 

patriarchal normative values by rebelling the family and community norms. For 

example, when she removes her veil while she is going to her office and when she 

joins a forbidden community of lesbianism. 

                                                             
85 Barangkali perkawinan ku ini tidak mengalami nasib baik dengan bukti sampai hari ini belum 

juga ada anak yang lahir dari rahimku, pikir perempuan itu. Diriku mirip bukit-bukit gersang itu 

karena rahimku dulu hadir dan diresmikan sebagai rahim pada saat yang tidak tepat. (p. 45) 
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 Even though she feels guilty, Nurjanah tries to fight against the negative stigma 

from society. She tries to ignore the negative views by focusing more on her career. 

Nevertheless, by doing so she also remains on the wrong side. Her husband begins 

to feel neglected, so he has an affair with his servant. 

 

Anwar’s decision to have an affair with his maid was due to the assumption that he 

had authority in his marriage. He assumes that he has the right to do anything as the 

consequence that his wife cannot provide good service for him. In this context, it 

could be interpreted that Anwar feels right with his decision he made because of his 

wife’s disobedience. Ironically, although Anwar has made a mistake by having 

affair to his maid, the society does not blame him. This is occurred because the 

dominant ideology is patriarchy.  

On the other hand, Nurjanah enjoys her current position. She really feels that she 

has something in common with her husband; both are lecturers and they both have 

freedom in their lives. 

However, the things they have in common do not make their home life calm. The 

absence of children makes the marriage on the verge of collapse, and the wife must 

bear the blame, even for her miscarriage:  

"But unfortunately, I miscarried because I was tense when I prepared my 

thesis exam. Sorry, my beloved.” (p. 60)86 

                                                             

86 “Tapi sayang, saya keguguran karena tegang waktu menyiapkan ujian tesis. Maaf Mas.” (p. 60). 
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The depiction shows that Nurjanah is the wrong party. She suffers because of 

negative stigmatisation from her society. Her apology indicates that Nurjanah 

accepts that she is the party to be blamed and that completing her Masters study 

was selfish because she chose to risk losing their unborn child: 

"We’re so stubborn. For the sake of pursuing a Masters Degree, we 

sacrificed our longed for child. Since then I’ve felt that there is something 

eating away at my soul. "(p. 61).87 

 

Meanwhile, men behave arbitrarily by placing themselves above women: 

“Show me a man who’s willing to chat until morning when he has a woman 

beside him. It’s definitely not chatting he’s after. Once he’s got what he 

wants, it’s straight to sleep, snoring until morning. I don't want to be treated 

like that.” (p. 82)88 

 

Resistance to unfair treatment is manifested in the character of Narsih who 

maintains that marriage is a bond that is legitimised by a man to a woman. In the 

institution of marriage, all things that are done by men are justified even if they 

conflict with social norms. Meanwhile, if women have deficiencies, even if they are 

not of their own volition, they are considered the wrong party. A wife who cannot 

get pregnant, for example, can readily be abandoned by her husband because he 

thinks she cannot fulfill her obligations as a wife. Narsih believes that family is the 

legitimacy of discrimination against women: 

                                                             
87 “Kita memang keras kepala. Demi mengejar gelar Master, anak yang lama kita tunggu jadi 

korban. Sejak itu saya merasa ada gerhana menggerogoti jiwa saya.” (p. 61). 
88  “Mana ada lelaki betah ngobrol sampai pagi kalau ada perempuan di dekatnya. Maunya pasti 

bukan ngobrol. Kalau sudah tercapai maksudnya pasti langsung tidur, ngorok sampai pagi. Aku 

tidak mau diperlakukan begitu.” (p. 82) 
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“I am a researcher. Researching the lives of women who almost always 

suffer once they marry. They say they are suffering, but oddly they continue 

to give birth and still want to be tied to the institution of marriage.” (p. 82)89 

Inspired by Narsih, Nurjanah is able to resist in various ways. Among them, she 

refuses her husband's invitation to have sex: 

The two of them sat on the sofa watching TV. Anwar, bothered by the heat, 

took off his shirt. He wanted to hug his wife but she grabbed his hand. 

 "What’s the matter?"  

"Nothing."  

"What’s up?"  

"I don't want to."  

He was secretly surprised."  

"What’s different about tonight?"  

"I just want to be in charge of myself, at least tonight." (P. 87)90 

The depiction indicates that this is the only action as a resistance of the female 

character reject the domination of patriarchal values.  

                                                             
89 “Saya peneliti mbak. Meneliti kehidupan para perempuan yang hampir selalu menderita kalau 
mereka sudah punya suami. Mereka bilang menderita, tapi anehnya anak mereka terus lahir dan 

mereka masih mau terikat dengan Lembaga perkawinan itu.” (p. 82) 

90 Sambil menonton, keduanya duduk di sofa. Anwar yang tersiksa oleh hawa panas melepas baju. 

Ia ingin memeluk istri tetapi perempuan itu menangkap tangannya.  

“Kenapa?” 

“Bukan.” 

“Kenapa?” 

“Aku sedang tidak ingin.” 

“lelaki itu diam-diam terkejut.” 

“Kok tidak seperti biasanya.” 

“Aku ingin memiliki diriku sendiri, paling tidak untuk malam ini.” (p. 87) 
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Strong patriarchal ideology is supported by religious notion. Traditional Muslim 

communities assume that serving a husband must be carried out in all conditions, 

regardless of the psychological and physical conditions of the wife. Verses or hadith 

such as the following are often quoted to legitimate punishment or scolding of wife 

if she refuses sex:  

“If a husband takes his wife to bed (for intercourse) and the wife rejects it 

(so that her husband is angry), then the wife will be cursed by the angel until 

dawn.”91 

 

Nurjanah's rejection of Anwar represents her claim to independence:  

“I no longer want to be colonised by various constructs of old values, norms 

and laws that only position women as objects.” (p. 89)92 

 

In a traditional Javanese marriage, a wife is not free to leave the house at will 

without her husband's consent or for the supervision of her family. Likewise, a wife 

generally must follow the norms given by her husband, including wearing the 

headscarf, staying at home, or living with the husband's family and other norms that 

tend to benefit men: 

"Yes, marriage has made me lose myself. And I don’t own myself. So, 

starting this evening I want to take myself back. I want to be independent. 

My life is my life. My body is my body. As a woman I must be autonomous. 

... (p. 90)93  

 

                                                             
91  “Apabila seorang suami mengajak istrinya ke tempat tidur (untuk bersetubuh)dan si istri 

menolaknya (sehingga membat suaminya murka), maka si istri akan dilaknat oleh malaikat hingga 

(waktu) subuh.” 
92 “Aku tidak mau lagi dijajah oleh bermacam-macam konstruksi nilai, norma dan hukum lama 

yang hanya memosisikan perempuan sebagai objek.” (p. 89). 
93 “Ya, perkawinan membuat diriku hilang. Dan aku bukan milikku sendiri. Maka mulai malam 

mini aku ingin merebut diriku sendiri. Aku ingin mandiri. Hidupku adalah hidupku. Tubuhku 

adalah tubuhku. Sebagai perempuan aku harus otonom. … (p. 90) 
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Proof of a woman's freedom is autonomy over her own body. A woman who is 

always required to serve her husband's sexual desires does not have such freedom. 

Nor does a woman who is required to cover parts of her body with a headscarf and 

loose clothing. That is why the decision taken by Nurjanah to take the path in 

accordance with her own wishes is an important initiative in claiming her rights as 

a free human being: 

“For my freedom as a human. As an autonomous woman. My body is my 

body, I have the right to wear a veil or not wear a veil… (p. 122)94  

 

Patriarchy in TG 

Hasyim addresses discrimination against women in the professional world in this 

novel. The discriminatory attitude of traditional Javanese tends to view women as 

unable to handle professional tasks, especially leadership, which is considered to 

be the domain of men. As previously mentioned, men are considered more rational 

while women are emotional.  

Furthermore, the intellectual capacity of women is considered to be below that of 

men. As reflected in TG, traditional society still consider that leadership is the 

domain of men.  

Until now I’ve never really thought that there were women like you who 

could grow up to be leaders. To be intelligent. To be independent. To make 

decisions quickly, firmly. ... (p. 29)95 

                                                             
94 “Demi kebebasan ku sebagai manusia. Sebagai perempuan yang otonom. Tubuhku adalah 

tubuhku, aku berhak mengenakan kerudung atau tidak mengenakan kerudung.. (p. 122). 
95 Selama ini aku sungguh tak menyangka kalau ada perempuan dapat tumbuh menjadi pemimpin 

seperti dirimu. Cerdas. Mandiri. Cepat mengambil keputusan, tegas. … (p. 29) 
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Leadership attributes such as smartness, assertiveness, and decisiveness are 

considered as the domain of the male. 

Since ancient times, women have been viewed as property. In modern times, the 

notion that women are goods can still be seen in how people regard women as 

household ornaments. There is even a popular term among the Javanese Muslims: 

"The best jewelery in the house is a blessed wife", sebaik-baik perhiasan adalah 

istri sholehah.  

The perception of women as property leads to an assessment of a woman based on 

her physical form. The more beautiful a woman the higher the value. That is why 

there is an assumption that the most valuable woman is a woman who has a 

beautiful physique. As reflected in TG, Endang expresses her annoyance at being 

treated like an object: 

She felt that she was treated merely like a valuable object, a beautiful object, 

an antique. She felt she was treated simply as a thing, not as a person. She 

felt she was positioned as a mere object. It was as if the world were a 

showroom and females were displayed there to be gawped at, fawned over 

and subjected to speculation as to what it would feel like to have one of 

them. (p. 27-28)96  

The placement of women as decoration in the household contributes to the 

helplessness of women in Javanese society. Being an ornament means that everyone 

is amazed by physical appearance rather than intellect. 

                                                             
96 Ia merasa dirinya hanya diperlakukan seperti barang bagus, barang indah, barang antik. Ia 

merasa diperlakukan hanya sebagai sesuatu, bukan sebagai seseorang. Ia merasa diposisikan 

sebagai objek belaka. Seolah-olah dunia ini ruang pamer dan para gadis yang berslieran boleh 

dipelototi, dikagumi dan dibayang-bayangkan bagaimana rasanya jika berhasil mendapatkannya 

(p. 27-28). 
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Endang epitomises the resistance to such discrimination through seeking to improve 

her leadership and other life skills: “Endang decided to resist. She would put an end 

to this disgusting state of affairs.” (p. 48).97 

The depiction above shows that the dominance of men (patriarchal values) makes 

women no different than products. Her position is very weak, especially their 

participation in making decision both in the family and the society. As reflected in 

Endang, she is considered as a creature who could not lead. As a result, she must 

face the discriminatory attitude committed against her. She is often underestimated 

by her society as not capable leader. Ironically, because of her ability to be success 

in academic and leadership, she must face the consequence of having difficulty to 

have a spouse.  Patriarchal society regards that a clever woman is not good to be a 

wife.   

 

Patriarchal values in El Shirazy’s Novels 

As with Hasyim's characters, the female characters in El Shirazy’s novels are 

modern career women with a profile in the public domain. The difference is that the 

characters in El Shirazy’s novels are depicted as being more obedient to patriarchal 

values.  

In CSZ, Zahrana faces the dilemma of not fulfilling the desire of her parents that 

she marry soon. Zahrana's success in her career does not make her parents happy; 

                                                             

97 Endang memutuskan untuk melawan. Ia ingin menghentikan semua hal yang memuakkan ini (p. 

48).   
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on the contrary they worry that, given she is already 34, she will never marry and 

have children. In traditional Javanese society, a Javanese man would not want to 

marry a woman more than 30 years old. Traditional Javanese regarded a woman in 

her 30s to be infertile. In addition, a career woman is commonly regard as difficult 

to control.   

The situation makes Zahrana feels guilty for her inability to accommodate her 

parents' wishes. Herein lies the powerlessness of a woman in the presence of 

patriarchal norms or values: a woman must always follow the wishes of people 

around her or her father. 

El Shirazy emphasises aspects of morality or patriarchal values in his novel. The 

morality is based on Islamic values that are considered by Amina Wadud as the 

products of the interpretation of male scholars. According to her, as the 

interpretations of the Muslim sacred texts was dominated by men, that caused 

women to be placed as objects rather than subjects in the social life of traditional 

Muslim societies (Wadud, 1995). 

El Shirazy and Hasyim depict moderate Muslim women in their novels, as a counter 

to the assumption by non-Muslims that Muslims are exclusive and unable to adapt 

to modernity (Kirmani & Phillips, 2011). The female characters are presented as 

having good relationships with various people not only of the same religion but also 

with many people from different religions, ethnicities and nationalities. Zahrana for 

example, is depicted as being popular in China, a communist country that some 

regard as incompatible with Muslim culture.  
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Zahrana has good personal qualities as seen when she is in Tsinghua University, 

China, where she proves herself able to adapt to a modern environment that is 

initially foreign to her: 

That day she met important people from all around the world. She was 

interviewed by many journalists. She was pleased to be able to raise the 

profile of her beloved Indonesia. After drinking tea and chatting with the 

rector and other VIPs from Tsinghua University, Vincent invited her to join 

him on a tour of Tsinghua University (CSZ: 70).98  

What is depicted by El Shirazy accords with the development of Muslim society. 

There is an awareness that women need to access public sphere including having 

higher education. Furthermore, women also can be a professional based on their 

capability. Zahrana shows that a woman has the right to be a professional, and to 

have a good broad relationship with other professionals, as was the case for  women 

in the era of Prophet Muhammad.  

This is also asserted in the depiction of women in the era of Prophet Muhammad 

through the character Lina. She is Zahrana’s friend tells Zahrana that those great 

Muslim women during and after the era of the Prophet Muhammad should become 

role models for Muslim women around the world. There should be no 

discrimination and restriction for women to enrich their knowledge and skills, as 

long as it is important for their life and their society. 

                                                             
98 Hari itu ia berkenalan dengan orang-orang penting dari pelbagai penjuru dunia. Ia wawancara 

dengan belasan wartawan. Ia merasa bahagia bisa mengharumkan Indonesia tercinta. Setelah 

minum teh dan berbincang-bincang hangat dengan rector dan beberapa orang penting Tsinghua 

University, ia diajak Vincent kembali ke Universitas untuk melihat kampus Tsinghua lebih detil 

(CSZ, 2011: 70) 
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In the case of independence for modern Muslim woman, El Shirazy, depicts 

Zahrana as being free to have a higher education and to engage in many public 

activities. This is an important step in women’s public participation as well as self-

actualisation. However, the female characters in his novel still face the challenge of 

social perception or negative stigmatisation from the society.  

While Zahrana is free to conduct her life based on her religious beliefs, she is 

challenged by her surroundings. Her parents and her family members often push 

her to get married. Here the author criticises the old Javanese values, whereby a 

daughter must be obedient or follow her father’s will. As a Javanese Muslim, she 

should obey her parents.  

The author is clearly communicating to the reader that while many Muslim women 

are aware of their rights in the social, economic and political spheres, social 

perceptions often challenge women’s emancipation. The author also asserts that the 

emotional ties in Indonesian society are different from those in western societies99. 

Thus, even though Zahrana has her own rights, she still faces many challenges. 

Social considerations are very hard for her because conservative Javanese society 

tends to regard non-conformists as egotistical (Triratnawati, 2005).  

Her own critical intuition strengthened her conviction that she was not in 

the wrong. What she was doing was progress. She had great potential and 

she had to develop it. The time had passed when women were ruled by 

customs and unscientific norms. She must postpone her marriage until she 

got her doctorate (CSZ: 26).100 

                                                             
99 Traditional Javanese society commonly more open to each other so it is common to share about 

personal or family affairs.  
100 Nalar kritisnya menguatkan dirinya, bahwa ia sama sekali tidak salah. Apa yang ia tempuh 

adalah sebuah kemajuan. Ia memiliki potensi besar dan ia harus mengembangkan segenap potensi 
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It can be assumed that the author wants to emphasise that Islam gives freedom to 

its followers in dealing with personal choice especially with regard to marriage. As 

depicted in the novel, in Islam marriage is a matter of personal human rights, 

whereby someone cannot force another to marry. There are a number of hadiths 

about marriage, such as this one narrated by Ibn Abi Syaiba.  

The prophet Muhammad (PBUH) said to a father, “Do not force your 

daughter to marry except with the man she likes.” (narrated by Ibn Abi 

Syaiba) 

As Wadud reminds us, this hadith shows that Prophet Muhammad advocated 

independence for Muslim women in determining their spouse.  

The characterisation of Zahrana presents the traditional male Muslim’s ideal of 

woman: although Zahrana has a good education, she is still dependent on her family 

(especially in regard to marriage; although this case is not as strict as past 

generations). In some cases, she is still under the domination of her father and she 

has to follow her father’s will to get married soon. On the other hand, Zahrana wants 

to focus on her career, besides which she has also not found an appropriate man. 

She also thinks that a spouse will be given by God if she is ready. However, her 

father as well as her neighbours often talk and ask her to get married. This makes 

her frustrated and guilty for not being able to accommodate her father’s will.  

The message is that in the Javanese Muslim family, the position of a father is still 

powerful, so whatever he wants the daughter has to do. Zahrana faces more difficult 

                                                             
yang dimilikinya. Sudah tidak jamannya lagi perempuan diatur-atur oleh adat dan norma yang 

tidak ada patokan ilmiahnya. Ia bahkan masih harus menunda pernikahannya sampai meraih gelar 

doktornya… (CSZ, 2011: 26). 
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situations because her father is getting older. She will feel guilty if she has not 

married until after her parents pass away.  

Meanwhile, in AAC patriarchal values appear in the relationship between Fahri and 

Aisha. Despite having a higher education and being equal to Fahri, Aisha’s position 

remains as a follower or servant to Fahri. This can be seen when they are married, 

whereby Aisha must decide not to continue her study at the Master’s level because 

she wants to dedicate herself to her family. Aisha considers herself to be a wife who 

must support and serve her husband as well as possible.  

In this novel the contradiction of patriarchal values is not as strong as in CSZ, 

because the characters in this novel are depicted as having almost the same position. 

This makes Aisha’s bargaining position on a par with that of her husband. In fact, 

Aisha is depicted as having a higher social position than Fahri, as a daughter of 

successful businessman of Turkish descent, an intelligent woman and having 

prospect in her future life. By contrast, Fahri is from a poor family. Fahri has a good 

social position because he is an intelligent and clever student.  

However Aisha is still submissive to her husband. This case can be read as a strong 

conveying of patriarchal values to Aisha from her parents. This can also be seen in 

the case of Annisa in PBS, whereby patriarchal values are implemented in the 

traditional Muslim family. For instance, in traditional Javanese Muslim society, a 

wife should always wake up earlier than the husband. She should prepare food and 

drink for the husband. In addition, she should use ‘polite language’ to her husband.  
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Although, Fahri comes from a poor family, he is committed to changing his life. 

Meanwhile, Aisha is depicted as a woman from a ruling family that is economically 

and socially higher than Fahri’s. Aishah’s higher position than Fahri can be also 

interpreted that men will not act as they want if the women has higher social, 

economic and political position.  

In Javanese society, social position has an important role in social relations and in 

marriage. As in Islam, it is stated that someone who is going to get married must be 

sekufu (having same social position level): in economic, social and political 

position. Marriage that is not between the same social level is regarded as 

problematic (see the previous chapter about marriage in a Muslim family).     

The relationship between Fahri and Aisha is in the dominant frame of patriarchal 

ideology. The ideological values followed by Aisha are traditional Islamic values 

which assume that the wife’s paradise depends on her husband. This view is a 

representation of the misperception that men (husband) are leaders of women 

(wives).  

   

Patriarchal Values in Dewi’s novel 

As mentioned previously, Alvina Dewi raises the issues of Muslim women in the 

pesantren. Her novel NN depicts the submissiveness of traditional Javanese Muslim 

women, whereby the female character demonstrates total obedience to patriarchal 

values. In Dewi’s novel, there is no attempt to challenge patriarchal values. 
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The female characters in NN have a lower level of education, wealth and social 

status than the male characters, reinforcing the patriarchal social pattern of society. 

This depiction is accord with the Javanese Muslim society especially in the districts 

in East Java. In East Java, the position of a Kyai is very dominant. The Kyai’s social 

and political power are stronger than in any other district. As a result, what is 

instructed by the Kyai, people will follow it. As reflected in that novel, the female 

character is willing to marry the son of the Kyai even, he has a wife.  

The compliance of the female characters in this novel can be seen from Naura’s 

powerlessness to refuse Fariz's proposal even though he already has a wife. The 

factor that influences Naura’s willingness to become a second wife is Fariz's 

economic and social class status. This can be read as suggesting that women in 

traditional Javanese society do see social class as important in securing their lives 

or their future.  

“... I am afraid to tell anyone about this relationship. I do not want to make 

people see Fariz in a negative light, to have them talking about how a 

married man develops a close relationship with a girl. ...” (p. 23)101 

The description above shows that Naura does in fact feel that she is doing something 

wrong in her relationship with Fariz, but, feels powerless to do anything about it. 

As discussed previously, Dewi also depicts the marriage as the main place of the 

implementation of patriarchal ideology. After marrying Fariz, Naura's activities 

only revolve around housework and serving her children and her husband. She is 

                                                             
101 “...aku takut berbagi tentang jalinan ini. aku tak ingin Mas Fariz jelek dalam pandangan 

mereka. Bagaimana seorang yang sudah beristri berkomunikasi dekat dengan gadis lain. ...” (p. 

23). 
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involved in no public activity except teaching at the pesantren. Even this activity is 

still under the control of a male (her husband). This reinforces the fact that this 

novel depicts women's helplessness in the face of patriarchal values. 

Women's weak bargaining position is also evident from the position of Fariz's first 

wife who is placed as an antagonist in this novel. Because she cannot accept Fariz’s 

decision in secretly marrying Naura, she and Fariz live separately: 

“I haven’t been in contact with her for six months. She is at her parents’ 

house. I live alone in my house because my children are also with her. 

Things are not good between us.” (p. 25)102.  

According to Fariz, his wife is stubborn and does not obey him. They often quarrel. 

They have different life goals, which leads to further disagreement.  

In traditional Muslim societies, there is a belief that if there is a serious quarrel in a 

marriage, the wife will be returned to her parents. In the case of Fariz, he lives 

separately from his first wife, a reminder to readers that the position of women in 

marriage is very weak. She depends much on other people or her parents. 

Meanwhile, a woman who has a marriage problem is not allowed to live as she 

wishes, because she will attract negative stigmatisation as the guilty party. By living 

with her parents, it is hoped that she does not have any relationship with other men 

(free from suspicion of having an affair). This is unlike the case with the husband, 

he can go anywhere he wants. Conditions like these that make the wife (women) in 

a very difficult position in traditional Muslim society.  

                                                             
102 “Aku sudah enam bulan ini pisah darinya. Dia pulang ke orang tuanya. Sekarang aku di rumah 

sendiri karena anak-anak diajak juga. Kami mempunyai masalah yang cukup serius.” (p. 25) 
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The relationship between husband and wife in traditional Muslim families is very 

unbalanced. In many ways, men have the freedom to conduct social interaction as 

widely as possible. Meanwhile, as the head of the family, a husband often demands 

his wife to always be at home. As a result, many Javanese Muslim wives have 

limited contact with their surroundings. This difference in perception of freedom is 

stated in Fariz’s relationship with is first wife.  

Fariz explains to Naura: 

“...after our marriage, we tried to harmonise things that are actually difficult 

to harmonise. She is very possessive of me. That makes it difficult for me 

to do anything. ...”  (p. 27)103. 

The statement above indicates that Fariz wants freedom in his life. He feels not free, 

because his first wife is very possessive of him. Fariz considers his first wife’s 

attitude to be a barrier to his success. He also urges his wife to stay at home, take 

caring of his children and him. Fariz’s perception about his wife may be influenced 

by the Javanese adage; “Dibalik kesukesan seorang suami, terdapat seorang istri 

yang hebat”, “Behind a successful husband, there is a great wife”. In this view the 

position of women is just as a supporter for the success of the husband.  

***** 

From the discussion above, it is very clear that each writer represents a diverse view 

of the patriarchal values that they display in their novels. Patriarchal dominance is 

                                                             
103 “... dan, setelah menikah, kami berusaha keras menyamakan banyak hal yang betul-betul 

ternyata sulit sekali untuk sejalan. Dia begitu posisif ke aku. Jelas sekali itu menghambat gerakku. 

... “ (p. 27). 
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still very evident in contemporary Indonesian novels that are the subject of this 

research. From those four authors, only El Khalieqy openly supports full freedom 

of the female characters in her novels.  

Meanwhile, for Hasyim, despite having presented female figures who have equality 

both in social status and in the level of education at the end of the story the female 

character is depicted as a losing party. This seems to indicate that Hasyim still 

supports or champions patriarchal values in his novels.  

The works of El Shirazy and Dewi are representations of female characters who 

support patriarchy. These two writers still carry the New Order’s ideology, the state 

of Ibuism (mother-ism). El Shirazy still depicts obedient female characters even 

though, in certain aspects he also presents female characters who are more 

advanced, especially in accessing higher education, participating in public activities 

and other social activities. Dewi by contrast presents female characters who are 

very obedient to patriarchal values, lacking the strength or even the desire to escape 

from those values.  

To sum up, the patriarchal values of Javanese society are reflected not only by male 

authors, but also by female authors. Although Dewi is a female author, she still 

presents a perspective that supports patriarchal values. Dewi’s novel strengthens 

the patriarchal values stating that women should be meek, peaceful and respectful.  

The depiction above indicates that Muslim women’s position is very difficult. 

Women have no freedom as they must follow the patriarchal values. As a result, 

women’s position is lower in their social, economic and politics.  
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The next chapter deals with a factor that possible women to change their life.  

Education is the most important factor that can change the position of women. Only 

through education with women develop awareness of their agency.  
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CHAPTER VII 

EDUCATION AS AGENCY FOR WOMEN 
 

 

Introduction  

The focus of this chapter is female agency, facilitated by education as depicted in 

the novels under discussion in this thesis. Since Reformasi many writers, including 

those writing Islamic literature, have presented a progressive worldview dealing 

with women’s agency. This has sometimes proved controversial among Muslims, 

as many traditional Muslims do not accept such progressive ideas.  

There are many definitions of the concept of ‘agency’. In the context of this thesis, 

agency means ‘a capacity to act’. Hay (2005) explains that the definition of agency 

is “a motivated capacity to act” in which the goal of agency is being independent 

(Hay, 2005). Women’s agency can thus be defined as the autonomy of women in 

their society to have the freedom to make decisions  (Rinaldo, 2014; Wardatun, 

2019).  

In traditional Javanese Muslim society women have very limited agency. Especially 

in the context of the family, there are many rules that should be followed by women. 

Rules sometimes become a barrier for women to express their wishes (see chapter 

V and VI). Many activities are forbidden for women as they are regarded as 

dangerous, meaning that women have no equality in their personal as well as in 

their social lives. A daughter commonly should follow her father’s rules, while a 
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married woman should follow and be controlled by her husband. Women are thus 

trapped inside patriarchal values (R. Hidayat, 2013). 

The rules that are applied in Javanese Muslim society discriminate against women, 

rendering them unable to improve their skills and depriving them of access to the 

public domain. Women are placed in the home or engaging in domestic matters. 

Traditional Javanese Muslim women have very limited access to higher education 

and to career development. If they are allowed to work outside of home, their work 

should not disturb their main job, namely serving their children and husband. This 

also means that professional women are doubly burdened: they must do their 

professional job as well as their domestic jobs (Lindawati & Smark, 2015). It is a 

situation that is reinforced by the misinterpretation of the Islamic text as meaning 

that leadership is the domain of men (Wadud, 1999).   

In dealing with agency, this chapter will examine the representation of female 

characters in the novels. In particular, the questions to be addressed are: How do 

the authors address the concept of agency for their female character/s, if at all? What 

role does education play in the achieving of agency by Muslim women in the 

novels? What factors influence the ability of the female characters to achieve 

agency?  

In dealing with female agency, education has a significant role. Therefore, this 

chapter will explore the function of the education of Muslim women, as reflected 

in the novels, as well as the role of education attained by women in relation to 

agency in their personal, social and professional life, as depicted in the novels.  
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Education and women’s agency 

Since 1998 many writers have presented female characters who actively engage in 

education. The ability to access education opens the possibility for women to 

participate in many social aspects. It also enables women to contribute in the 

economic, social and political sphere. Above all, education is empowering.  

Although Indonesian society has changed because of Reformasi, the women 

represented in these novels still face many obstacles in their quest to get a good 

education because of patriarchal ideology or traditional values. What is presented 

in these novels as a reflection of Javanese Muslim society whereby women still 

depend on men in many aspects of life: family, their professional lives, socially and 

individually. Unfortunately, their dependence is not only caused by external factors, 

but also their own views and feelings. For example, Dewi presents in her novel a 

female character who does not want to change. The female character still believes 

that she needs to follow or obey patriarchal values.    

Although most of the writers present the female character having higher education, 

they do not have full agency. After finishing their study, the female characters are 

still judged negatively by their society. In addition, if they are career women, and 

have no children their business will be blamed as the factor that influences their 

infertility. This situation becomes the legitimation of traditional Javanese Muslim 

society to prevent women from working outside of the home. Even though a woman 

has higher education, traditional Javanese Muslims regard her main goal in life is 

to educate her children. Therefore, it is common for many Javanese Muslim women 

to stay at home, even though they have graduated from university. Many Javanese 
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Muslim women do not want to be judged as disloyal wives by disobeying their 

husband and working outside of the home. In addition, if the wife is allowed to 

work, the job is usually regarded as an easy job that does not disturb their main duty 

as a wife. This is also depicted in El Shirazy’s CSZ novel, where Lina advises 

Zahrana to find a job that does not disturb the main duty of a wife: managing the 

household.  

If women want to choose a path as a career woman, they have to face stigmatisation 

from their society. This is depicted by El Shirazy in CSZ where the main character 

Zaharana has to face stigmatisation and negative perceptions because she is 

successful in her career. She is also depicted having difficulty finding a spouse 

because she is thirty years old. It often occurs in Javanese society that a woman 

with a higher social, economic or political position will find it difficult to find a 

spouse. This also occurs in Hasyim’s novels, TGs, wherein he depicts Endang 

Setyorini as having difficulty finding a spouse because she is a clever woman with 

high leadership ability.  

The four writers who are the object of this research present female characters who 

have had the right to an education. Each author, however, has a different point of 

view. El Khalieqy emphasises the importance of education in changing the fate of 

women. Meanwhile, El Shirazy and Hasyim describe education as important for 

women but not as self-development for a career path. For these authors, the 

importance of education for women is aimed at providing services to families, 

especially children. So, the education obtained by female characters is not aimed at 

the independence of women financially and socially, but rather to support the 
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success of men (husband). Hasyim and El Shirazy describe female characters who 

are successful in education as well as successful in their career, but they experience 

difficulties in their lives because they face problems in getting a spouse and having 

children. This situation indicates Hasyim and El Shirazy still champion patriarchal 

values in their novels.  

El Khalieqy and Hasyim implicitly present female characters with significant 

agency. Both writers present their female characters as having the freedom to do 

many things in their social, economic and political lives. Nevertheless, El Khalieqy 

positions the female character as protagonist while Hasyim places the female 

character as antagonist. On the other hand, El Shirazy presents the female character 

as protagonist whose function is just to support her husband’s success. Dewi does 

not present female characters with a good education; her female protagonist only 

graduated from senior high school (which is lower than the male character). Her 

female protagonist is also represented as having total obedience to her husband. In 

Dewi’s novel, the female character is still in the shadow of men.   

 

Agency in El Khalieqy’s novels 

El Khalieqy’s PBS and GJ are representations of the ideals of the writer who wants 

equality between men and women. As a lecturer as well as a female, she tries to 

make the readers aware that discrimination toward women in conservative Javanese 

society is very detrimental. Thus, the depiction in these novels is similar to her own 

background as a lecturer and having experience studying in pesantren. She also 
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states on several occasions that her writing activities are an effort to spread gender 

awareness for Indonesian or Javanese society in particular. Thus, the writing 

activity that she does is a call of her soul to eliminate injustice toward women.104  

Abidah El Khalieqy presents progressive ideas dealing with agency of the female 

characters. She places the female character as the protagonist. Although the female 

protagonists face significant obstacles and challenges, they succeed in finding 

happiness by choosing their own freedom.  

The female characters in El Khalieqy’s novel not only have full agency in their lives 

but also have the freedom to promote equality in their community. They actively 

engage in promoting equal rights for other women in their society. In PBS, for 

example, Annisa struggles not only for her own freedom but also for freedom and 

equality for her friends. This can be seen when Annisa influences Kalsum who 

begins to be interested in reading her book and listening to her ideas of women’s 

freedom.  

Even Mbak Kalsum is interested in reading books sent by my father from 

home, as well as other books sent by Khudhori and my own collection that 

filled the small bookshelves above the desk. (p.107)105 

Kalsum’s interest in reading Annisa’s books is an indication that Annisa’s efforts 

to influence her have succeeded. Reading is an important activity for women 

                                                             
104 https://news.solopos.com/read/20120706/496/199603/abidah-el-khalieqy-menulis-adalah-

panggilan-hidup accessed 09/07/2019 

105 Bahkan Mbak Kalsum mulai tertarik membaca buku-buku yang dikirm bapak dari rumah 

untukku, juga buku-buku lain kiriman Lek Khudhori dan koleksiku sendiri yang memenuhi rak buku 

kecil di atas meja belajar. (p. 107) 

 

https://news.solopos.com/read/20120706/496/199603/abidah-el-khalieqy-menulis-adalah-panggilan-hidup
https://news.solopos.com/read/20120706/496/199603/abidah-el-khalieqy-menulis-adalah-panggilan-hidup
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because the act of reading is the first step to open one’s horizons. Through reading, 

Kalsum will have increased knowledge about issues that deal with her social, 

political context. Because of that, she will have an awareness about the important 

of freedom and agency in her life. Knowledge is the main factor that motivate 

someone to do something better for themselves or others.  

Agency for women is the courage to make their own decisions. Annisa, for example, 

is an independent person who dares to go against the norm, both related to social 

norms and even rules made by her father. She also struggles to escape the influence 

of patriarchal values not only for herself, but also for her surroundings by becoming 

a feminist activist. When Annisa meets the feminist activist Maryam, she regards 

her as the ideal woman, a good leader whose views accord with those of Muslim 

feminism.  

The character of Maryam is a clear challenge to the patriarchal values of traditional 

Javanese society. It is worth noting that Maryam’s activism is influenced by her 

husband which indicates the writer wants to emphasise that it is a time for modern 

society to support women to be more independent. The influence of men in feminist 

activism can be read in a positive light. Of course, it might also be suggested that 

her feminist view is mediated through those of her husband. As also occurs in 

Indonesian society, many male public figures are supporting feminist activism or 

women’s independence.  

Nevertheless, this situation can also be interpreted that the success of a woman is 

never separated from the success of the father or the men behind her. Therefore, 
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many people assume that a woman’s abilities never exceed that of men. This 

reinforces the norm in Javanese society whereby a successful woman is commonly 

influenced by her husband’s or father’s position. As can be seen in real life, 

especially the professionals, in the political world, female leaders are almost always 

supported by the success of their parents or father, such as Megawati 

Soekarnoputeri (PDIP, the daughter of Sukarno), Atut Chosiah (Governor of 

Banten, a daughter of the public figure, politician and academician Tubagus Chasan 

Sochip) and Sri Surya Widati Samawi (the Regent of Bantul is also a wife of former 

regent Idham Samawi). 

In El Khalieqy view, not only women themselves have to struggle to secure their 

rights as individuals, but also men. In PBS, El Khalieqy depicts Annisa as having 

support from Khudhori. Annisa is influenced by Khudhori as he teaches many 

things about women’s rights. This happens because changing people’s perspectives 

is not easy considering patriarchal values have been embedded since childhood.  

“And who says I forbid you from going to college. In fact what I want is for 

you to attain a higher level of education than me. If you can get a doctorate 

degree, it will be a source of pride for me and our children.” (p. 158)106  

 

The statement indicates that Khudhori fully supports Annisa’s efforts to pursue 

higher education. Children who have a successful mother in education will also be 

proud of their mother.  

                                                             
106 “Dan siapa bilang kalau aku melarangmu kuliah. Justru yang kuinginkan pendidikan mu jauh 

lebih tinggi dariku. Jika kau dapat meraih gelar doctor itu adalah sebuah kebanggaan buatku dan 

anak-anak kita nanti.” (p. 158) 
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Through the support given by Khudhori to Annisa the writer wants to convey that 

between men and women, husband and wife there should be cooperation. 

Khudhori’s support for Annisa also shows how the position of husband and wife 

should be equal. They must be the same in terms of the right to develop ideal family.  

The author champions the female character in many aspects as an indication of her 

commitment to support equality between men and women. For example, Annisa 

gets her freedom after she is divorced by Samsudin. She can obtain higher education 

and join organisations. She also forms relationships with many people who have 

supportive ideas about women’s equality. Her friends, Nina and Maryam, have 

positive impacts on Annisa’s life, especially upon how she deals with her problems. 

They can share many ideas about women’s rights and equality in their society. This 

opportunity is only possible after she has obtained her higher education.  

A key theme of PBS is thus the importance of education for women. The female 

protagonist is passionate about learning the holy book as well as riding horses. This 

is an indication that it is important for a woman to learn based on her interest or 

hobby. Freedom to do something she likes is very important. Women with freedom 

will have initiative and courage to take decisions in their lives.  

Annisa’s desire to obtain a higher education is somewhat at odds with Javanese 

values. Javanese Muslim women are commonly urged not to have interests in many 

aspects of society, especially education and business, as these fields are regarded as 

the domain of males. As a result, the criterion of a good woman based on Javanese 

values is a woman who always obeys the rules and does not make too many 
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demands. This situation makes traditional Javanese women passive and stagnant in 

their lives (Munfarida, 2010).  

The societal concern regarding educated women is also depicted in the relationship 

between Annisa and Samsudin who says:  

“You who have only completed primary school dare to challenge me. I can’t 

imagine what it would be like if you graduated from university, you’d 

probably even challenge your God”107 

Samsudin clearly assumes that, in accordance with traditional values, it is not 

appropriate for a wife to criticise her husband. Such discriminatory treatment is 

countered when Annisa receives a reward from Khudori for finishing her reading 

of the holy book, Al-Qur’an (p. 37).  

Samsudin’s view that underestimates education for Annisa is contrary to Islamic 

values. In Islam, studying is an obligation for both men and women, as mentioned 

in the hadith of Prophet Muhammad below:  

Studying to have knowledge is mandatory for every Muslim (both men and 

women) (Narrated by Ibnu Majah. This is good hadith based on Syaikh 

Albani in Shahih wa Dha’if Sunan Ibnu Majah number 224) 

 

Based on the hadith, it is clear that Samsudin and Annisa’s parents’ views are 

contrary to the values of Islam itself. Islam strongly recommends every Muslim to 

demand knowledge both in relation to the world and the hereafter. But this order 

                                                             
107 Kau ini lulusan SD berani bertingkah. Tak bisa kubayangkan jika lulus sarjana, Tuhan pun pasti 

kau debat juga. (p. 88) 
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is often misunderstood to mean that women are only required to study religion and 

not worldly science.  

This misinterpretation results in low appreciation of women’s achievements in 

education. A smart woman is often considered unimportant and underestimated 

because traditional societies value women who are polite and obedient to religion.  

Annisa is a strong character with ambitions to be a successful woman especially 

through education: 

My mind returns to my youth which was framed by the horizon and my 

dreams. It was a youth full of passion and rebellion. Strangely, I never got 

bored with enjoying the adventures in my mind, my imagination, my ideals 

and my independence as a woman and a human being born into the world. 

(p. 78)108 

 

The older generation in the novel is represented by Annisa’s mother, who supports 

patriarchal values. There is no choice for Annisa’s mother except to follow the 

values as she does not have enough education, or economic and political power. 

She does not understand the causes of discrimination, because of her lack of 

knowledge and access to education.  

Annisa’s mother often advises that what Annisa needs is life experience, which for 

her means experiences only in the world of the household: dealing with handling 

her children and her husband (p. 81). This kind of teaching is against Annisa’s 

                                                             
108 Pikiranku juga berjalan menuju keremajaan yang dinaungi bentangan cakrawala dan impian. 

Penuh gairah cinta dan pemberontakan. Anehnya, aku tak pernah bosan untuk menikmati 

petualangan dalam pikiranku, khayalanku, cita-citaku dan kemerdekaanku sebagai perempuan dan 

manusia yang telah lahir ke dunia. …. (p. 78) 
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ambitions, and she is upset with her mother’s views. She is also upset with 

Samsudin’s parents, as they want Annisa to stay at home and be a good wife.  

“But a girl doesn’t need to have a higher education. It is enough if she has 

finished reading the holy book and Kitab Kuning (yellow book). We are not 

in a hurry. Yes, maybe just wait for Udin’s graduation.”109 (p. 81) 

Annisa wants to draw attention to the way daughters are treated in old Javanese 

Muslim society. Although she is married to Samsudin, she keeps on with her study. 

She gets even higher scores than her friends. This depiction challenges the 

worldview wherein women who have married cannot concentrate on their 

education.  

It is not only education that is important for women in dealing with the awareness 

of equality between men and women. The writer also describes the importance of 

reading. Reading will enrich women’s understanding and knowledge, which is very 

important in supporting their ambitions to change their lives. Women with good 

reading will know how to avoid oppression (p. 101).  

Higher education provides opportunities for women to engage in life aspects that 

encourage them to be more progressive and more active within their society. As 

Annisa reports: 

                                                             
109 “Tetapi anak perempuan kan tidak perlu sekolah tinggi-tinggi. Sudah cukup jika telah mengaji 

dan khatam. Sudah ikut sorogan kitab kuning. Kami juga tidak terlalu keburu. Ya, mungkin 

menunggu sampai si Udin wisuda kelak.” (p. 81) 
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What Khudori said is so true, the activities in university were special for 

me. I started my activities full of spirit in a new relationship, within new 

friends, and totally new books (p.160)110 

El Khalieqy has created a female protagonist who is active in her society, as 

evidenced by Annisa’s participation in student organisations and the feminist 

movement. Annisa is also inspired to express her ideas in writing, which indicates 

that she is not only becoming an object, but also the subject of social dynamics. 

This depiction indicates that the writer positions the female character as having 

agency.  

The author also deals with the connection between women’s agency and education 

through an unusual plot. Annisa chooses to study philosophy, which in the 

traditional Javanese view is regarded as a male’s domain, as it needs more clever 

thought and is regarded as not appropriate for women. Not many women, especially 

devout Muslim women, want to study in this field. The author wants to depict the 

contradiction between traditional and modern society whereby the division of fields 

for women or men is not necessary. Furthermore, women will be able to do difficult 

jobs as long as society gives them the chance to do so. They will also be able to 

handle difficult jobs if they have the same chances and experience as men.  

In GJ El Khalieqy gives a clearer picture of the importance of education for women. 

Even though Jora initially was subject to discrimination as a daughter, she is able 

to show that a woman could be better than a man. This can be seen from her school 

                                                             
110 Benar kata Lek Khudori, bahwa aktivitas kuliah telah membuat kesibukan tersendiri untukku. 

Mulailah kuisi hari-hari yang menggairahkan penuh semangat dalam pergaulan baru, teman-teman 

baru dan buku-buku yang sama sekali baru (p. 160) 
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scores, which are always higher than her brothers’. Kejora is also a feminist activist 

as well as an academic. She has the opportunity to take part in conferences in the 

Middle East. Her mobility indicates that she has her own freedom in her life.  

Kejora is more dominant than the male (Zakky), evidenced in the fact that many 

decisions about their trip are taken by her. This can be read as the author wanting 

to show that women too can be leaders, with equal rights to men.  

GJ can be interpreted as an attempt by the author to reverse the notion that women 

have different qualities than men.  

There is a clear message in the novel that if a woman demonstrates strong 

leadership, she must accept the consequences, for example marrying later or not at 

all. Nevertheless, in PBS and GJ, El Khalieqy depicts the male character supporting 

his partner to obtain higher education. In GJ Zakky is depicted following whatever 

Jora wants to do. El Khalieqy champions the female characters in their challenge of 

patriarchal values.  

El Khalieqy’s novels depicts female characters who act in accord with the values 

proposed by Amina Wadud. El Khalieqy proposes a concept of equality based on 

the modern interpretation of Islam whereby Islam does not prefer a specific gender 

as a leader or agent of change in society. As Wadud says, leadership is not 

determined by gender but should be based on merit. The only criterion for 

leadership is the ability of the person.  

In GJ all female characters are portrayed as independent figures both in the public 

and the private domain. To strengthen the ability of women to contribute to their 
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surroundings, the authors decscribe well-known figures who are female activitsts 

in Middle Eastern countries:  

Nadia Masid, like Nishawa or Qadisha, is a member of the current 

generation who has benefited from technological advancements. She has a 

tertiary education and she goes to conferences. She is no longer a woman 

confined to the kitchen with her hand smeared with flour. … (p. 13)111 

The importance of education is also illustrated in the characters of the orphans 

Ayeda and Fasyafasya. Because of their tenacity they ventured into Najah 

University in Nablus, and they were able to become winners even as inspirations 

for women around the world (p. 21). 

GJ clearly depicts Jora’s ability as an agent of change for her society. This is implied 

through her having knowledge and a formal education. She has freedom to speak, 

to act and to join a community which is important to stimulate her mind to be more 

active in social change. She has more chances to share her ideas with other as well 

as to learn many from others.  

This is a different perspective than what is depicted by Hasyim and El Shirazy. 

Their writing does not give women real freedom. Although the female characters 

have higher education, the intention of the women or wife is still to serve her family. 

Furthermore, Hasyim and El Shirazy position their female characters as deficit 

characters (the position that does not give full agency), while El Khalieqy 

                                                             
111 Nadia Masid, seperti Nishawa atau Qadisha, adalah generasi masa kini yang telah menikmati 

kemajuan teknologi. Mengenyam pendidikan hingga perguruan tinggi dan pergi ke luar negeri dalam 

konferensi-konferensi. Ia bukan lagi perempuan dengan tangan belepotan tepung meramu tajin dan 

kukus. …. (p. 13) 
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champions the female character who struggle for equal rights between men and 

women. Jora is a winner. The female characters are free from the domination of the 

patriarchy as well as free from social stigmatisation.  

In dealing with career women, El Khalieqy also takes a different perspective than 

the other three writers. She depicts the female character as more progressive in 

social engagement. In GJ she depicts the idealism of Muslim feminists in Indonesia. 

As an educated person, a woman should be active in social, economic and political 

fields.  

For women, having the freedom to choose a career has many benefits. Women will 

gain self-esteem, and it will encourage them to improve their abilities and talent and 

be more productive in their lives. In addition, they will also have a satisfied life as 

they can contribute to their surroundings. In general, this does not occur for 

traditional Javanese women so El Khalieqy’s novel can be read as a critique of the 

social norms which place women in difficult situations.  

Male authors tend to depict female characters as following societal values, even 

though they do not want to. By contrast, in El Khalieqy’s novels, the female 

characters confront the obstacles and challenges that face them, even if that is not 

always easy. The author is trying to change the stigmatisation of career woman in 

traditional Javanese society.  

El Khalieqy’s novels quite powerfully project the values of equality between men 

and women. Traditional and outdated values will only be erased when readers take 
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in various points of view, including those from a female perspective. The work of 

El Khalieqy goes some way in achieving this.  

 

Agency in Hasyim’s Novel  

Hasyim has a background as an activist in Indonesia’s second largest religious 

organisation, Muhammadiyah (see chapter IV). The theme of education is 

important in his novels. Both novels that are the object of this research, deal with 

the issue of women and higher education. However, Hasyim’s viewpoint runs 

somewhat contradictory to the feminist perspective. Hasyim depicts women’s 

achievement in education as not a solution to the disadvantage of women, but rather 

as something problematic.  

Hasyim’s novels depict female characters as independent and aware of equality 

between men and women. The female characters in his novel are depicted as having 

higher education as well as being career women. Nevertheless, Hasyim also situates 

the progressive female character as an antagonist character, who is deemed to be at 

odds with Javanese social norms.  

Hasyim’s female characters who have had the privilege of achieving higher 

education also have some social and economic gravitas. In PB, for example, 

Nurjanah not only achieves higher education, but she also has a career as a lecturer. 

As a professional, she engages in many social activities on her campus also in her 

society by joining feminist activist movements. This indicates that she has 

autonomy in her life as well as personal agency. This is reflective of what has been 
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occurring in contemporary Indonesian or Javanese society since the era of 

Reformasi.  

However, Nurjanah’s achievements are then depicted as being problematic. Hasyim 

situates her as an antagonist character, because of her choice to be a professional. 

She faces the consequence: frequent quarrels with her husband. Finally, she also 

loses her husband because he has an affair with their servant and finally takes a 

young woman as a second wife. Anwar takes the decision to divorce Nurnajah as 

he does not approve of her being a career woman. He sees Nurjanah’s career as 

disturbing her obligation to serve her husband:  

“But you’re engrossed with words. You’d prefer to have sex with books.” 

he said accusingly. (p. 110)112 

Hasyim reinforces the view that a clever woman is dangerous. In the novel a clever 

female student is regarded in a negative light while clever male students are viewed 

positively. A clever woman like Nurjanah is depicted as problematic for traditional 

Javanese society as it is assumed that she will destroy established social and 

patriarchal values.  

Hasyim routinely presents female characters as a guilty party. As a wife, Nurjanah 

is expected to obey her husband’s order or wishes. When she has a miscarriage, 

blame is attributed to her because she had chosen to continue working during her 

pregnancy on her college assignment while completing her Master’s degree. 

Nurjanah’s determination to get higher education is considered as a negative rather 

                                                             
112 “Tapi kau tengah asyik bergumul dengan kata-kata. Kau lebih suka bersetubuh dengan buku-

buku. “ maki lelaki itu. (p. 110) 
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than a positive. By contrast, for Nurjanah education is an important way for her to 

obtain agency.  

Even in modern Javanese society, if a husband and wife have equal opportunity to 

get higher education, generally the wife must give in and give her husband the 

opportunity to finish his education first. Sometimes, when a wife gets a chance first, 

then the wife will delay it because she feels uncomfortable if she has higher 

education than her husband. There is an assumption, that if a wife has a higher level 

of education than her husband, it will disrupt the communication in their marriage.  

In TG, Endang has full agency. She is a very smart and independent student, and is 

also active in student organisations.  

As a woman, she is expected to follow the values of her community, including 

taking majors that are considered feminine i.e. easy or necessary for themselves as 

future wife and mothers, such as religion and education. However, Endang chooses 

to major in social sciences, a discipline considered the domain of men.  

Javanese people often underestimate the leadership capacity of women. In the 

novel, Endang, being a woman, is initially considered unable to lead her friends in 

implementing a village rehabilitation program after a volcanic eruption in the 

village of Argolangit. But after the program is complete, many people are amazed 

by the results of their group work because of her leadership: “I’ve never really 

thought that a woman could develop into a leader like you.” (p. 29)113 

                                                             
113 Selama ini aku sungguh tak menyangka kalau ada perempuan dapat tumbuh menjadi pemimpin 

seperti dirimu. (p. 29) 
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Endang prioritises education over other interests, even those related to herself. For 

example, when Irfan proposes to her, she replies that he should wait until she 

finishes her study:  

There was one simple condition. He had to be prepared to wait as she had 

to complete the last stages of her study writing the thesis, examination, 

graduation.  

“Will you wait, Irfan?”114  

  

This is a contrast to Javanese women in old times, when there was no reason for a 

woman to refuse a man who wanted to marry her. Her parents would usually 

persuade their daughter if they felt the man met with their criteria. Traditional 

parents also assume that rejecting a good man’s proposal will have a negative effect 

on the future prospect of their daughter.  

However, for Endang the man comes second. Number one is her thesis. 

That’s the principle to which she holds. Her parents supported this attitude 

and choice. (p. 144)115 

This indicates that Endang’s parents have a good understanding of their daughter’s 

future. But without the support of both parents, a woman will face difficult 

problems.  

                                                             
114 Syarat yang ia terima sederhana. Lelaki itu harus mau menunggu. Kuliah yang tinggal bagian 

akhir harus dirampungkan. Menulis sekripsi. Ujian. Lalu wisuda.  

“Maukah Mas Irfan menunggu?” 
115 Bagi dia, lelaki adalah nomor dua. Nomor satu skripsi. Begitulah prinsip yang kini ia pegang. 

Orangtua Endang membenarkan sikap dan pilihanya ini. (p. 144) 
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This depiction is certainly motivated by the position of the writer, as an activist in 

Muhammadiyah, a modern Islamic organisation that provides educaiton from the 

basic level to the tertiary.  

Endang’s principle of prioritising her studies rather than marriage is fruitful when 

she graduates cum laude (p. 157). 

Many things affect Endang’s success in completing her studies. However, the most 

important factor is the immediate environmental support of her parents, which gives 

Endang the power to complete her studies so that she achieves what she wants. This 

is different from what happens to Naura in NN where the female character must 

follow the wishes of her parents.  

Endang’s brilliance is depicted when she gets a scholarship to undertake her 

Masters’ degree. In addition, she is guaranted by her dean to be a lecturer in her 

university after finishing her Masters’ degree (p. 157).  

This clearly shows that the freedom obtained by Endang in getting higher education 

opens up many opportunities for her. This is further evidence that education is one 

of the best ways to change the future of women.  

This depiction shows that Hasyim’s novels present an ambiguity in positioning the 

female characters. He positions the female character as independent and with 

agency, but this ‘good’ position results in a dilemma for her life. It can be concluded 

that the writer still champions the patriarchal values in his novels.  
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Agency in El Shirazy’s Novel  

Although El Shirazy can be categorised as a modern writer, western critics regard 

him as a conservative author. This is evidenced in his novels where his female 

characters have limited agency and are depicted following social norms or 

patriarchal values. Although his female characters have higher education and 

sometimes higher social status, after they marry, they follow their husbands, 

meaning that they do not have any chance to develop careers or independence.  

Such images in El Shirazy’s novels reflect a legacy of the New Order ideology, 

state Ibuism. This is exemplified in the characters Aisha in AAC and Zahrana in 

CSZ; although Zahrana is a potential career woman, she is urged to be obedient to 

her society and to her father.  

El Shirazy's novels still smack heavily of patriarchal values. We witness this in the 

character Lina in CSZ, whose successful home business is just a sideline during her 

free time from serving her children and husband. She also follows her husband's 

orders without daring to argue, even though they are contrary to her own wishes. 

This is a representation of traditional Javanese values whereby a married woman is 

expected to support and help her husband's success by becoming an obedient wife. 

Thus, education obtained by a woman is only intended so that she can educate 

children and not for her own career and independence.  

In El Shirazy’s work, none of the characters are described as women who are 

independent from men and who have been able to use education as a means of 

achieving personal agency. Agency in El Shirazy’s female characters is very 

limited.  In CSZ, for example, Zahrana has achieved high social status through 
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obtaining higher education. It is very common in Javanese society that when a 

family member gets a higher education, the family’s social status is raised. 

Education is not only a means of changing one’s social status; it can also change 

one’s economic condition. This in turn will give rise to the political as well as social 

bargaining position of women (Hellwig, 2012).  

In dealing with education, El Shirazy seems to follow Islamic teaching. As in Islam 

too, study or getting a higher education is important. As stated in a surah of the 

Qur’an, God will raise the position of someone (without considering biological 

differences) because of their knowledge. In the Qur’an God says: 

Allah will raise those who have believed among you and those who were 

given knowledge, by degrees. And Allah is Acquainted with what you do. 

(Al-Mujadila: 11) 

Zahrana’s determination to achieve a high level of education accords with the goal 

of Muslim feminism, especially in supporting women as agents of change. Wadud 

argues that Islam does not limit women’s activities (Wadud, 1995). Only through 

education will Muslim women obtain flexible and comfortable jobs. Furthermore, 

education can support them to escape subordination. Education can enrich 

knowledge and increase women’s expertise so they can participate in the social, 

political and economic spheres.  

What is represented by Zahrana is in accordance with the condition of Muslim 

women in the era of Muhammad which is also supported by Wadud. Muslim 

women are free to participate in social, economic and political activities including 

pursuing higher education.  
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However, the depiction of Zahrana still contradicts somewhat the intentions of 

Muslim feminism. As discussed earlier, even though Zahrana gets her higher 

education, she is still depicted struggling with negative stigmatisation from her 

society. She is confused whether to follow her own ideas by focussing on her career 

or get married.  

Furthermore, El Shirazy also still situates women as the supporters for men. This 

means that even though they have the same access to higher education, they do not 

have the same rights in careers or in the division of labour. This is because 

traditional Javanese families, in terms of the division of labour, women commonly 

are not allowed to work outside the house.  

As Lina’s position in the story is as the main supporting character, her image as a 

successful pious Muslim woman is important. It is as if the author wants to highlight 

that even though she is a Muslim there is no obstacle to her doing business. She can 

be active both as a homemaker and social activist116, as well as running her own 

business. However, the kind of business that is done by female character is typically 

the business that does not disturb their main job as a mother and wife.  

Meanwhile, in AAC the female character is depicted as being submissive to 

patriarchal values  even though, she has the same level of education as the male 

character. But she is not a career woman. Aisha’s obedience to Fahri is influenced 

by her family background, who keep the traditional Islamic values. Although Aisha 

                                                             
116 Organise children to learn Islamic values 
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does not want to be a career woman, Fahri advises her to take her Master’s degree 

which means that she will have the same level of education as him.  

Aisha as the main character of this novel appears to have little agency. By contrast 

Nurul, although the daughter of Muslim scholar is bold enough to propose to marry 

Fahri.  In traditional Javanese society a pious woman should be meek and shy; such 

boldness is taboo for a woman.  

El Shirazy does not give full freedom to the female characters. Although they have 

some agency through education and jobs, they still have to face many obstacles 

from their surroundings. To sum up, in El Shirazy’s novel, the women are still 

depended on male (father or husband).  

 

Agency in Alfina Dewi’s novel 

NN can be interpreted as a reflection of the writer’s ideology. Dewi herself has a 

higher education background, namely an economics degree (see chapter IV), but 

this does not seem to have fully made her more modern or provided her with 

progressive ideas about Muslim women in her novels. Having lived in a traditional 

and conservative Islamic boarding school, her circumstances have influenced her 

worldview. As illustrated in her biography she married a son of a kyai, as does the 

main character in her novel.  

In relation to agency, in NN Dewi presents female characters who are very different 

from those of the other writers discussed. Naura, the main character, is a female 

character who has a lower position than the male protagonist, Fariz. Economically, 
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Naura is a child of a poor family. She also graduated only from senior high school. 

Meanwhile, Fariz is from the upper class, a son of famous Muslim cleric and a 

university graduate. This different social position brings about different roles in 

their lives. The difference in social status urges Naura to follow her husband as 

Fariz has a higher social and political position. This attitude is influenced by the 

sociological background of Javanese society, whereby a person with a higher class 

position will be powerful.   

In Dewi’s novel, women are still positioned as supporters or second-class people. 

Her lower educational background affects many things in Naura’s life. She is very 

dependent on her surroundings, especially her husband. She dedicates her life only 

to serving her children and her husband. Her only source of income is a gift from 

her husband. This also makes it even more difficult for her to be independent.  

The position taken by Naura as obedient wife is not only caused by her low 

education, but also her religious understanding that is influenced by patriarchal 

ideology. Naura is depicted as a daughter of a poor Muslim family that obeys 

traditional Islamic values. This certainly influences her in seeing her responsibility 

in her life. Therefore, her surroundings are very important in determining Naura’s 

way of life.   

Nevertheless, because of her lower education Naura’s social and political 

bargaining is less. She has no agency. This novel still uses a model of conservative 

thinking by suggesting that higher education is not needed by women. In the view 
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of traditional Javanese people, women are only required to get basic education. 

Naura is the second wife and her job is only to take care of her children and husband.  

Dewi does not depict Naura as rebelling against the social construction or 

patriarchal values. She follows patriarchal values without challenging them.  

***** 

It is clear, that education has an important role in women’s independence. Women 

will have greater agency if they have a good education. Higher education will 

provide greater bargaining power for them.  

Agency is very important for Muslim women. Women should have the same rights 

as men in social, political and economic spheres. The same rights in education 

should be followed by the same rights in work or family job division. This is 

because education is intended to improve one’s knowledge and ability, which in 

turn improves prosperity and social status. Nevertheless, this does not occur in the 

Javanese conservative Muslim societies that are depicted in some novels. If a 

woman wants those privileges, she must struggle and face many obstacles. Most of 

the female characters are still discriminated against by society and received 

negative stigmatisation as career women. To make matters worse, some writers still 

depict the female character as a ‘servant’ for males.  

Each author has a different view about the function of education for Muslim 

women. In the public sphere, the role of women is still limited by the norms of 

Javanese society. Therefore, what is depicted by El Khalieqy can be an alternative 

for a society in which women need to occupy a better position. Society should erase 
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its discriminatory treatment of women so that they can have same rights as men. 

Only with equality for women in accessing education can society experience the 

full benefits of the welfare of women. Education not only raises women’s position, 

but also their economic independence, self-esteem, and participation in the social 

or public sphere. It becomes evident that women who have the same rights and 

opportunities can be successful, even more than men.  

Meanwhile, what is depicted by other authors seems to be a half-hearted expression 

of freedom for women. Even though women have the same rights in education, they 

are still positioned to support males’ success in their careers, as can be seen in the 

fact that most of the top leaders in the public sphere are men. This can be seen in 

the work of El Shirazy where the female characters are still in the shadow of men. 

The female characters who have successful careers cannot be comfortable as they 

have to face social stigmatisation. Furthermore, male authors also depict female 

characters who do not follow the patriarchal values as having difficulties in their 

life, as reflected in CSZ by El Shirazy and TG by Hasyim, in which the female 

characters experience difficulty in finding a spouse.  
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 CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 
 

The novels that are the object of this research clearly still contain elements of gender 

bias. As depicted in those novels, discrimination against women occurs in almost 

all areas, including education, family, workplace and religion. What is depicted in 

the literary works is a reflection of what is happening in Javanese Muslim society. 

The findings of this research accord with Amina Wadud’s view that the 

discrimination against Muslim women is caused by the distortion of religious values 

through the misinterpretation of the Qur’an and hadith. Interpretations of the 

religious text have overwhelmingly been undertaken by men.  

It may be argued that the author of a literary work has a role in influencing the 

direction of thinking about the image of women. The male writers under 

consideration in this thesis bring their patriarchal ideology to their literary work, as 

seen in AAC and CSZ by El Shirazy as well as in PB and TG by Hasyim. 

Meanwhile, the women writers under discussion have not yet dared to fully 

represent the idea of equality for women. There are still female writers who choose 

the ‘safe way’ by following normative values which are representations of 

patriarchal values, as evidenced in NN written by Alfina Dewi. The patriarchal 

element is still very strong in the novel. The normative values in this novel are 

patriarchal values of traditional Javanese Muslim society.  



260 
 

Contemporary Indonesian literature is still influenced by the New Order’s ideology 

of state ibuism. The female character exists in order to support the success of the 

men (husband). Furthermore, the female character does not have ultimate freedom 

or independence; she is still very dependent on men. In the novels of El Shirazy, 

Hasyim and Dewi, the female characters are still submissive to patriarchal values. 

Freedom for women in these novels is limited to access to higher education, while 

with regarded to job division and public participation, they are still under the 

shadow of men.  

However, changes to a more open and freer image of women have been influenced 

by new freedoms of expression in Indonesia. The Reformation era in 1998 opened 

the opportunity for everyone, including writers, to express their thoughts freely, 

including on women’s issues. This can be seen in the increasing popularity of 

writers who dare to write about things that were previously considered taboo. 

Unfortunately, this opportunity is not used by many Muslim writers, especially 

writers who use Islamic ideology as the background or Muslim community as their 

setting. Muslim writers, especially those who are members of the FLP (Pen Circle 

Forum, Forum Lingkar Pena) community, tend to maintain normative patriarchal 

values. Despite this, however, there has been much progress in representing the 

image of women in literary works, especially regarding women’s equality in 

accessing higher education.  

Based on the discussion in this thesis, it is clear that the four writers have very 

varied views on the image of Muslim women, as presented in their novels. The 

difference is motivated by many factors, including the writers’ level of education, 
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social environment, ideological background and religious motives. Of the four 

writers, only El Khalieqy, not an FLP member, truly represents the struggle of 

women to get their rights as independent members of society. Meanwhile, the three 

other writers El Shirazy, Hasyim and Dewi still support patriarchal values, whereby 

their female characters do not have absolute autonomy.  

Marriage is a key site of discrimination for Muslim women. In marriage the position 

of the wife is submissiveness to the husband. As presented by the four authors, by 

being married, a Javanese Muslim women must face the consequence of following 

the patriarchal values: a wife should follow her husband’s will. Inevitably this leads 

to conflict in her life: wanting to follow her desire to be free and have agency, while 

the circumstances of marriage do not support her idealism. As exemplified in El 

Khalieqy’s novel, the female characters suffer from being an object of harassment 

and domestic violence.  

Meanwhile, in El Shirazy’s novels the female characters have to face many 

difficulties because of social discrimination. They endure the psychological burden 

of being expected to follow the wishes of their parents, husband or society.  

The four writers present different levels of discrimination based on social, 

economic and educational. The social and economic contexts  influence the degree 

of discrimination towards women. As can be seen in PBS where the setting is in the 

rural pesantren. Annisa faces very strong discrimination. Meanwhile, in El 

Shirazy’s novels, with their urban settings and educated characters, the 

discrimination is not so confronting. In AAC, for example, Aisha although depicted 
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as submissive to her  husband, still has his support in getting a higher education. In 

addition, she is also has broader social interactions than what is depicted in PBS or 

NN.  

Education has a very important role in the matter of women’s agency. Women will 

have greater agency and freedom if they have equal access to higher education as 

men. Good education will raise their ability and also their social bargaining 

position. As reflected in those novels, higher education allows women greater 

participation in economic, social and political spheres.   

These four authors have different worldviews dealing with the important of higher 

education for women. El Khalieqy presents the view that only education can change 

women’s position. PBS and GJ also suggest that the female characters can free 

themselves from the domination of patriarchy. In El Shirazy’s novel, the female 

character gets her social status as well as economic independence because of her 

education. In Hasyim’s novels access to education also impacts on women’s 

independence and improved social position. Nevertheless, the female character 

must accept the consequence of losing her partner or facing difficulty in finding a 

spouse because of her focus on her career. 

****** 

The representation of women in the novels is strongly influenced by patriarchal 

values that are the result of misinterpretations of the sacred text in Islam: the Qur’an 

and hadith. That is why there has been a distortion between women’s lives in the 

time of Prophet Muhammad and the traditional Javanese Muslim community, as 



263 
 

reflected in the novels. To take one example, the representation on women taking 

part in the public sectors, the novels depict women being excluded from the public 

sphere whereas in the time of Prophet Muhammad there was no prohibition on 

women appearing in public as long as they had roles in accordance with their skills 

or abilities.  

The four writers in these novels try to reflect what actually happens in Javanese 

Muslim communities, both urban and rural. El Shirazy and Hasyim raise issues 

pertaining to modern Muslim communities in urban areas. That is why the 

characters depicted in their novels have an average higher education level, 

compared with two other writers such as El Khalieqy and Dewi. In rural areas most 

Muslims are traditional which means that they are more conservative than Muslims 

in large urban areas.   

El Khalieqy tends to use the middle to lower-class Muslim family setting. This can 

be seen in PBS and GJ, where the female characters are from kyai families who live 

in rural pesantren. Meanwhile, she describes a female character who tries to change 

the destiny of her life through education.  

Based on the representation of women in El Khalieqy’s novel the struggle of women 

still requires more effort, because in almost all areas of life women are still left 

behind compared to men. The only effort to open the way for equality for women 

and men is equality of accessing higher education. By having a good level of 

education, women will be able to compete; in economic, social and political fields.  
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It should be noted that the backwardness of women is not solely due to the values 

enshrined by men, but the attitudes and perceptions of women themselves who do 

not want to change. The reason is, there are still many women who have the 

potential and opportunity to advance or play a big role in society, but sometimes 

they withdraw themselves so that the opportunities they have are wasted. This can 

be seen from the various opportunities that Zahrana has in CSZ. Zahrana does not 

take her opportunity to continue her doctoral degree although some of her 

professors have recommended her; she chooses to wait for a man to marry her.  

The representation of the female character in these literary works contradicts with 

the intention of Islamic teaching. Islam gives equality for women in the public 

sphere. As mentioned by Amina Wadud (1999), in the era of the prophet there were 

many Muslim women who became public figures (Wadud, 1999), as exemplified 

in the context of Aisya (the Prophet’s wife), a thinker and intellectual who narrated 

many hadiths. She memorised thousands of hadiths so that she often became a 

reference for the companions of the Prophet Muhammad to ask her about various 

issues. As a war strategist, she also led a war, in the Camel War (656 M.).  

In terms of economic independence, there was Siti Khadijah, the first wife of 

Prophet Muhammad. Khadijah was a businesswoman who was generous in 

supporting Muhammad’s effort to spread Islam. She gave a lot of wealth to help 

Muhammad in the early period of his prophethood. Her position as an entrepreneur 

indicates that Khadijah had considerable agency. As a businesswoman, she 

certainly had connections with many people, not only women but also men.  
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In addition to the wife of the Prophet Muhammad, in the era of the prophet there 

were also many women who had very broad public roles, even in politics. For 

example, Queen Sheba or Queen Bilqis, during the time of Prophet Solomon or 

Sulaiman successfully led her community in various fields. She was a very rich 

queen and succeeded in making her citizens prosper.  

These examples demonstrate that women have a significant public role in Muslim 

societies. Unfortunately, examples of women’s roles in the era of Prophet 

Muhammad are often omitted or not delivered in sermons or religious lessons in 

traditional Muslim societies. This has resulted in a lack of understanding in the 

Muslim community, especially traditional (conservative) Muslims towards the role 

of women in the progress of Islam. That is why those who deliver sermons or 

lecturers in Muslim societies have an important role in building the image of 

women. The lack of women’s participation in exploring Islamic religion and 

Islamic teaching contributes to a lack of awareness of the role of Muslim women in 

society, so that women have always acted as supporters of men. More ironically, 

women often do not dare to take further steps on the grounds that they do not want 

to violate patriarchal normative values that exist in society.  

Further research related to the image of Muslim women in Indonesian literary 

works is still needed. Such research is not just about finding new discourse but is 

part of the dissemination of the concept of the position of women in Muslim 

societies. With the increasing discourse of equality in Muslim societies, equality 

issues will not be considered as taboo.  
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Works of literature and writers have an important role in disseminating the values 

of equality. For this reason, literary writers who have an interest in the field of 

women’s equality need to be given the opportunity to convey constructive ideas for 

the advancement of women. 
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