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ABSTRACT

This study examines the responses of Indonesian Muslim intellectuals to the ideas of
feminism in the post-Suharto era. This study seeks to understand the proponents’ as
well the opponents’ ideas of feminism — such as gender, equality, patriarchy,
misogyny and their relationship with secularism, pluralism, and liberalism. It also
analyses the relationship between feminism and gender issues with the orientation of
Islamic studies and the interpretation of Islamic law which involves women such as in
inheritance, the right of divorce, marriage with the non-Muslim, guardian of marriage,
to be witness in court, leadership, polygamy, etc.. Lastly, it highlights the points of
agreement and disagreement between the proponents and opponents of feminism. This
research is methodologically qualitative, involving library research and accomplished
by field work for an extended period in Indonesia to gather the necessary data and to
gain information as well as clarifications or responses from the primary sources,
namely the scholars, intellectuals, and intelligentsia involved in the feminist discourse
or its responses. This study reveals that there is a diversity of response among
Indonesian Muslim scholars on the issue of feminism. There are Muslim intellectuals,
either individually or collectively, coming from Muslim NGOs or institutions who
supported and even promoted such an idea and made it the framework in
understanding Islam on gender issues. They are popularly called “Muslim liberals” or
“Muslim feminists”. On the other side, there are Muslim intellectuals who opposed
such ideas either comprehensively or accepted them conditionally as long as they are
compatible with the Islamic worldview and in line with Islamic principles and values.
The study shows that the discourse of feminism in post Suharto Era is not inseparable
from the orientation of Islamic studies in the institution of Indonesian higher learning
— especially TAIN/UIN — and the specific trends of Islamic thought which were
developed and promoted by individual Muslim scholars. Such trends promoted the
agenda to “integrate” or “synthesize” Islamic traditional sciences — such as tafsir,
hadith, Islamic jurisprudence, kalam (theology) — and contemporary social sciences
and humanities which were coloured by the paradigm and values of modernism and
postmodernism. As a result, there arose several ideas which were found to be contrary
to Shari‘ah and mainstream Islamic positions on gender issues. This study finally
suggests that the orientation of Islamic studies generally and gender issues
particularly, should do justice to tawhidic Islamic worldview, principles, and values,
although on new issues not covered by authoritative revealed texts, the exercise of
ijtihad 1s to be encouraged. At the same time, it should also be critical in assessing
Western thought either from modernism or postmodernism.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The encounter between Islam and the West in the modern age with colonialism,
modernization and globalization has generated mixed responses in the Muslim world.'
Science, philosophy and Western thought have great impact on Muslim thought which
brought about polarized thinking regarding the proper method and dealing with them.
One of the sensitive and controversial issues which triggered much debate is the
gender issue propounded by Western feminism and which became mainstream in
Islamic thought in many Muslim countries today. *

There are many definitions and perspectives of feminism as well as its
ramifications.” However, at least there is a similarity among them becoming its
common platform, namely the efforts to deconstruct the interpretation influenced by
patriarchy which does not do justice to women.* The influence of feminist thought in
the Muslim world is definitely significant in that it penetrated the field of Islamic

studies in such a way that the established interpretation of the religious texts are

! Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Traditional Islam in the Modern Word (London & New York: KPI, 1987), 40.

? John L. Esposito, “Women in Islam and Muslim Societies ”, in Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad & John L.
Esposito (eds.), Islam, Gender, & Social Change (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), xi.
Zeenath Kausar, Feminist Sexual Politics & Family Deconstruction: an Islamic Perspective (Kuala
Lumpur: International Islamic University, 2001), 1. See another books by Zeenath Kausar: Women in
Feminism and Politics: New Directions toward Islamization (Kuala Lumpur: Leeds Publications,
2001); Politicization of Sex and Family Devaluation in Feminism: an Islamic Alternative (Kuala
lumpur: Ilmiah publisher, 2003); Modern Western Political Ideologies: an Islamic Critique (Kuala
Lumpur: Prentice Hall, Pearson, 2005); Muslim Women at the Crossroads: Rights of Women in Islam
and General Muslim Practices (Kuala Lumpur: Thinker’s Library, 2006); Political Participation of
Women: Contemporary Perspectives of Gender Feminists & Islamic Revivalists (Kuala Lumpur:
Thinker’s Library, 2007).
4 Sa’diyya Shaikh, “Transforming Feminism: Islam, Women and Gender Justice ”, in Omid Safi (ed.),
Progressive Muslims on Justice, Gender and Pluralism (Oxford: One World publication, 2004), 148.



deconstructed and reassessed. It is claimed that it has generated and even perpetuated
a social structure that oppressed women and treated them as unequal and unjustly.

In the Muslim world there are those who propound feminist ideas and call
themselves “Islamic feminists” as they engage themselves with the broader network
and global political landscape of feminist activism around the world, particularly with
their colleagues in the West.” By doing this they have the chance to exchange a lot of
information, experience, and tools of analysis to reassess the social structure which
they think as oppressive and have patriarchy bias.

The feminist thought and movement have spread widely in some Muslim
countries including Indonesia which has the greatest Muslim population in the world.
The development of this idea and movement in this country has been going on since
1970s but its influence is broader since the beginning of 1990s.° To support ideas and
feminist thought, some NGO's established organizations which are funded by donor
agents. They produced website, published journals, books, articles, and launched
several activities and trainings, as means of socializing gender issues. These issues
have become an agenda of contemporary Muslim thought supported by social science
perspectives as well as postmodernist points of view.

The development of feminist ideas is also backed up by the translation into
Indonesian language of some works written by Muslim feminists such as Amina
Wadud, Fatima Mernissi, and Ashgar Ali Engineer. Moreover, the feminist ideas also
got its momentum when they were introduced in the curriculum of education at the
Institut Agama Islam Negeri—IAIN/UIN (the Institute of Islamic Studies of

Indonesia) as part of the reorientation and the shifting of paradigm to combine

> Ibid., 154.
Budhy Munawar-Rachman, Islam Pluralis; Wacana Kesetaraan Kaum Beriman (Jakarta:

Paramadina, 2001), 390; Wahyuddin Halim, Gender, Culture and Development: Muslim Perspectives
from South Sulawesi (Nova Scotia: Dalhousie University Halifax, 2001), 50.



classical and traditional methodology of Islamic studies with the social sciences and
Western philosophy and thought.” This means the socialization of gender issues
receives its support institutionally from the government through the Department of
Religious Affairs which is responsible to enhance the progress of the development of
institutions of Islamic studies in Indonesia.

In 1998 the Reformation Era began by substituting the New Order Era with the
fall of Suharto's regime who remained in power for thirty two years. The euphoria of
democracy was celebrated by Indonesian people by establishing political parties
including Islamic parties such as PKB, PKS, PAN, PBB, Neo-Masyumi, and so on.?
One of the agenda they propagated, especially by those coming from the Reformist
Muslim background, is implementation of the Shari ‘ah which in the later development
engendered controversy and provoked harsh challenge and reaction either from
secular nationalist or from those who belong to the Liberal Islam Network. For them,
one of the negative implications of the implementation of Shari‘ah is the oppression
and the discrimination against women.’

Actually both groups intend to protect the position and status of women in
contemporary society, but they have different perspectives. These differences, in turn,
caused serious polarization either among the common people or Muslim intellectuals.
Some of them feel self-sufficient and convenient with the established interpretation on
women's issues based on traditional Islamic religious texts and deny using Western

ideas and philosophy in this regard; on the contrary, their opponents, by using gender

" M. Mastuhu & Deden Ridwan (eds.), Tradisi Baru Penelitian Agama Islam: Tinjauan Antardisiplin
IImu (Bandung: PUSJARLIT & Angkasa, 1998), x.

8 Azyumardi Azra, “Political Islam in Post-Suharto Indonesia”, in Virginia Hooker & Amin Saikal
(eds.), Islamic Perspectives on the New Millennium (Singapore: ISEAS series on Islam, 2004), 140.

? Nicolaus Teguh Budi Harjanto, Islam and Liberalism in Contemporary Indonesia: the Political Ideas
of Jaringan Islam Liberal (the Liberal Islam Network) (Faculty of the College of Arts and Sciences of
Ohio University, 2003), 8.



analysis from postmodern feminists, object to the traditional interpretation and
propose new interpretation which they regard as more comprehensive and just to
women. This controversy is still going on until now with each group holding on to its
own perspective. The ideas of feminism in the Post-Suharto Era in which the

discourse and debate on the those issues still remain is the subject of this thesis.

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The issue of feminism has become a controversial issue in Indonesian Muslim
community because the Muslim proponents of feminism are perceived as trying to
propagate and advance a secular Western perspective on the nature, identity and role of
the female gender in modern societies. Many of the ideas propagated by the Muslim
feminists appear to be contrary to mainstream Islamic teachings and values regarding
the place and role of the women in society. Influenced by the human rights discourse
and the trend of liberalism and religious pluralism, the feminist views tend to challenge
the well-established principles of Islam. As a result, a strong opposition and hostile
responses to the feminist discourse have arisen from amongst the mainstream of
Indonesian Muslim intellectuals and scholars. Those intellectuals and scholars come
from different organizations such as Muhammadiyyah, N.U., Persis (Islamic Unity),
DDII (Islamic Da ‘wah Counsel), INSISTS, and so on. Their positions and responses
shall be analyzed objectively in the light of the authenticity and integrity of mainstream
Islamic theology, exegesis of the Qur’an and the Sunnah and Islamic views of reformers
and renewelists. Therefore, this study is an analysis of the critical responses of several
mainstream Muslim organizations, groups and intellectuals vis-a-vis the feminist
discourse. The study of the Muslim intellectual responses will help us to answer the

following questions:



How do mainstream Indonesian Muslim intellectuals understand the ideas
of feminism such as gender, equality, patriarchy, misogyny?

What is the understanding of Indonesian Muslim intellectuals regarding
the reinterpretation of Islamic law which involves women such as in
inheritance, the right of divorce, marriage with the non-Muslim, guardian
of marriage, to be witness in court, leadership, and polygamy?

What are the criteria used by the critical Indonesian Muslim intellectual in
evaluating or disagreeing with the views of the feminists?

Are there any common ground or points of agreement between the
proponents of feminism and the opponents?

What is the extent of the influence or impact of liberalism, religious
pluralism or secular human rights discourse on the proponents of

feminism?

1.3 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The objectives of this study are as follows:

1.

To understand objectively the reasons behind the emergence of the
Muslim feminist discourse in the present-day Indonesia.

To understand the impact of unislamic ideas or trends in the feminist
discourse in contemporary Indonesian state.

To understand the reasons which contribute to the intellectual conflict in
the Muslim community.

To understand the limits of human freedom in the Islamic worldview as

compared to the secular Western conception of human rights.



5. To identify the existence of shared values and common ground between

the proponents and opponents of the Muslim feminist movements.

1.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study of Muslim discourse of gender equality or feminism ideas and movement in
Muslim society by Western scholars or secularist Muslim thinkers usually adopt
philosophical theories and approaches such as phenomenology, class struggle of
Marxism, feminism, postsructuralism, postmodernism and hermeneutics.'® From the
perspective of Islamic worldview these approaches do not do justice to the
philosophical and religious underpinnings of Islamic teachings regarding the nature of
human beings, the role and place of men and women in society. It raises the problem
of the definition and role of religion itself which determines how to see and deal with
the limits of human behavior and freedom. Those Western theories and approaches are
normally colored by biases and reflect the particular experience and perspectives of
Christian religion.

Therefore, my approach and analysis of the phenomenon of feminism and its
Islamic responses will be based upon the mainstream Islamic thought grounded in the
belief that the Qur’an and the Sunnah are the Divine sources of ultimate values and
norms governing the behavior of the believers in Islam.'" Feminism as advocated by

the Western proponents in the modern period is thus perceived as deviating from the

' Carl Olson, Theory and Method in the Study of Religion: a Selection of Critical Readings (Beltmond:
Thomson Wadsworth, 2003).

"' To know the principles or rules of interpretation of Islamic religious texts by Muslim religious
scholars, see Muhammad Husein al-Dhahabi, Al-Tafsir wa al-Mufassirin, vol. 1 (Beirat: Dar al-
Yusuf, 2000), 285-287; Buhith fi ‘Ulim al-Tafsir wa al-Figh wa al-Da‘'wah (Cairo:Dar al-Hadith,
2005); Shaykh Khalid ‘Abd al-Rahman al-‘Ak, Usil al-Tafsir wa Qawa Tduhii (Beirtt: Dar al-Nafa’is,
1994), 81-83 ; Sayyid Isma‘il ‘Ali Sulaiman, Asbab al-Inhiraf fi al-Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim, vol. 1
(Cairo, 2000), 41-62 ; “Abd al-Majid Muhammad Susth, Dirasah fi al-Ijtihad wa Fahm al-Nass
(Beiriit: Dar al-Basa’ir, 2003), 193-196; Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Al-ljtihad al-Mu ‘asir baina al-Indibat wa
al-Infirat (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-Islami, 1998), 98-106; Nur al-Din ‘Abbasi, Al-ljtihad al-Istislahi:
Mafhiamuhu, Hujjiyyatuhii, Majaluhi, Dawabituhi (Beirat: Dar Ibn Hazm, 2007), 247-249.



norm established by the two Divine sources.'> As such the Indonesian discourse in
feminism or gender equality all be seen as another manifestation of liberal secular

influences in the minds of those who propagate the controversial ideas."

1.5 METHODOLOGY

This study is methodologically qualitative which includes library research and
accomplished by field work for an extended period in Indonesia to gather the
necessary data and to gain information as well as clarification or response from the
primary sources, namely the scholars, intellectuals, and intelligentsia involved in the
feminist discourse or its responses.

The field work will include in-depth interviews with several Muslim
intellectuals in Indonesia. The choice of the Muslim intellectual will be based on the
following criteria:

1. They are among the most prominent intellectuals or scholars who are

critical of the Muslim feminist ideas.

2. They are regarded as representing the position or viewpoint of an Islamic

organizations or groups.

3. They are easily accessible to the researcher and they are easily to be

mterviewed.

!> Regarding the interpretation of Qur’anic text, Isma‘il Raji al-Fariiqi, the prominent Muslim

intellectual in comparative religion, states:
Controversies have arisen, as they certainly may, in the interpretation of the Qur’anic text.
What is being affirmed here is the fact that the Qur’anic text is not bedeviled by a
hermeneutical problem. Differences of interpretation are apodictically soluble in terms of very
same categories of understanding in force at the time of revelation of the text (611-32 CE), all
of which have continued the same because of the freezing of the language and the daily
intercourse of countless millions of people with it and with the text of the Holy Qur’an. Isma‘il
Raji al-Faruqi, Islam and Other Faiths (edited by Ataullah Siddiqui) (Leicester: The Islamic
Foundation & IIIT, 1998), 155.

' Analyzing the discourse of gender equality through the Islamic perspective in this research does not

mean presenting the ideas of either the proponents or the opponents of such ideas not objectively. Their

ideas will be presented in the chapter 2 and 3. Likewise, it does not mean setting aside the critical

assessment based on the logical reasoning, chiefly from Islamic point of views.



Later on, the result of the interview will be compared with their writings or
works to see their correspondences and consistencies. Analysis of their background
either related with their comments, works, or position, is also important to understand
their stand vis-a-vis gender issues in the social and political context of Indonesia.

Lastly, since the discourse of feminism is related with the interpretation of
Islamic religious texts, the researcher will base his evaluation on the principles or
rules of interpretation of Divine texts as what have been established by most of
Muslim religious scholars in the fields of Islamic religious knowledge, such as ‘uliim
al-Qur’an, ‘ulim al-hadith, usil al-figh, and figh. The opinions and exegesis of
Muslim religious scholars either from classical or contemporary period also will be
referred to understand the issues proportionally and to reduce the subjectivity of

researcher’s interpretation.

1.6 LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature discussing gender and feminism in the framework of Islamic religious
studies in Indonesia can be categorized generally into two approaches or models. The
first uses a theoretical approach by studying some gender or women issues based on
normative, or philosophical point of views including the opinions of the social
scientist. The second, comprises of studies which were conducted ad produced as
reports of some agenda or programs which empower women's consciousness of their
rights as well as their status and role in society, and the field researches which
recorded some comments either from common people or intellectuals revolving
around the gender issues.

The theoretical and normative studies, among others, are those of Syafiq

Hasyim (2001), Hal-hal yang tak Terpikirkan Tentang Isu-Isu Keperempuanan dalam



Islam: Sebuah Dokumentasi (Unthinkable Issues of Womanhood in Islam: a
Documentation) and Budhy Munawar-Rachman (2001), “Penafsiran Islam Liberal
Atas Isu-Isu Gender dan Feminisme” (The Liberal Islam's Interpretation on Gender
Issues and Feminism), in his book Islam Pluralis: Wacana Kesetaraan Kaum Beriman
(Pluralist Islam: the Discourse on Gender Equality Among Believers.

The other studies taking the form of report or field research on the gender
issues are either among Indonesian Muslim people or foreign intellectuals such as
Emzi Netri (1997) “Al-Tafkir Al-Islami ‘an Tahrir al-Mar’ah bi Indinisiya” (Islamic
Thought on Liberation of Women in Indonesia) ; Jajang Jahroni (2003), “Al-Islam wa
al-Mar’ah: Qadiyyat al-Mar’ah ‘inda al-Darisin bi al-Jami'at al-Islamiyyah al-
Hukiamiyyah bi Indunisiya” (Islam and Women: Women's Issues According to the
lecturers of Institute of Islamic Studies in Indonesia) ; Masdar F. Mas‘udi, Sciortino F.
& Lies Marcoes (1997), “Learning from Islam: Advocacy of Reproductive Rights in
Indonesian Pesantren”; Kathryn Robinson (2004), “Islam, Gender, and Politics in
Indonesia”; Andree Feillard (1997), “Indonesia’s Emerging Muslim Feminism.:
Women Leaders on Equality, Inheritance and Other Gender Issues”, and Wahyuddin
Halim (2001), Gender, Culture and Development: Muslim Perspectives from South
Sulawesi.

Syafiq Hasyim (2001) in his book has documented a discourse of gender
issues in a wider scope comprising of some gender issues regarding marriage, divorce,
polygamy, inheritance, to be witness in the court, to the issue of women leadership.
This work of his is based on his reflection and experience for years in advocating
women's empowerment for justice and equality.

From the way he writes it seems that he tries to reconcile both the traditional

Islamic knowledge —figh, usil al-figh, tafsir and hadith— and social sciences



