
CHAPTER III: AISYIYAH'S DEVELOPMENT AND ACTIVITIES

DURING HABIEBIE'S GOVERNMENT (MAY 1998-OCTOBER 1999).

Since the birth of the Indonesian feminist's movement at the end of the

Soeharto period was the new challenge for Aisyiyah as a Muslim women's

organisation, this chapter starts by analysing its position in relation to the feminist

movement. It also places Aisyiyah's movement within the wider process of

democratisation and social transformation during Habibie's presidency. Several

issues will be explored: Habibie's policies regarding reformation demands,

including his policy on the women's movement known as the policy of Wanita

Pilar Bangsa; the impact of this policy on Aisyiyah's development and activities

during the period, and internal matters such as organisational consolidation, cadre

development, publicity, cooperation with other organisations, and responses to

several women's issues in Indonesia.

A. Indonesian Muslim Women and Feminist Movement after Soeharto

The year 1998, for Indonesian women, would remain as a year of shattering

experiences. It would also be remembered as a year in which women's dynamics

emerged in unprecedented force, uniting women of the most diverse ethnic,

religious and educational backgrounds, including the active participation of

Muslim scholars. This immense upsurge in women's dynamics led the

breakthroughs that would have been unimaginable in the previous thirty-two

years. No doubt it was the collapsed economy, the ensuing political turbulence,



and an overall oppressive apprehension that had provoked women's inner

strength. While the word "revolution" may be too strong a term to describe the

reaction of women, it does reveal the sentiments prevailing at that time.

Assuming that the previous government, Soeharto's regime, was not really

keen to empower women, some women formed more women's Lembaga

Swadaya Masyarakat or Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), such as the

Suara Ibu Peduli l or the Voice of Concerned Mothers (SIP), Mitra Perempuan 2 or

-Women's Partner, the Women's Division of the Team of Volunteers for

Humanitarian Causes 3 , and the Koalisi Perempuan Indonesia untuk Keadilan dan

Demokrasi or Indonesian Women's Coalition for Justice and Democracy. 4 To

Suara Ibu Peduli (SIP) was established on February 19, 1998 by mothers and women from all
walks of life who wanted to voice their concern with various social issues emerging from the

economic and political crises in Indonesia. It was declared at the rotary in front of Hotel Indonesia,

Jakarta. SIP firmly maintains its character as an independent, non-partisan, and open
organisation, which upholds truth, justice, and rejects violence in any form. SIP was born as a
reaction of mothers and women to the chronic hardship and crises of daily life. In a time of
uncertainty, children and women suffer the most.

2 
Mitra Perempuan (MP) is an organisation established in early 1998. It focuses primarily on

domestic violence. Its first aim is to defend women, especially those who are weak economically,
politically, socially or culturally. The second is to empower women so that they can avoid
becoming victims of violence, or rebuild their lives after suffering violence. MP provides a
comprehensive range of programs: a) direct services - a telephone hotline, counselling, temporary
shelter, advocacy and support, b) training for volunteers, social workers, legal and medical
professionals - to develop partnerships, to encourage advocacy and to integrate a gender
perspective into the law, c) research and analysis of violence against women in Indonesia - to
identify the most effective types of intervention and law reform, d) law reform - promoting reform
of laws and procedures dealing with violence against women and in particular domestic violence,
e) networking - to strengthen national and international networks, f) education and awareness-
raising activities - seminars, workshops and public activities focusing on empowering women
through awareness of the value of justice and law and g) publications in printed, electronic and
traditional media.

3
The Women's Division of the Team of Volunteers for Humanitarian Causes was established in

May 1998. The organisation became instrumental in informing the public about the massive rapes
occurring during the anti-Chinese riots in Jakarta in May 1998. Working with other NGOs, they
provided counselling and other services for the victims and their relatives.

4 The Koalisi Perempuan Indonesia untuk Keadilan dan Demokrasi or Indonesian Women's
Coalition for Justice and Democracy formed on 18 May 1998. It used political campaigning,
including demonstrations, to raise political awareness about violence against women. Over a six-
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some extent, the development of these Non-Government Women's Organisations

in Indonesia was closely related to the international response to women's

problems. Triwijati argues that international conferences such as The Nairobi

Forward Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women (NLFS) in 1985, in

which international agreement on women's equality in development and peace

was achieved, opened space for Non-Government Women's Organisations in

Indonesia, to push the government to respond to that agreement.5

These Non-Government Women's Organisations conducted research on

several women's issues such as violence against women, women's rights,

women's participation in politics, education and economy, women industrial

workers, poor women who live in slum areas, and so on. Most of them maintained

that they were influenced by emerging feminist perspectives on these issues. They

accepted the ideas of liberal, radical and socialist feminists from America and

Europe. But, they stopped short of becoming apologists for such feminists, since

the problems they encountered in Indonesia required tailored national responses.6

In short the ideas and goals of feminism in Indonesia may differ from

those of other countries because of differences in cultural and socio-economic

backgrounds. Nonetheless, it appears true that 'Western' feminist's ideas are a

month period in 1998, three demonstrations were held, at which 300-700 women marched to
protest about violence against women and publicly express their support for the victims. Following
the widely reported mass rape of Chinese Indonesian women in Jakarta in May 1998, public
dialogue was also encouraged through an art exhibition associated with a demonstration. .

5
T. Endah, `LSM perempuan transformatif , in Perempuan Indonesia.. Dulu dan Kini, ed. M. 0.

Gardiner, PT. Gramedia Pustaka Utama, Jakarta, 1996, p. 355.

6
R. I Rahayu, `Politik gender Orde Baru: Tinjauan organisasi perempuan sejak 1980-an", Prisma,

5, Jakarta, 1996, p. 42.

83



major reference point for the development of feminism in Indonesia. Doubtless

this relates to the economic and political power held by the West.7

As Reeves argues, there are 'structural contrasts' between women's

movements in Indonesia and the West, specifically in the United States. 8 The

economic development of Indonesia, for example, is different from the United

States. Furthermore, both countries have different gender ideologies that may

conflict with each other. In addition, Indonesian women, like Western women, are

not one homogenous category. Indonesian women can be differentiated according

to their regions, ethnicities, languages, religions and customs. Inevitably, they will

maintain their specific characteristics, even though they are 'unified' by

Indonesian nationality and Indonesian language. Hence, it would be inappropriate

to generalise about the condition of Indonesian women.

Considering that most Indonesian women are Muslims, it is important to

consider the influence of Islam on the women's movement. Indonesian women's

thinking about feminism to some extent is influenced by Islamic values. The idea

to liberate women from sexism by reforming family or challenging patriarchy, for

instance, may not be quite such an issue for Indonesian Muslim women who see

Islam as the way of life.

Islam, for instance, stresses that the existence of the family is very

important in maintaining Muslim society, so that Muslim women and Muslim

people as a whole will not be willing to downplay the importance of their family.

7
M. Clech Lam, 'Feeling foreign in Feminism', Signs, 19, No. 4, 1994, pp. 865-893.

8
J. B. Reeves, 'A structural explanation of why a Feminist movement has not developed in

Indonesia', Creative Sociology, 18, No. 2, 1990, pp. 181-189.
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In addition, there are different ideas between Muslim women in Indonesia and

Muslim women in other Muslim countries, because there are different

interpretations of Islamic law.

Like non-Muslim women, Muslim women in Indonesia are both subjects

and targets of the women's movement. Muslim women, for instance, are subjects

of the women's movement because of their actions in challenging oppressions that

are faced by women. R.A. Kartini and DewifSartika, for example, who established

'schools for women, were Muslim. Similarly, Cut Nyak Dien and Cut Mutia and

many other Indonesian heroines who were active in the struggle to fight Dutch

colonisation were prominent Muslim women. Many women's organisations which

were formed in the colonial period, in the Old Order government, and in the New

Order government were also formed and run by Muslim women.

On the other hand, Muslim women are also targets of the women's •

movement. Muslim women, for instance, nowadays start to question their position

in relation to Muslim men. If Islam, for instance, treats women as equal to men,

why in practice have women become inferior to men? More Muslim women have

begun to be active in social activities: they enter education, they work in the paid

workforce, hence their homes are no longer the only place for women. Many poor

Muslim women who live in rural areas or slum areas, furthermore, have become

the object of research of Muslim women from Non-Government Organisations

and Women's Studies Centres. In short, the women's movement has impacted on

the lives of many Muslim women in Indonesia. However, generalisation may not

be appropriate because Muslim women are not one homogenous group. As
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Kandiyoti argues, women are social actors who bear the "full set of contradictions

implied by their class, racial and ethnic locations as well as their gender".9

Broadly speaking, even though they are different from one another and

their numbers are much larger than non-Muslim women in Indonesia, Muslim

women share a similar condition with non-Muslim women. Many government

policies, for instance, are universalised to all women in Indonesia. So to this

extent women in Indonesia face similar problems in adapting to any changes in

Indonesian society regardless of their different religions. In other words, the

experiences of both Muslim and non-Muslim women are likely to be similar as a

result of those government policies.

At the same time, the influence of Western feminism on the Indonesian

women's movement has been met with various responses by Indonesian women.

In general, as Rahayu has stated, Indonesian women are sufficiently critical in

selecting Western feminist ideas and in determining which are appropriate to their

situation. Although some Western feminists, for instance, try to unite all women

into 'feminism', where 'feminism acts like a nation', and is considered the

`natural' political destination for all women', this is far from being the case in

life.10

Muslim women in Indonesia are critical of those Western feminist

viewpoints which conflict with Islamic values. For it must be remembered that

Islam is not only a religious philosophy but also a way of life. Ideas that conflict

9
D. Kandiyoti, Women, Islam and the State, Temple University Press, Philadelphia, 1991, p. 17.

10
I. Ang, 'I'm a Feminist but ... 'other' women and postnational Feminism', in Transitions: New

Australian Feminisms, eds B. Caine and R. Pringle, Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1995, pp.57-73.
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with Islam will impact at the everyday level of daily life. Some Western feminist

critiques of the subordination of women in Muslim societies (such as the veiling

of Muslim women, arranged marriages, or polygamy) have been criticised by

many Muslim women all over the world including those in Indonesia because they

clearly challenge Islamic concepts.

Not that Muslim women everywhere necessarily respond in the same way

to feminist ideology. Although the Qu'ran and Hadith are the foundations of

Islamic laws, every Muslim society has its specific way of interpreting Islamic

laws, because both the Qur'an and Hadith are influenced by the normative

traditions of each Muslim society. Hence, there may be a intermingling between

Islamic laws and various traditional norms. As a result it is sometimes hard to

determine whether the application of Islamic laws in one Muslim country reflects

Islamic tradition, or the cultural context in which they are applied.

A certain subjective interpretation of the basic Islamic laws occurs when

talking about women's position in Islam. Whereas Islam treats women equally

with men' (see for instance - Qur'an 3 : 195; 16 : 97; 33 : 35), according to

Rochaini "biased interpretation of religious laws have often been used as the basis

of discrimination between men and women in Islam, even if in its purest sense,

both the (Qur'an) and the Prophet's Hadith advocate equality of all" 21

Furthermore, Shihab argues that biased interpretation on women's position is also

caused by the lack of understanding by Muslims of Islamic concepts.12

"N. Rochaini, `Women's values in Islam', Prisma, 24, 1982, pp. 64-68.

12
M. Q. Shihab, Membumikan Al-Qur'an: Fungsi dan Peran Wahyu dalam Kehidupan

Masyarakat, Mizan, Bandung, 1994, p. 27.
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Slanted culturally -based interpretations of women's position in Islam

have a long history and are very difficult to dislodge. Depending on how they are .

interpreted, certain Quranic verses and Hadith are used to justify women's inferior

position in society. In this case, it can be seen that the sacred text can be used as a

political weapon. Moreover, as most of the Qur'an and Hadith interpreters are

men, they often legitimate their own views based on the Qur'an and Hadith. As

Hussain states: It is not surprising to find that male interpretations of role norms

-vary from one Muslim society to another. Often there may be disagreements

between the interpretations of different male authority structures but each one has

used Islam to legitimate its views. I3 However, one factor that is common to all

interpretations is their aim to keep Muslim women subordinated to male role

expectations.

Nowadays, both Muslim women and men in Muslim countries, including

Indonesia, are seeking to reinterpret the Qur'an and Hadith. According to

Syafruddin the purpose of reinterpreting the Qur'an and Hadith which relate to

women is to give women the same choices as men. 14 However, the emphasis is on

men and women co-operating when reinterpreting Islamic foundations. Indeed it

is not unusual to see that many Muslim men are also very active in the Islamic

women's movement in Indonesia.

However, interpretative bias cuts both ways. Thus it is important that men

and women co-operate in reinterpreting Islamic sources in order to avoid

13
F. Hussain, Muslim Women, St. Martin's Press, New York, 1984, p. 3.

14
D. Syafruddin, `Argumen supremasi atas perempuan: Penafsiran klasik QS Al-Nisa: 34',

Journal Ulumul Qur'an, Jakarta, 1994,V, No. 5-6, pp.4-10.
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subjective readings. It is arguable that Muslim women also use the Qur'an and

Hadith to legitimate their own political will. Moreover, reinterpretation of the

Qur'an and Hadith requires specific skills such as mastering Arabic

(understanding the meaning of Arabic words, grammar and structure), and Islamic

history (examining the time and place and any reasons which produce the verses).

Since more men than women have these skills, the need for cooperation between

Muslim women and men is significant. On this basis, there may be a different

focus for the women's movement in Western countries compared to the focus of

the women's movement in Indonesia. As Mernissi claims, while the women's

movement in the West focuses on their claims for equality with men, in Muslim

countries, it would tend to focus on the mode of relatedness between the sexes and

thus would probably be led by both women and men.15

From the above discussion, it is clear that after Soeharto stepped down,

Muslim women's organisations, including Aisyiyah, faced several challenges.

Aisyiyah had not only to respond to the feminist movement in Indonesia, but also

to adjust to socio-political change in Indonesia. Thus Aisyiyah had to strike some

balance between embracing these issues taken up by feminist group, and

responding to the Habibie's policy regarding the women's movement and

maintain its integrity as a Muslim organisation. Thus, before analysing how

Aisyiyah developed its -activities in the new Reformation Era, it is necessary to

elaborate the political situation in which Habiebie became the Indonesian

President and his policy regarding the women's movement. •

15
F. Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in Muslim Society, Al Saqi Books,

London, 1985, p. 20.
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B. Habiebie Government's Policy regarding the Women's Movement

I. Habiebie's Government: The Reformation Era

Indonesia's economic crisis seriously undermined Soeharto's regime,

leading to pressure from the Indonesian people, elements of the ruling party and

the armed forces for Soeharto to resign. According to M.R.J. Vatikiotis, the very

end of Soeharto's long rule was orderly and dignified because it came on 21 May

1998, the day on which Indonesians celebrate the birth of nationalism with the

founding of the Budi Utomo Movement in 1908.

"Indeed, for many Indonesians it seemed like a second reawakening; a
second day of independence marking freedom from the suppression rule of
one man who seemed oblivious to the majority of his people who were
poor and had no voice".16

When Soeharto stepped down, he handed power to B.J. Habibie, his

protégé and Vice-President, to serve out the presidential term to 2003. Looking

crestfallen and with resignation in his voice Soeharto said, "I have decided to

withdraw from my position as the leader of the Republic of Indonesia, effective

immediately" . 17 The authoritarian, paternalistic rule of the retired general who had

16 M.R.J. Vatikiotis, Indonesian Politics under Suharto: The Rise and Fall of the New Order,
Routledge, London and New York, 1998, p. 218.

17 D. Aritonang, Runtuhnya Rezim daripada Soeharto: Rekaman Perjuangan Mahasiswa
Indonesia 1998, Pustaka Hidayah, Bandung, 1999, p. 207.
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led Indonesia for thirty-two years was finally over. After seven attempts to hold

on to power despite weeks of rioting, shifting allegiances within the government,

international pressure and economic disarray, the Indonesian leader finally

conceded that: "I find it difficult to carry out my duty 'as the country's ruler and

push ahead with the nation's development" .18

Soeharto's resignation climaxed one of the most extraordinary 10-day

periods in Indonesian history, and was full of high drama and unexpected turns. In

many ways, the grand scenario was familiar: a despotic ruler being overturned by

popular will. However, external factors were also at play. The international

financial marketplace had ravaged the rupiah, plunging Indonesia into its worst

economic crisis since Soeharto took charge. The rupiah lost 75 per cent of its

value, prices had spiralled, and three-quarters of the companies listed on the local

stock exchange were technically bankrupt. The banking sector was breaking

down, and unemployment was expected to triple that year.

The brief era of Soeharto's resignation and Habiebie's government is

known by Indonesians as Era Reformasi (Reformation Era). Reformasi had

become the key word of the unceasing struggle by intellectuals, the political elite

and university students in the movement to oust Soeharto from office. There were

many who understood reformation as simply the struggle to displace Soeharto.

Thus when Soeharto handed over the presidential chair to Habiebie, a section of

the people considered the struggle for reformation over. Another group, however,

defined the target of reformation as the struggle to completely remove corruption,

18 J. Suryakusuma, 'Reformation or revolution', Feminista, 2, No. 3. 1998, p.
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collusion and nepotism by getting rid of the New Order regime altogether; hence

the key phrase 'total reformation 19

From the moment of being sworn in as President at the Merdeka Palace,

President Habiebie came under attack from various quarters which opposed his

presidency. Some argued that since Soeharto and Habiebie were elected as a

package as president and vice-president, both should resign and the People's

Consultative Assembly (MPR) should elect a new president and vice-president.

Many also questioned the legitimacy of Habiebie's presidency, as he took his oath

of office not at the MPR's building, as stipulated by article 9 of the 1945

Constitution, but rather at Merdeka Palace with the Supreme Court officiating.

However, the question of the constitutionality of Habiebie's presidency eventually

died down after constitutional experts affirmed that the swearing-in ceremony was

legal, as an MPR decree stipulates that, in order to avoid a power vacuum, .the

president can be sworn in by a supreme court judge if the MPR cannot assemble.2°

Although Habiebie came to power at a most inauspicious moment in

Indonesian history, he was successful in his reform agenda, particularly in

economic, political and legal reform. Pushed by both political necessity and

personal conviction, according to Anwar, Habiebie unhesitatingly carried out the

dismantling of the authoritarian structure that had maintained Soeharto in power

over thirty years, putting in its place a much more open and free socio-political

19 R.I. Rahayu, 'The women's movement in reformasi Indonesia', in Indonesia: The Uncertain
Transition, eds A. Budiman and D. Kingsbury, Crawford House Publishing, Adelaide, 2001, p.
142.

20 D. F. Anwar, 'The Habiebie presidency', in Post Soeharto Indonesia: Renewal or Chaos?, ed.
G. Forrester, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 1999, p. 35.
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system which has greatly curtailed the power of the president. 21 The major reform

programs were outlined in three basic and comprehensive documents.

There is little doubt that the onset of economic crisis has been the single

most important factor that led to the fall of Soeharto. Thus Habiebie started his

reformation by concentrating on economic reform. The Habiebie's government's

economic reforms closely followed the programs already agreed with the IMF

(International Monetary Fund), which were being modified to take into account

the worsening economic situation after the May 1998 riots. According to Anwar,

the economic reform had three primary objectives which were to restructure and

strengthen the financial and the banking sectors, to strengthen the real sector base

of the economy and to provide a social safety net for those who had been most

affected by the crisis.22

The second-biggest challenge for President Habiebie was to transform the

authoritarian New Order political framework into a more democratic one, as

demanded by the reform movement. Despite the general scepticism concerning

Habiebie's commitment to democracy, there was no doubt that the Habiebie

government's achievement in terms of political liberalisation, in the short time it

was in power, was quite remarkable.

One of the first acts of the Habiebie government was to revoke the laws

that had restricted freedom of expression and freedom of the press. Next to the

freedom of expression, Habiebie promoted freedom of assembly. During the New

21 D.F. Anwar, 'Indonesia's transition to democracy: Challenges and prospects', in Indonesia: The
Uncertain Transition, eds A. Budiman and D. Kingsbury, Crawford House Publishing, Adelaide,
2001, p. 7.

22 D.F. Anwar, op. cit., p. 38.
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Order of Soeharto, only three political parties were allowed to exist, and soon

after Soeharto stepped down, the new government permitted political parties to

choose their political platform as long as they remained committed to Pancasila

as the sole foundation of the state. Furthermore, in terms of political reform,

Anwar notes that Habiebie was successful in conducting a fair and free general

election, accepting the principle of separation of powers, promoting regional

autonomy, and withdrawing the military from politics.23

The third priority of the Habiebie government was to carry out reform of

the legal system, particularly in relation to the protection of human rights. One of

the first decisions made by Habiebie was to release political detainees and

prisoners. On 26 June 1998 the government launched a five-year National Action

Program on Human Rights for 1998-2003. The avowed commitment to promote

and protect human rights paid special attention to the civil and political rights

which under the New Order period had been marginalised. Regarding the

government concern on human rights, it is also important to note that the special

session of the MPR in November 1998 passed a decree (Decree No.

XVII/MPR/1998) that explicitly stated for the first time in Indonesia's history the

country's commitment to promote and protect human rights and its recognition of

the universal values of human rights as stipulated in the United Nations Charter.24

The spirit of reformation during Habiebie's presidency also had a great

impact on the women's movement in Indonesia. In the name of freedom of

expression, the Women's Coalition, which included a number .of women activists,

23 Ibid., pp. 8-12.

24 Ibid.
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including elements of NGOs, academia, researchers, representatives of KOWANI,

representatives of Muslimat NU and Aisyiyah, was formed. This coalition was

successful in urging Habiebie to make a state announcement condemning rape and

rapists, which happened during the May 1998 riots, as well as establishing the

necessary National anti-Violence against Women Commission. From 14 to 17

December 1998, the Women's Coalition held an all-Indonesia Women's Congress

in Yogyakarta. This was the first time that activities of this kind had been

permitted. Their aim was to formulate an agenda together for social change in the

Reformation Era from the perspective of women.

In regard to this trend of reformation, I will discuss Habiebie's policy on

the women's movement in Indonesia in more detail below.

2. The Policy of Visi Wanita Filar Bangsa (Women as a Pillar of State):

The Reformation Era started in Habiebie's presidency gave more

opportunities and challenges for women's empowerment in Indonesia. In

compliance with the reformation demand, the government set up a policy for the

development of Indonesian women which was known as the policy of Visi Wanita

Pilar Bangsa: Meningkatkan Peranannya dengan Pendekatan MORAL. 25 The

policy was based on the general guidelines of Indonesian development during the

reform movement.

MPR's decree -number X/MPR/1998 stipulated the guidelines of

reformation-development in Indonesia. It contained three paradigms and

frameworks of Indonesian development during the era. The first paradigm was

25 T. Alawiyah, Visi Wanita Pilar Bangsa; Meningkatkan Peranannya dengan Pendekatan
MORAL: Sebuah Catatan dalam Kabinet Reformasi Pembangunan 1998-1999, Kantor Menteri
Negara Peranan Wanita, Jakarta, 1999, p. 1. The acronym MORAL and what it stands for is
explained on pages 93 and 94.
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People Centred Development. This is a common interest which is certainly a . very

fundamental component for the Indonesian people to advance. The main goal of

people-centred development was to build a civil society in which plural

communities and different ethnic groups could live together without conflict. The

second paradigm was National Companionship (kekariban nasional), meaning

that any developments achieved by the Indonesian people would be the result of

cooperation in Indonesian society. Thus, Indonesian progress can only be

accomplished by cohesive cooperation among all Indonesian elements:

government, legislative institutions, judicative institutions and the Indonesian

people. The third paradigm was the realisation of democracy. Democracy has

intended to help the Indonesian community resolve its differences through the

electoral system.

The three development paradigms above were combined to inform the

policy of Visi Wanita Pilar Bangsa: Meningkatkan Peranannya dengan

Pendekatan MORAL (Vision of Women as a Pillar of State). This established the

framework of observing the role and function of Indonesian women as

individuals, as part of the family, as part of the community and as part of

Indonesian society as a whole. The policy of Visi Wanita Pilar Bangsa was the

turning point of state achievement in determining women's role in society. In the

spirit of reformation to straighten out every aspect of life, the role of Indonesian

women, as referred to in Visi Wanita Pilar Bangsa, demanded the enhancement of

their central role and participation in developing the country.26

26 Ibid., p. 3..
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The policy was the realisation of the total strategic perspective of the

Habiebie's government siding with women's aspirations, and the orientation of

the people-centred development movement. This policy affirmed the primary role

of women as a key factor for Indonesian development. The woman as a "mother

of the nation" and as "a teacher of the nation", is not only the cultivator of the

character of the next generation, but is also the pioneer of Indonesian

development. The word Pilar in the policy refers to the role of women as pembina

(developer) and moral preceptor of young people, as penggerak (motivator) of

society's progress through the organisation in which they were involved and as

pelaku dan pemanfaat (producer and consumer) of their works and discoveries for

better community life. 27 The term pilar in the policy does not mean that women

are considered superior to men; rather, it emphasises the important strategic

relation between men and women based on their partnership in developing the

country.

The word MORAL in the policy, moreover, refers to the good character,

refined behaviour and good conduct of life. In this context, the MORAL approach

implies that the morals of the women, as cultivators of the young generation, are a

very important factor in building good governance and in preparing the excellent

character of Indonesian Human Resources in the future. The word MORAL also

stands for M (Manusianya, people), OR (Organisasi, organisation) and AL

(Aktifitas Lanjutan, Continuous Activity). This entails Indonesian women, as part

of Indonesian society, making a continual contribution to Indonesian development

through their organisation or community.

27 Ibid., p. 4.
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Based on the government's vision of Wanita Pilar Bangsa, the targets of

the role of women in the National Development (Pembangunan Nasional) process

in the Habiebie era were: first, to enhance the role of women in improving and

nurturing the quality of national human resources and in guiding the future

generation; second, to improve and form a healthy, prosperous, independent and

devout family through social culture reformation with the concept of gender

equality; and third to improve women's organisations and other community

organisations to expand and continue their activities and contributions in the

economic, political, legal and social culture fields of national development.28

Other targets were the elimination of any form of violence against women

(domestically, socially, and nationally) based on the national "Zero Tolerance

Policy" in terms of violence never being tolerated, however slim; elevation of

women's status through increased respect, and the protection and fulfilment of

women's rights, including reproductive rights, within the family. Another target

was to improve the role of the formal and non-formal educational institutions and

to improve the public service institutions that support women's efforts to create a

more equitable civil society.

The policy of a national Basic Five Point Agenda for the development of

the women's role was formulated to reach the above targets. The first agenda

proposed to empower women in three strategic fields covering a comprehensive

education for women (spiritual, intellectual and practical), sufficient health

facilities for children, young and old women, and adequate women's access to

development resources.
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The second agenda was projected to create gender-equal rights through

three approaches, namely, Women in Development (WID), Gender and

Development (GAD) and Women and Development (WAD). Through these

approaches, the government attempted to increase the capability of women in

development (WID), integrate and bring women into the mainstream of the gender

and national development (GAD) and encourage women to take multi-roles in the

development (WAD). Other agendas were proposed to eliminate violence against

women, to respect women's dignity and the rights of women and to empower

institutions managing women's developments and activities.29

To realise the above policy of Wanita Pilar Bangsa, three main strategies

were emphasised by Habiebie's government. The first placed emphasis on

strengthening the government's commitment to involve departments and

institutions, business and private communities, and social organisations at the

central, provincial and grass-root levels to improve the status and participation of

women by creating various joint networks and functional partnerships. The

government also improved Program Terpadu or integrated programs which had

undertaken to involve women in the process of planning, implementation and

control to create an equal partnership with men. Another strategy was planned to

increase the awareness of decision makers, planners in the bureaucracy, and

community leaders on gender equity.

• Through the policy in general Habiebie's government facilitated gender

equality and women's advancement in economic, social, education and health

sectors, shown through indicators of increasing levels of female education, labour-

28 T. Alawiyah, Pembangunan Peranan Wanita: Satu Setengah Tahun Kabinet Reformasi
Pembangunan, Kantor Menteri Negara Peranan Wanita, Jakarta, 1999, p. 2.



force participation, welfare and increasing life-expectancy (in 1999, women on

average lived four years longer than men; generally the life expectancy for women

was 66 years, and for men 62 years). In addition, the government was successful

in the improvement and advancement of human rights protections for women and

in achieving gender equality in the mass media and environmental management.

For example, the government successfully ratified the optional protocol of the

United Nations Convention of All Forms of Discrimination against Women No.

34/180/1979 on 28 February 1999. It is also necessary to note that mass

organisations, women's organisations, and NGOs made various efforts in

improving understanding and sensitivity of gender to planners, policy makers and

decision makers through various conferences, and training activities.

To elaborate, the following initiatives by the Habiebie government to

advance the role of women in developing Indonesia may be mentioned:

1. Education and Training of Women

Through the program Gerakan Pembinaan Remaja Putri (Young Women's

Improvement Program), launched on 22 July 1998, the government not only tried

to improve school access for females in remote and rural areas, but also strove for

an effective allocation of education funding for poor families. The government

also insisted that Wajib Belajar Sembilan Tahun (A Nine-Year Compulsory

Education Program) should be attended by both males and females.

The government further provided an educational curriculum and textbooks

facilities which had a gender perspective and improved cooperation between

29 Ibid., p. 5.
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government and private sectors in developing scholarship programs for female

children.3°

One main component of non-formal education in Habiebie's government was

family education for women to raise their awareness of the importance of

education for their children through the program of Pemasyarakatan Gerakan

Remaja Putri melalui Pembinaan Sekolah, Luar Sekolah dan Keluarga. This

program was launched on 22 December 2002, in conjunction with Hari Ibu

(Mothers' Day). The program was implemented by the Directorate of Non-Formal

Education in the Department of Education cooperating with the Village

Community Resilience Body (Lembaga Ketahanan Masyarakat Desa). A non-

formal education program for young women who had dropped out of school was

also offered by the government. This provided a basic education at the primary

level through the use of a syllabus and set of materials known as Packet A.

Graduates from this course then moved on to Packet B, which was set at the junior

secondary level. Those who enrolled in Packets A and B could also join Small

Business Learning Groups (Kejar Usaha) which provided training in areas

specifically related to small-business activities in the informal sectors as well as

access to credit. The skill training offered to women under this program, however,

did not ignore traditional female areas of activities such as sewing and food

preparation.31

The. government also enhanced cooperation between government and private

sectors in developing support and facilities for women; especially for those

3 ° Ibid., p. 10.

31 Ibid., pp. 5-6.
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women who were unable to have access to school and education, and offered

student loans for women who were unable to finance their education, through

public fund mobilisation and community participation.

2. Women and Health

The government launched the Gerakan Sayang Thu and Gerakan Bina

Keluarga Balita on 2 August 1999. These programs proposed to decrease the

maternal-mortality rate during pregnancy and delivery and to provide babies

under five years old with better health. To make the programs successful, the

government, cooperating with the Centre for Communication Programs at Johns

Hopkins University, campaigned with a Suami Siaga slogan on television, radio,

newspapers and advertisements which were distributed to all provinces in

Indonesia. The Suami Siaga stands for Suami Siap, Antar dan Jaga, meaning that

a husband should be ready to accompany a wife whenever the wife is going to

.give birth.

The government also ensured the access of poor pregnant women to Medical

Health Centre care and developed a management information system in order to

counter the spread of HIV-AIDS disease.32

3. Violence against Women

A legal literacy program concerning the equal rights of women and men

within the family and the work place was launched by the government on 29 June

1999. Special legal literacy programs for women were conducted all over

Indonesia at the provincial and district levels. The legal significance of

Convention of the Elimination all of Forms of Discrimination against Women No.

32 Ibid., p. 8.

102



34/180/1979, ratified by Habibie's government on 28 February 1999, had been

integrated into teaching on women and the law at the Graduate Program on

Women's Studies in all of Indonesia's universities. Law Schools in a number of

the major universities introduced special materials on women and law into their

curricula as well as the gender-sensitive application of the law in other areas.

Universities were also actively involved in efforts to increase the

awareness of the law and of women's rights at the community level through an

undergraduate social service program (Kuliah Kerja Nyata). Several NGOs were

also active in providing information and support to the victims of violence, and

some operated refuges for abused women and their children. Among the NGOs

working in this area was the Centre for Counselling and Legal Advice for Women

and Families (Lembaga Konsultasi dan Bantuan Hukum Indonesia untuk Wanita

dan Keluarga) in Jakarta, Yasanti in Yogyakarta, Yayasan Kalyanamitra,

Women's Solidarity Organisation (Solidaritas Perempuan), Yayasan Melati and

Yakoma, all of which were launched in Jakarta.

The government also established task groups whose members were officials of

related offices, mass organisations, NGOs, law-enforcement officers, and

academic activists. Several task groups were established to prepare various

information kits for national law, and to hold various seminars and workshops.

These task groups also coordinated training on gender understanding for law

enforcement. On 15 July 1999 the government also established the national Plan

of Action for the prevention and elimination of violent acts against women, which

covered partnership mechanisms between government, mass organisations, and
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NGOs. All these measures underlay the policy of zero tolerance of violence

against women.

In the economic field, progress was made through efforts to improve the

business potential of women through the involvement of small businesses

managed by women. To improve women's involvement in the economic sector,

the State Ministry for the Role of Women cooperated with the Ministry of

Cooperatives and Small-Medium Enterprises, and issued Surat Keputusan

Bersama No. 04/SKB/M/V/1999 and No. 10/Kep/MENPERTA/V/199 on 17 May

199933 on Peningkatan Peranan Wanita dalpm Bidang Koperasi, Usaha Kecil

dan Menengah (Women's Participation in Small and Medium Industries). This

cooperation proposed to improve women's skills and opportunities in small-scale

industries and to encourage women's economic groups to be more involved in

small- and medium-scale industries. Other efforts in the economic field were the

integration of women's productive economic networks in the form of a social

safety net by expanding cooperation in the various sectors. For example,

cooperating with the Ministry of Public Works, the State Ministry for the Role of

Women launched the program Prakarsa Khusus untuk Penganggur Perempuan or

Special Initiative for Women's Unemployment on 3 August 1999. This program

proposed to encourage women to become more involved in public works.34

In the political field, reform steps emphasised the promotion of women's

rights. The right to participate in politics was exercised by way of lobbying

leaders of political parties to increase women's contribution in the legislature. On

33 Ibid., p. 20.

34 Ibid., p. 22.
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16 March 1999, for example, the Minister for the Role of Women held a meeting

with 48 political parties leaders in Jakarta named Temu Ramah. This meeting

proposed to improve common understanding among political leaders on the

importance of women's involvement in politics.

In the religious and Socio-cultural field, reform steps emphasised character

development of the future generation and development of the standards of

morality in the society to strengthen character resilience, especially in facing the

current crisis, through programs and activities of the morality movement in mass

education, and improvement of family welfare. Regarding this religious approach,

the Ministry for the Role of Women held a meeting on 17 July 1999 with leading

Mass Religion Organisations such as Nandhatul Ulama (NU), Muhammadiyah,

Majelis Ulama Indonesia (MUI), Dewan Gereja Indonesia (DGI), Konferensi

•
Wali Gereja Indonesia (KWI) and Perwakilan Umat Budha Indonesia (WALUBI).

This meeting proposed to encourage religious leaders in Indonesia to participate

in promoting a gender-equality program backed up by religious values in their

religious activities.

Prominent • achievements of the Habiebie's Kabinet -Reformasi

Pembangunan or Reform Development Cabinet in the development of women's

role included the establishment of a Women's Role Affairs Bureau in cooperation

with related government institutions, carrying out the social campaign in the

framework of introducing the morality movement to the provinces and

coordinating the Guidance for Families with Children under Five movement.

Other prominent achievements were the expansion of The National Action

Program to ,Reduce Violence against . Women named "Kata Bunga" (abbreviated
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from buka mata-buka telinga = open eyes, open ears) and empowerment of the

Effective Community Organisation and organisations which were integrated in the

Board of Women Organisations Cooperation. In the meantime a more transparent

communication was established with relevant NGOs, the Effective Community

Organisations, Indonesian Women's Congress (KOWANI) and other community

organisations including professional women's groups in an effort to co-ordinate

ideas and suggestions for the advancement of women's empowerment programs

in Indonesia.

C. Organisational Developments and Activities during the Period

During Habiebie's presidency, Aisyiyah became much more socially

aware and took up the cause of women in an unprecedented way. It not only had

to respond to the feminist movement's demands in Indonesia, but also adjust to

socio-political change in the Indonesian Reformation Era. Of course it had to

reconcile a number of contesting pressures: from the feminist movement with its

emphasis on women's rights, participation in politics, and increased opportunities

for education, and from its own community to maintain its integrity as a Muslim

organisation.

Aisyiyah saw this period as a significant chance to push through reforms

vis a vis women. It under stood that . the post-Soeharto period presented a new

environment for women to articulate and pursue a comprehensive agenda of

women's reforms.
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1. Organisational Consolidation: Aisyiyah's Response to the Reformation

Era

The spirit and euphoria awakened by Indonesian's reformation were

channelled by Aisyiyah into its program of organisational and cadre

consolidation. The socio-political change in Indonesia during the Reformation Era

was the ideal opportunity for recruitment and consolidation.35

In terms of organisational consolidation, Aisyiyah tried to improve the

function of the branch office in every district-regency (kabupaten) as a tool of

organisational improvement and member empowerment. Aisyiyah also

encouraged its members to believe that they could actually be more involved in

Indonesian development. To maximise its potential influence, Aisyiyah

encouraged its members to have: a) Semangat Juang yang Tinggi Berdasarkan

Niat Ibadah (high enthusiasm in the name of ibadah), b) Kesadaran Akan Potensi

yang Dimiliki (consciousness of potential), c) Daya Tanggap yang Tinggi (high

mental response), d) Gerak yang Lincah dan Dinamis (dynamic movement), and

e) Daya Pikir yang Inovatif dan Kreatif(innovative and creative thinking).36

According to S. T. Soeratno (currently an Aisyiyah chair-person), to prepare

good Aisyiyah cadres who were capable of responding to socio-political change in

Indonesia, Aisyiyah developed an integrated training program. The objective was

to improve the cadres' perception about Islamic teaching on women and

35	 •	 •Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Laporan Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah: Sicking Tanwir Aisyiyah II
Periode 1995-2000, Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 8.

36 Ibid., p. 12.
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Aisyiyah's struggles for women's empowerment in Indonesia. 37 Aisyiyah cadres

targeted by the organisation were: a) kader pimpinan organisasi (executive

organisational cadres), b) kader pimpinan amal usaha (executive organisational

business cadres) and c) kader profesi (professional cadres), meaning Aisyiyah

cadres who had jobs as teachers, mubaligh, businessmen, lawyers, politicians, and

other professionals. Aisyiyah saw organisational consolidation as the first

essential step to respond to socio-political change in Indonesia during the

Reformation Era.

On 25-27 October 1998 Aisyiyah held Refreshing dan S'idang Tanwir II

Aisyiyah (special meeting) at Muliammadiyah University, Yogyakarta. This

meeting recommended guidelines by which Aisyiyah should respond to women

issues in Indonesia during the Reformation Era. In the following paragraphs I

discuss several issues raised by the Aisyiyah in the meeting, including Aisyiyah's

recommendation to the government about how women's problems in Indonesia

should be solved.

2. Organisational Response to Women's Issues

a. The Issue of Women's Participation in Politics

Women during the New Order were not encouraged to enter politics, except

when called upon to support official policies within prescribed roles as wives and

mothers. This treatment of women embodied the New Order's familial, patriarchal

style of government with power concentrated at the top , and men regarded as

heads of household and country. The type of government developed during those

37 S. C. Soeratno, Intensifikasi pembinaan kader Aisyiyah', in Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah,
Kumpulan Makalah Refreshing dan Sidang Tanwir II, Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 3.
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years of authoritarian rule did not provide a conducive political space for women,

while their social roles were carefully prescribed through state-support

organisations. Under the New Order, moreover, efforts were made to depoliticise

the women's movement. The `uniformisation' of gender identities through state

ibuisme38, particularly in the two main official women's organisations, the Family

Welfare Movement (PKK) and Dharma Wanita, represented the apex of the

homogenising strategy of the authoritarian New Order state.39

Asiyiyah has determined that the post-New Order environment would

present a new opportunity for women to assert and acquire their democratic rights.

This effort was being held back, however, by the lack of a "women's movement"

which could articulate and pursue a comprehensive women's reform agenda. With

Indonesia racked by a host of problems, often deemed as "more critical national

issues", there was a risk that, once again, one-half of the population would remain

marginalised from political debate, both at the national and the local levels.

According to S. C. Soeratno40, it was vital that the challenges and

opportunities . of gender relations during Indonesia's transition to democracy were

addressed by Aisyiyah immediately when the reformasi era began. It was also

38 Ibuism is a term first coined by Madelon Djajadiningrat-Nieuwenhuis to describe the
combination of Dutch petit-bourgeois values and traditional priyayi values. She defines it as an
ideology that sanctions any action taken by a mother who looks after her family, a group, a class, a
company, or the state without demanding any power or prestige in return. See J. I. Suryakusuma,
`The state and sexuality in New Order Indonesia', in L.J. Sears (ed.), Fantasizing the Feminine in
Indonesia, Duke University Press, Durham, 1996, p. 101.

39 K. Robinson and S. Bessell, Women in Indonesia: Gender, Equity and Development, Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2002, p. 8. 	 •

40 S. C. Soeratno, op. cit., p. 17.

109



necessary for Aisyiyah to participate in conceptualising the reform strategies that

were needed to improve gender relations within such an environment.

Regarding Soeratno's idea, Asiyiyah (through the Sidang Tanwir II 1998)

recommended to the government that effective strategies for reforming gender

relations needed legislative and executive action, as well as partnerships between

government and NG0s. 41 Of course, it was not an easy task to ensure that

consistent attention was given to gender issues at the executive and legislative

levels. Thus, what was required was a way of insuring that there was a• gender

perspective on all issues that passed through the offices of the executive.

Legislative action could redefine gender relations too. In Indonesia, the

opportunity was present to draw up new constitutions that were gender sensitive

and to ensure that these received legislative backing.

It will take many years before women's representation within parliament

gets anywhere near to representing their numerical strength. Yet according to

Soeratno, the following strategies could be effective in creating a conducive

environment for improving women's political participation and making

legislators, men as well as women, more effective in addressing gender issues.

These strategies are: (1) quotas for women within political parties and parliament,

(2) gender-sensitivity training for all legislators, (3) men and women creating

cross-party alliances on shared gender concerns, (4) building partnerships with

male colleagues in the same party to advance gender-sensitive legislation and

41 	 •	 •Pimpman Pusat Aisyiyah, op. cit., p. 17.
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programs, (5) close networking with civil society and interest-based organisations

and setting up gender watchdogs in each of parliament's policy committees.42

Aisyiyah took the view that in Indonesia's Reformation Era, political

space was more available to both women and men, and there was growing

international support, in terms of funds and programs, for increasing women's

empowerment and participation in the democratisation process. 43 Soeratno writes:

"Masa transisi memberikan peluang bagi perbaikan nasib kaum
perempuan yang selama ini terpinggirkan. Demokratisasi dalam
kehidupan politik membuka peluang keterlibatan dan partisipasi
perempuan yang lebih luas. Dengan demikian, demokratisasi
memungkinkan organisasi-organisasi Nrempuan termasuk Aisyiyah untuk
lebih mengkritisi kebijakan-kebijakan yang berkaitan dengan perempuan,
seperti porsi keterwakilan dalam lembaga legislatif akses terhadap
informasi dan teknologi serta kebijakan yang berkaitati dengan posisi
perempuan dalam rumah tangga" .44

"The transition era in Indonesia has given a chance for advancement of
women's destiny in Indonesia. Democratisation in the political field has
given a broader opportunity for women to participate. Thus the
democratisation has enabled women's organisations including Aisyiyah to
criticise government policies on women's issues such as the policy of
women's quota in the legislative council, women's access to information
and technology and also a policy on women's position in the family".

Since gender. relations went to the heart of social, religious and cultural

relations, changing them involved confronting vested interests that were

entrenched and difficult to reach. For this reason, it was difficult to have this

element of reform accepted as a priority. Aisyiyah was aware that the

predominant interpretations of religious texts, superstitions, folklore and cultural

42 Soeratno, op. cit., p. 20.

43 Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, op. cit., p. 19.

44 Interview 20 May 2001 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.
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tradition tended to support a male-dominated social structure. As a result,

Indonesian women were often sidelined in both the public and private spheres.

They were often assigned the supporting role, instructed to be subservient and

obedient, and their primary duties were seen as being those of "wife" and

"mother". Men were regarded as the "head of the household". This assumption

had immense repercussions for equal, or in this case unequal access to

employment, salary, business credit and education. In this respect, Aisyiyah, as

the Muslim women's organisation, had the potential to play a major and

significant role.

Aisyiyah suggested that it was therefore as necessary to target religious

officials with training and awareness-raising programs sponsored by the state,

NGOs, or Muslim women's organisations as it was to identify the progressive

elements among them as potential partners during the transition process. These

religious partners were important in the attempt to legitimise and explain - in

language understood by the majority of the people – the necessity to be gender-

sensitive, as well as the positive and negative consequences of not being gender-

sensitive. The awareness of Aisyiyah to the issue of gender sensitivity, according

to Soeratno, has not only been encouraged by the feminist movement but also by

the relaxed climate of the Reformation Era.45

To intensify a gender-awareness among Aisyiyah members, all Aisyiyah

district offices around Indonesia held Pelatihan Terpadu untuk Kesadaran Gender

(a training for gender-awareness). Aisyiyah also pointed out that the role of media

was crucial in raising civic awareness. Positive ripples could be created by TV

" Ibid.
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and radio programs, designed with the specific purpose of projecting a

"progressive" image of working women, or women politicians, or even of simply

informing women of their rights. The media also could play a part in increasing

women's political participation. Informing people about who is running for which

political positions, and what their political platforms were, could be extremely

useful public relations for any politician, but especially for women. 46 Media

personnel themselves of course needed to be trained about gender, as those who

work in media tended to be susceptible to the gender stereotypes. Hence the need

was for the government to reach out, as it were, and provide this important sector

with the necessary training, information and other resources.

Regarding the media's role in increasing women's participation in public

life, Aisyiyah itself published its own journal, Suara Aisyiyah, from 1926. During

the Reformation Era, Aisyiyah intensified its journal publication, especially on the

subject of women's participation in Indonesian social change. It not only

improved its circulation, but also the quality of Suara Aisyiyah's contents. The

organisation also has tried to make Suara Aisyiyah an obligatory journal for

Aisyiyah members in Indonesia. Aisyiyah has requested all organisational

executive committees belonging to Muhammadiyah and Aisyiyah to at least take a

year's subscription to the journal. Aisyiyah also tried to have its own printing

house, in order to promote books and journal publications written by Aisyiyah

members.

b. The Issue of a Female President in Indonesia

46 Ibid., p. 22.
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From the end of 1998, and particularly from the time of the spectacular

success of the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDIP) in the 1999

elections through to the installation of Abdurrahman Wahid as president, the issue

of a woman as president became a controversial one in Indonesia. The argument

that hit the headlines was whether or not a woman president was acceptable under

Islam.47

Regarding this issue, Aisyiyah, as a Muslim women's organisation, also

responded and participated in the subsequent debate. Aisyiyah members, for

example, discussed this issue through a special conference under the title

"Women's Leadership in Islam". A common line of argument was that women

were confined to the private sphere in Islamic philosophy. Of crucial import was

whether there was Quranic provision, or provision in the Hadith, against a woman

becoming a head of state. Aisyiyah could find absolutely nothing in the Quran that

forbids women from becoming heads of state (Khalifah). There is, however, the

Hadith which theologians often cite that a woman cannot became head of the

state. The Hadith is "Those who entrust their affairs to a woman will never know

prosperity".48

Professor Maftuhah Yusuf (an Indonesian Muslim feminist and a senior

adviser of Aisyiyah) said:

"Berkenaan dengan hadits yang mengatakan bahwa akan hancur suatu
kaum apabila menyerahkan kepemimpinannya kepada wanita, kaum
Muslimin semestinya menganalisa hadits tersebut dengan menggunakan

47
K. Sen, 'The Mega factor in Indonesia politics: A new president or a new kind of presidency?'

In K. Robinson and S. Bessel, op. cit., p. 13.

48
This hadith was narrated by Bukhari in his book Sahih Bukhari, Vol. 13, Al-Matba'a al-Bahiya

al-Misriya, Egypt, 1928., p. 48. This book is considered by Muslim scholars to be the undisputed
compilation of the prophet's tradition and the most authentic book after the Quran.
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metode analisis sejarah, tentang siapa perawi hadits itu, dan terutama
situasi dan kondisi pertama kali hadits itu diucapkan oleh Rasulullah
Muhammad".49

"Regarding the Hadith 'those who entrust their affairs to a woman will
never know prosperity', .Muslims should delve into the historical and
methodological origins of it, as well as investigating its author, and
especially the context in which such an opinion was expressed by the
Prophet Muhammad".

According to Yusuf, it is supposed to have been Abu Bakr who heard the

Prophet utter this Hadith. Abu Bakr reported that the Prophet pronounced this

Hadith when he learned that the Persians had named a women to rule them:

"When Kisra died, the Prophet, intrigued by the news, asked: And who has

replaced him in command? The answer was: 'They have entrusted power to his

daughter". It was at that moment that the Prophet is supposed to have made the

observation about women. 50 Yusuf moreover referred to a well-known Muslim

feminist, Fatima Mernissi, who concluded that even though that Hadith was

collected as shahih (authentic) by Bukhari and others, it was hotly contested and

debated by many and there were some who used it as an argument for excluding

women from decision-making.51

Yusuf s opinion is similar to Soeratno's on this issue. Quoting Ali Ashgar

Engineer, Soeratno argues that this Hadith originated before the Battle of Camel

in which Aisyah, the favourite wife of the Prophet, p articipated. Abu Bakr, the

narrator of this Hadith, remembered it only after the battle started and Aisyah

49 Interview 28 May 2001 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.

5.0 Interview 28 May 2001 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. See also M. Yusuf and B, Baried, Temimpin
wanita menurut Islam', in Kumpulan Makalah Refreshing dan Sidang Tanwir Pimpinan Pusat
Aisyiyah, Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 41.
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assumed command of the army against Ali, who was elected as the fourth Caliph.

Abu Bakr did not remember it earlier, which suggests, perhaps, that it was created

in the context of the battle for political reasons.52

• In the context of the Baffle of Camel, moreover, it is necessary to point out

that the Prophet's wife, Aisyah, was in command of the army which had many

illustrious companions of the Prophet in it. None of them objected to her being in

command, nor did they desert her for that reason. Even Abu Bakr, the narrator of

the above Hadith, did not desert her. Had he been convinced that the Prophet had

prohibited women from being leader or head he should have opposed Aisyah's

command as soon as he recalled this tradition. How then could it be said that a

woman cannot become a leader when her leadership of the army was accepted by

many eminent companions of the Prophet?

Even if the above Hadith is considered authoritative, Elyda Djazman (a

former Aisyiyah chairperson) suggests that we have to look at the context in

which that Hadith was pronounced by the Prophet. 53 Considering the background

of the Hadith, it is clear that it was said by the Prophet to comment on the case in

which Kisra's daughter had been chosen as the head of the state. It is originally

plausible that the Prophet was referring to Kisra's daughter specifically, rather

than to women in general, whose capability to lead men in business, in war and in

government was known to the Prophet. This Hadith is only a khabariyah

51 See F. Mernissi, Women and Islam: A Historical and Theological Enquiry, Basil Blackwell Ltd,
UK, 1991, p. 61.

52 S. C. Soeratno and E. Djazman, `Revitalisasi peran wanita di Era Abad XXI', in Kumpulan
Makalah Refreshing dan Sidang Tanwir Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 60.
See also A.A. Engineer, The Rights of Women in Islam, Sterling Private Publishers Ltd., New
Delhi, 1992, p. 77.

53 Ibid., p. 64.
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(statement) from the Prophet to comment on Kisra's daughter's ability, not a nahy

(prohibition) from the Prophet that women could not lead men in government.

Through serious discussion, Aisyiyah concluded that a woman becoming

the head of state was not forbidden in Islam. Aisyiyah, moreover, discussed and

analysed in great detail how this and other Quranic verses pertaining to equality

should be interpreted to suit modern Indonesian conditions. It analysed for

example the Quranic verses on woman's creation, and men as maintainers of

women. These controversial issues, according to Aisyiyah, can lead to the

erroneous assumption that women in Islam are considered inferior to Muslim

men.

One of the Quranic verses suggesting the inferiority of women in Islam is

the following • verse: "Men are (qawwamuna ala) the protectors and maintainers of

women, because Allah has preferred (faddala) some of them over others and

because they support them from their means...(4:34)". Commenting on this verse,

Professor Baroroh Baried (a senior member of Aisyiyah), stresses the term

"preferred (faddala)" . 54 For her, faddala cannot be unconditional because that

verse does not read "they (masculine plural) are preferred over them (feminine

plural)". The literal meaning is "some of them over others". The use of "some"

(ba'd) obviously relates to what has been observed in the human context. All men

do not excel over all women in all matters. Some men excel over some women in

some matters. Likewise, some women excel over some men in some matters. So,

whatever Allah has preferred, it is still not absolutely clear.

54 M. Yusuf and B. Baried; op. cit., p. 43.
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However, deeper understanding of this distinction requires further

explanation of the term "qawwamuna ala". What does it mean, and what are the

parameters of its application? As for the meaning, Baried cited the Yusuf Ali

translation as "protectors and maintainers". 55 Then some questions are begged

concerning the parameters of application: are all men qawwamuna ala of all

women? Is it restricted to the family, such that the men of a family are

qawwamuna ala the women of the family? Or is it even more restricted, to the

marital tie, such that only husbands are qawwamuna ala with respect to wives?

To answer such questions, Baried argues that when the Quran gives man a

slight edge over women, it clarifies that it is not due to any inherent weakness of

the female sex, but to the social context. 56 Thus, the fadilah (preference or

superiority) which Allah has given one over the others, or to men over women, is

not gender superiority or excellence. It is due to the social functions that were

then performed by the two sexes. Since man earns and spends his wealth on

women, he, by virtue of this fact, acquires functional superiority over women. As

Baried has pointed out the Quran explicitly recognises that one must be justly

rewarded for what one does. None can be deprived of his or her reward for the

work done, much less a woman who is equally entitled to the fruit of her labour.

In so far as men consider themselves superior to women, it is only by virtue of

their earning power.

From the above discussion, Aisyiyah concluded that the verse also reflects

the social situation. It simply says that men are qawwamuna (maintainers or

55	 p. 44.

56 ibid.
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managers of the family affairs) and does not say they are qawwam (superior

managers). The discussion also shows that with changing circumstances and

greater consciousness among women, the concept of their rights will change. In

this case, the above verse in which man has been declared qawwamuna will have

to be read in conjunction with other verses of the Quran which speak of reward

for any work done.

For Aisyiyah, woman is recognised by Islam as a full and equal partner of

man in the procreation of human kind. 57 He is the father; she is the mother and

both are essential for life. Her role is not less vital than his. By this partnership she

has . an equal share in every aspect; she is entitled to equal rights; she undertakes

equal responsibilities, and in her there are as many qualities and as much

humanity as there are in her partner. Since men and women both came from the

same essence, they are equal in their humanity. On this equal partnership in the

reproduction of human kind God says:

O mankind! Reverence Your Guardian Lord, who created you from a
single person, created, of like nature, his mate, and from them twain
scattered (like seeds) countless men and women (4:1).

It is he who created you from a single person, and made his mate of like
nature, in order that he might dwell with her (in love)...(7:1 89)

And Allah has made for you mates (and companions) of your own nature,
and made for you, out of them sons and daughters and
grandchildren...( 1 6:72) •

(He is) the Creator of the heavens and the earth: he has made for you pairs
from among yourselves, and pairs among cattle...(42:1 1).

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female,
and made you into nations and tribes, that you may know each other (not
that you may despise each other). Verily the most honoured of you in the

57Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Laporan Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah: Sidang Tanivir Aisyiyah 11 Periode
1995-2000, Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 42.
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sight of Allah is who is the most righteous of you and Allah has full
knowledge and is well . acquainted verily (49:13).

For Aisyiyah, Islamic values are devoid of the stories which denigrate

women. 58 Nowhere in the Quran is found any trace of any notion of blaming Eve

for the first mistake or for eating from the forbidden tree. The story is narrated in

Suva 7 verses 19-27, and they speak about both Adam and Eve committing the

fault; both of them are told that both of them disobeyed, both of them discovered

the consequences of their disobedience, both of them sought repentance and both

of them were forgiven. Nowhere does the Quran say a woman is to be blamed for

the fall of man. Furthermore, when the Quran speaks about the suffering of.

women during the period of pregnancy and childbirth, nowhere does it connect it

with the concept of original sin, because there is no concept of original sin in

Islam.

The Quran is no less clear in commanding equality for men and women in

its directives regarding religious 'obligations and rewards. In terms of religious

obligations, such as the daily prayers, fasting, poor-due, and pilgrimage, women

are no different from men. The Quran states categorically that men and women

who practise.the principles of Islam will receive equal reward for their effort. The

Quran states:

And their lord hath accepted of them, and answered them: never will
suffer to be lost the work of any of you, be he male or female, you are
members, one of another... (3:195).

If any do deeds of righteousness -- be they male or female -- and have
faith, they will enter heaven, and not the least injustice will be done to
them (4:124)

58 Ibid.
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Whoever works righteousness, man or women, and has faith, verily, to
him will We give a new life, and life that is good and pure, and We will
bestow on such their reward according to the best of their actions (16:97).

For Muslim men and women, for believing men and women, for devout
men and women, for true men and women, for men and women who are
patient and constant, for men and women who humble themselves, for
men and women who give in charity, for men and women who fast (and
deny themselves), for men and women who guard their chastity, and for
men and women who engage much in Allah's praise --for them has Allah
prepared forgiveness and great reward (33:35).

Every soul will be (held) in pledge for its deeds (74:38).

c. The Issues of Women's Rights and Vjolence against Women

Aisyiyah advanced the position that the principles of human rights are

universal and inalienable, indivisible and inter-dependent, and human rights are

essential for participation in social and community life. Women should enjoy

them as well, but for this to take place, social attitudes and perceptions about the

status of women in Indonesia need to change. Just as women have shared risks

with their male counterparts, protesting against the Soeharto regime in 1998 and

demonstrating in front of military institutions against violence and human rights

abuses, according to Aisyiyah they should also be accorded the same freedoms as

their male counterparts. These include civil and political rights, economic and

social rights and more crucially, the right to be free from violence in both the

public and domestic sphere. 59 The progressive stance of Aisyiyah in responding

women's rights, according to Aisyiyah's member from Bandung, was influenced

by feminist discourse on the issue. She said:

Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Rencana Pelaksanaan Program Tanwir II-Tanwir	 Yogyakarta,
1998, p. 2.
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"Isu global tentang Hak Asasi Wanita yang diusung oleh tokoh-tokoh
feminist di Indonesia, .mau tidak mau menuntut Aisyah untuk turut serta
menyuarakan isu tersebut".

" A global issue on Women's Rights, which is apprehended by feminist
activists in Indonesia, has encouraged Aisyiyah to participate in
responding to the issue".

Indonesia has signed several international conventions that would provide

a solid basis on which to build its policies and laws. In 1984, Indonesia ratified

the UN Convention to Eliminate Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and

later the International Labor Organisation's Convention No 100 pledging equal

pay for equal work. Indonesia also became the first Southeast Asian country to

sign the protocol of the United Nations Convention for the Elimination of All

Forms of Discrimination against Women.

According to Asiyiyah, Indonesia's signature to such declarations does not

necessarily translate directly into action. NGOs and the international community

have actively supported CEDAW, but what is lacking is public awareness of the

rights that CEDAW advocates. A strong recommendation made by Aisyiyah on

27 October 1998 was that Indonesia adopt a program of affirmative action.

Affirmative action was seen as a way to correct the current gender imbalance in

society and provide women with the rights that had been denied to them so far.

While this was a controversial recommendation, Aisyiyah felt that it would be

most effective.61

Opposition to affirmative action was anticipated and in some cases,

already vocalised. Some of the more vehement arguments already anticipated

were firstly that women would be put in a privileged position and men would lose

60 Interview with a chairperson of Aisyiyah's branch in Bandung on 10 June 2001.
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out in all opportunities, and secondly that affirmative action would create a

precedent for other groups and sectors who could argue that they have been

discriminated against and demand affirmative action in their favour as well. The

option could then be to initiate affirmative action programs with a monitoring

mechanism and review the timeframe to ensure that targets and objectives were

being met. This would ensure that the system was not self-perpetuating and that it

did not simply lead to the emergence of new elite groups from amongst those who

were most able to enjoy access to positive discrimination. Affirmative action

programs must be designed to correct the gender imbalance and not to favour

women only.

In addition, regarding the women's rights issue, Aisyiyah put forward

several recommendations: (1) use CEDAW as a foundation for women's rights;

(2) set up a parliamentary committee composed of members from different

disciplines in the parliament, along with some expert advisors from civil society

networks. This committee's responsibility would be to analyse existing legislation

and identify gaps and inconsistencies with the CEDAW documents. It would then

be the committee's obligation to come up with concrete policies and legislative

amendments and propose them to parliament; (3) provide guarantees within the

constitution against discrimination and for gender equality; (4) expand the

national debate on constitutional review to include women in the negotiating

process, thereby making the review and amendment process more inclusive (a

possibility was to create a committee to review the constitution with a 33 per cent

membership quota for women); and (4) hold one or more national conferences to

61 Ibid., p. 4.
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bring together relevant actors who could discuss present challenges to the

constitutional review process. The outcome of the meeting should be to make

concrete recommendations to the policy-makers, together with agreed benchmarks

for evaluation of this process, and a specific timeframe to secure objectives.

Maximum media coverage of this event was necessary and could be secured by

inviting the highest-level decision-makers in Indonesia and/or dignitaries of

international renown.62

In terms of violence against women, Aisyiyah argued that following

Soeharto's stepping down, the incidence of violence against women had

increased. Significant crisis centres in urban areas in Java reported at least a

doubling in the number of women victims of domestic violence who came to seek

help after the crisis began. Community-based women's groups including Aisyiyah

reported more tension and fighting in the family because of economic stress.

Focus group discussions with women throughout the country indicated more

conflict in the household, particularly in urban communities.

The increase in women seeking help from Aisyiyah reflected several

trends: a real increase in the incidence of violence against women, more

confidence among women who were the victims of violence to report their cases,

and a growing awareness about the existence of Aisyiyah and an improved

understanding of the services they provided. All these trends were, in fact, direct

and, indirect effects of the crisis. Aside from the psychological stress and

subsequent vulnerability to domestic violence produced by economic hardship,

62 Ibid., p. 7.
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women became more aware of their rights and women's organisations such as

Aisyiyah became more visible in the public eye.

This was particularly true following the mass rape of Chinese Indonesian

women that occurred at the peak of the crisis. The National Human Rights

Commission, a government-sponsored body, reported that serious charges

emerged in the middle of May 1998 in Indonesia: ethnic Chinese women and girls

were targeted systematically for rape and sexual abuse during the civil

disturbances of May 12-14. The allegations were given credence - by the

Commission which issued a preliminary report in July charging that the rape of

ethnic Chinese women and girls was Carried out in an organised and coordinated

manner during the days of unrest on May 12, 13, and 14 1998 in Jakarta and

several other major cities. 63 The exact numbers are unclear, but Sumardi claims

that 168 women were raped, 152 from Jakarta and its surrounds and the rest from

Solo, Medan, Palembang and Surabaya. In November 1998 the government-

appointed fact-finding team, which included official and NGO representatives,

issued its report, verifying 85 reports of violence against women during the riots,

including 66 rapes. The team stated that the number of incidents was probably

higher but that intimidation against witnesses and victims, as well as the

reluctance of some victims to report the attacks, had prevented the team from

documenting more attacks.64

63 See 'Statement of The National Commission on Human Rights concerning the
sexual assault including rape of ethnic Chinese and other Indonesian citizens,
<http://www.komnas.goid/english/cases/index04.html>, accessed 22 December,
2002.

64 S. Sumardi, 'Rape is rape', Inside Indonesia, 56 (October-December), 1998, pp. 20-21.
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Aisyiyah's reading of the situation was that underlying violence against

women in Indonesia were prevalent patriarchal norms, values, tradition and

customs which legitimised and maintained an uhequal power relation between

men and women in all social structures -- family, community, workplace and even

in the state. 65 Violence against women was exacerbated by several other factors:

(i) poverty, which gives rise to dowry, trafficking, prostitution, kidnapping, (ii)

modification and derogatory representation of women in the media and

entertainment, e.g. audiovisual media showing violent and pornographic

materials, and (iii) state inaction in eliminating,violence against women.

In response to this issue, Aisyiyah recommended that government, NGOs,

especially women's organisations and mass media should work together to resist

violence against women.66 Government mainly operated on the preventive and

coercive side because it had the power to enact preventive laws and punish

wrongdoers. NGOs, especially women's organisations and human rights groups,

could actively involve themselves in campaigning for law enforcement.

The campaigns by these Organisations went a long way to inducing the

government to introduce new laws and modernise old ones. Newspapers, mainly

the national dailies, played a crucial role in agitating against violence and thereby

forcing positive action. They disseminated news of these violent events, and gave

the movement to stop violence against women a head of steam. Many of the

glaring cases of violence would not have come to the surface without media

initiative and would have gone unreported and unpunished. Besides reporting

65 Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Program Kerja Bidang Khusus Tanwir 11-Tanwir III periode 1995-
2000, Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 3.

66Ibid., p. 6.
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cases, commenting editorially and publishing articles against violence, the press

gave wide coverage to public protests, rallies and demonstrations. By this process,

the media moulded public opinion, and created a favourable climate for

government action.

Aisyiyah also suggested two strategies to combat this kind of violence,67

namely a) to eliminate violence through legislative action and b) to set up support

services to alleviate the suffering of the victims of violence. Measures for

preventing and eliminating violence include: 1. An anti-violence campaign and

the mobilisation of public opinion through the mechanism of public petitions; 2.

The holding of demonstrations and rallies; 3. The collection of information on

violence and disseminating information about the harmful effects and inhuman

aspects of violence through rallies, seminars, workshops and press briefings; 4.

Awareness-raising through making contact with people in all walks of life, and

making the women at grassroots conscious of the meetings of the NGO programs

on income earning and family planning services, etc. 5. Legal action: enactment

and enforcement of the laws by awakening a sense of commitment in the

administration and in the law-enforcing agencies.

Support services to relieve the suffering of the victims of violence

encompassed: 1. Shelter: providing accommodation, subsistence, and medical

care to helpless victims of violence; 2. Rehabilitation: by providing economic

independence and self-reliance through skill-training programs, and assisting self-

employed rehabilitated women to secure employment; 3. Legal aid: by arranging

67
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free legal services and expediting the speedy disposal of cases, inducing

arbitration.

d. The Issue of Women's Education

Gender inequalities in the cultural and social sphere during the economic

crisis impeded women's education as well. Aisyiyah points out that during the

crisis, when a family had to choose between sending a boy or a girl child to

school, it was the boy who went. 68 Aisyiyah's observations showed that although

the number of boys and girls in primary and secondary schools was about equal –

58 per cent female, 64 per cent male, this was not the case in higher education.

Textbooks and curricula still maintained the values of gender inequality through

pictures and texts. Once again this perpetuated conservative perceptions of gender

roles and relations. In universities, subjects were "feminised" as well. More

women tended to study the social sciences while the "hard sciences" were male-

dominated. While this pattern is not unique to Indonesia, Aisyiyah believed

women should be encouraged to take on technical fields of study as well, and that

it was a matter of urgency that female graduates be encouraged to move into the

formal working sector, rather than falling into the familiar pattern of getting

married and leaving the formal work force.

In response to the problem of women's education, Aisyiyah mostly

prioritised helping women and children from poor families, orphan children, and

anak jalanan to freely study in several Aisyiyah schools such as the Elementary

School of Muhammadiyah, and the Junior and Senior High Schools of

68 Ibid., p. 21.
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Muhammadiyah in Yogyakarta. Aisyiyah also gave several scholarships for

university students to study at University Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta.

On the basis of the reseal-. ch it had done Aisyiyah recommended that in

order to go some way to correcting the bias in women's education in Indonesia:

(1) school textbooks needed to be revised, (2) quotas or affirmative action for the

number of girls in schools needed to be imposed, (3) and appropriate and adequate

resources for training and education for women and girls needed to be provided.

e. The Issue of Women Workers and the Economy

Aisyiyah argued that gender inequalities in the cultural and social spheres

impacted on women's economic rights and privileges as well. According to the

UNDP Human Development Report (2000), Indonesian women constituted 54.5

per cent of the labour force for the production of economic goods and services in

1999. However, as the employment figures from the civil service testify, women

tended to form the majority of low-paid and low-ranking workers. The root cause

of this is the traditional conception that men are the heads of households, an

hegemony which is further reflected in salary scales, hiring and firing policies,

opportunities for promotion and the rights to subsidies, known as tunjangan. The

latter are based on the worker's family dependants who are clearly defined only as

"wife and children".

Aisyiyah argued that industrialisation in Indonesia led to the employment

of female labour in factories in rural areas, but the entry of women into

manufacturing was not a harbinger of gender equity. Typically, women only

earned 60-70 per cent of the wages earned by men for comparable work.69

69 Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Pemberdayaan Ekonomi Rakyat nlelalui Gerakan Koperasi,
Yogyakarta, 1998, p. 4.
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Aisyiyah noted the following factors that had impeded women's

involvement in economic development: (1) lack of access to business credit, (2)

socially accepted wage differences between men and women for equal positions,

including rights to subsidies for household necessities, (3) existence of gender-

specific occupations such as nursing, clerking, waitressing, labouring for women

and medicine, law and business management for men, (4) the low number of

women in managerial positions, (5) the large number of women in the informal

sectors of the economy who are not protected by law, (6) feminised jobs. which

paid less and this contributed to the wage gap between men and women. In

addition, women's labour was regarded as cheap labour. This took place not only

in the manufacturing industry, but also in the migrant labour sector. Thousands of

Indonesian women worked overseas as domestic servants and contributed to

national income through money they sent home, but received little or no social

support or legal protection from the state.70

Regarding women's economic issues, moreover, Aisyiyah mostly

prioritised its program to help women's economic welfare through a small-

business program (usaha ekonomi kecil) which helped; (1) to improve women's

ability to participate in family economic life as a part of Keluarga Sakinah

program, (2) to intensify Badan Usaha Ekonomi Keluarga Aisyiyah, (3) to

provide job opportunities for Aisyiyah members who were unemployed, (4) to

improve Aisyiyah business-women's coordination to provide more job

70 Ibid., p. 7.
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opportunities for women (5) to intensify cooperation with Majlis Ekonomi

Muhammadiyah to provide more job opportunities for Aisyiyah members.71

The economic crisis, according to Aisyiyah, also made the trafficking of

Indonesian women a critical issue. Most vulnerable were migrant woman workers.

These woman workers, or TKW (tenaga kerja wanita), had to work without

access to family or community ties and support and faced the potential of sexual

violence by their employers as well. According to Grameo Hugo, during the

Reformation Era, cases of mistreatment, excessively heavy workloads, abuse, rape

and sexual harassment were given prominent coverage. However this had little

apparent impact in depressing the level of demand among Indonesian women to

work overseas. 72 To solve- the problem, Aisyiyah, cooperating with women's

NGOs and KOWANI, became more involved in providing support services to

female labour migrants and in lobbying the government to improve support and

protection for them. 73 According to Siti Dawisah Ismadi (a senior member of

Aisyiyah),74 the organisation was very concerned about the problem because

women and children were prone to sexual abuse, a source of spreading of

HIV/AIDS and drug abuse that would ruin the nation's future generations. She

pointed out that Aisyiyah, in cooperation with KOWANI, requested the House of

People's Representatives (DPR) to create laws based on the United Nations

71 Ibid., p. 16.

72 G. Hugo, `Women's international labour migration' in Women in Indonesia: Gender, Equity and
Development, eds K. Robinson and S. Bessell, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore,
2002, p.176.

73 Ibid.

74 Interview 10 June 2001 in Yogyakarta Indonesia.
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convention regarding women and children trafficking which includes prostitution

in both cases.75

Aisyiyah laid emphasis on women's contribution to the informal sector

being appropriately acknowledged. 76 During the economic crisis, it was the

informal sector that supported the rest of the economy by delivering basic goods

and services when the more formal lines of distribution were affected. However,

the value-added component in the informal sector has never been calculated.

Hence women's true contribution to the economy had tended not to be appreciated

or understood. Adding to the difficulties faced by women in the informal sector,

government programs to assist small businesses have benefited men much more,

if at all, than women. The income generating purposes of many state initiatives

had failed to target and support women.

To rectify the problem, Aisyiyah made several recommendations for the

government: (1) revise salary scales for the public service and encourage the

private sector to follow suit; (2) uphold international conventions on "equal pay

for equal work"; (3) recognise women's economic contribution to the informal

sector in financial/budgetary reports; (4) introduce poverty elimination schemes

with a gender perspective; (5) provide easy credit to women, especially in the

small and medium enterprise sector; (6) provide for better job training programs

to enhance skills, (7) legislate against discriminatory hiring and firing policies and

75 Ibid.

76	 •	 •Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, `Aisyiyah memasuki Milenium III', in Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah,
Kumpulan Makalah Refreshing dan Sidang Tanwir II, Yogyakarta, 1998, p 4.
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(8) provide social and legal protection and rights for migrant workers to improve

work conditions.77

From the above discussion, it is clear that during the Reformation Era,

Aisyiyah became much more responsive to the women issues in unprecedented

ways. The organisation was clearly successful in adopting a progressive position

in responding to the challenges during the period. This had something to do with

the feminist movement, but Aisyiyah clearly became much more socially aware

and more politically and ideologically independent. This transformation can be

seen from Aisyiyah's response to the discourses of women's rights, gender

awareness, women's participation in politics, and violence against women.

Since Aisyiyah saw the Reformation Era as a chance to push through

reforms vis a vis women, the organisation unhesitatingly made several strong

recommendations to the government. Among the strongest of these

recommendations here that the government should give a 33 per cent quota for

women within political parties and parliament and enact laws to prevent the

trafficking of women and children. To deal with drastic social change in

Indonesia, Aisyiyah underwent organisational reform itself. All this was carried

out against the backdrop of Aisyiyah maintaining its identity as a Muslim

woman's organisation.

After discussing how Aisyiyah responded to the new era of reformation in

Indonesia during the period, in the following chapter I will elaborate the

organisational development and activities during Wahid's presidency, from

October 1999 to July 2001. Did government policy change with respect to the

77 Ibid.



women's movement in Indonesia as a result of the former leader of the biggest

Muslim's organisation, Nandhatul Ulama, becoming the Indonesian president?

How did Wahid's policy affect Aisyiyah's development and activities? And how

did Aisyiyah respond to the policies of the Wahid government?



CHAPTER IV: AISYIYAH'S DEVELOPMENT AND ACTIVITIES

DURING WAHID'S GOVERNMENT (OCTOBER 1999- JULY 2001).

This chapter takes the story further by mapping the programs, activities

and developments of Aisyiyah during the Wahid era, an era of even greater

political and social liberalisation. First, I present a discussion of the socio-political

context in Indonesia in which Wahid defeated a female presidential candidate,

Megawati Soekarno Putri. This is followed by an analysis of the policy of the

Wahid's government regarding the women's movement in Indonesia and its

impact on Aisyiyah activities during the period. It looks at how the name of State

Ministry of Role of Women (Menteri Negara Peranan Wanita) was changed to

the State Ministry for Women's Empowerment (Menteri Negara Pemberdayaan

Perempuan). Women's issues such as women's rights, violence against women,

women's education, and women's participation in politics are still the main

challenge during this period for Aisyiyah.

A. Wahid Government's Policy regarding the Women's Movement

I. Wahid's Presidency: An Alternative Choice

One of the Habiebie government's main successes was the near-

completion of the transition to democracy, after three decades of authoritarian rule

under former President Soeharto, culminating in the holding of a democratic

general election. This general election was held on 7 June 1999, followed on 20

October by the election of a new president and vice-president for the 1999-2004



term by the People's Consultative Assembly (MPR), a kind of super-parliament

charged constitutionally with that responsibility.'

In the presidential competition, Abdurrahman Wahid, familiarly called

Gus Dur, was elected as Indonesia's fourth president. Gus Dur's election as

president occurred in somewhat fortuitous circumstances. The front-runner in the

presidential race was Megawati Soekarno Putri, whose secular-nationalist

Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P) won 34 per cent of the votes in

the general election. Megawati had been led to believe that Gus Dur would

support her bid for the presidency but she was /considered too secular by the Poros

Tengah (Central Axis), a loose grouping of Muslim parties headed by Amien Rais

(now Speaker of the MPR), who supported Gus Dur as the lesser evil. When the

incumbent president, B. J. Habibie, withdrew, many of his supporters in the

Golkar party also transferred their backing to Gus Dur, thus securing his victory.

In the 1999 presidential contest, as in the electoral politics of 1955, the

main cleavage dividing the parties was religion--in the simplest terms Islam

versus non-Islam. According to Liddle, one day before the presidential election,

the principal candidates were incumbent President Habibie, supported primarily

by modernist Muslims; and Megawati, supported by non-Muslims, syncretists,

and, through her alliance with Gus Dur's PKB, traditionalist Muslims. Both sides

were driven more by fear than by hope. Many modernists (and some

traditionalists as well--the line between them was not sharp on this issue) believed

deeply that the "Christian-dominated" PDI-P would not only exclude pious

On 7 June 1999, for the first time since 1955, Indonesians held a democratic election. Forty-eight
parties competed, with 21 winning at least one of the 462 contested seats in parliament. (There
were additional 38 appointed armed forces delegates in the 500-member parliament).
Simultaneous elections were held for legislatures in 26 provinces and more than 300 districts and
municipalities. Calculated from data in Kompas, 27 July 1999, Jakarta, p. 1.
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Muslims from a Megawati-led government but also would intimidate and repress

them, as Soeharto had done in the first two decades of his rule. Non-Muslims,

syncretists, and some traditionalists feared that victorious modernists would

attempt to turn Indonesia into an Islamic state, as Masyumi had proposed to do in

the 1950s. 2 In this situation, Gus Dur was elected as a good alternative choice to

make a bridge between Habiebie's and Megawati's supporters.

The issue of a woman as president again appeared following the

presidential election. The issue that a woman president was not acceptable under

Islam received more media coverage. Abdallah pointed out that the issue of

Megawati's nomination for the presidency in 1999 arose as exactly the same

moment as the Islamic constituency felt ready to assert itself as a competitor for

the leadership of Indonesia. 3 Yet, according to Krishna Sen, the anti-Megawati

needed to be seen as part of an assertion and not in relation to Islamic ideology as

such. 4 Nurcholish Madjid, an internationally respected liberal Muslim thinker, as

cited by Sen, also pointed out several weaknesses in Megawati as Indonesia's

president. First, as a woman, she was not acceptable to Muslims. Second, her

policies were not acceptable to the global media: she did not want to condemn

Soeharto; she did not want to question the dual function (dwifungsi) of the

Indonesian military; she did not want to amend the 1945 Constitution; she did not

R. W. Liddle, Indonesia in 1999', Asian Survey, University of California Press, January 2000,
vol. 40, p. 35.

3 U. A. Abdallah, `Megawati dan Islam', in M. K. Madzin (eds), Menolak Politik Anti-Nurani,
Bigraf Publishing, Yogyakarta, 1999, p. 157.

'
K. Sen, 'The Mega factor in Indonesian politics', in Women in Indonesia: Gender, Equity and

Development, eds K. Robinson and S. Bessell, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore,
2002, p. 14.
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want federalism; and she saw East Timor as an integral part of Indonesia. 5 Thus,

Megawati's loss in the presidential election was mostly caused by her personality

and capability, not by her status as a woman candidate.

According to most analysts, Gus Dur's victory resulted primarily from

Megawati's refusal to compromise or build alliances after the June election, in

which her party won 34 per cent of the vote. As she and her advisors waited for

other parties to come to them, or rejected their overtures, the political landscape

shifted rapidly. Gus Dur suddenly broke away from her, backed by a coalition of

Muslim and other groups. On 19 October1999, when the MPR rejected Habiebie's

speech accounting for his 17 months in office, the interim president withdrew

from the race, leaving hundreds of votes uncommitted. Most of them went to Gus

Dur, then allied to the Assembly speaker Amien Rais.

The impact of Wahid's election as president, according to Liddle, 6 was to

dampen significantly the tension between religious groups. Gus Dur was

perceived by pious Muslims, including most modernists, as in the end one of

them, and by all others, including syncretists and non-Muslims, as a friend and

ally against the modernists and their vision of an Islamic Indonesia.' It helped that

PAN's Amien Rais, the leading modernist politician of the post-Soeharto period,

5 Ibid.

6 R. W. Liddle, op. cit., p. 37.

7 To define Modernist and Traditionalist Muslim groups in Indonesia, I refer to the dichotomy
between two big Muslim organisations in Indonesia; Muhammadiyah and Nandhatul Ulama (NU).
On the one hand, the organisation of Muhammadiyah was supported by urban and merchant
Muslims who are well known by Indonesians as Muslim modernists. To them, Islam is compatible
with the demands of time and circumstance. Modernists defined their religion in terms of
individual responsibility for moral reform and for bringing into being a Muslim community
adapted to contemporary conditions. Nandhatul Ulama, on the other hand, is a traditionalist
organisation due to its support from people of rural areas who generally gathered around local
charismatic sufi leaders with a certain degree of syncretic practices. However, after Abdurrahman

Wahid became the chairman of this organisation, NU gradually modernised itself.
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was elected (with critical support from Gus Dur) as Assembly chair; that Golkar's

Akbar Tanjung, a modernist in a party that (though secular) contains many

modernists, was elected Parliament chair; and that PDI-P's Megawati was elected

vice-president. Gus Dur's choice of Megawati was in fact made to assuage her

disappointed supporters, who began massing in the streets soon after the

Presidential election.

Wahid's election, and his subsequent appointment of a Coalition Cabinet

were greeted with cautious optimism by many. Concerns over his health soon

faded, although questions began to be asked about whether his blindness did not

hamper his ability to undertake a comprehensive range of presidential duties. The

president, despite some inconsistency, promoted the democratisation of

Indonesia's official political culture. He engaged in public debate and regularly

emphasised that differences of opinion are normal. He often reiterated his

philosophy of religious tolerance and was a determined foe of narrow Islamic

orthodoxy. He adopted an accommodating approach to separatist movements in

Aceh and Irian Jaya and quickly established a friendly relationship with East

Timor. He moved to end official discrimination against Indonesians of Chinese

descent and against those previously associated with the banned Communist

Party.

Another success he achieved was to stabilise the country in the immediate

aftermath of his presidency, when there were fears of a coup by the military. He

challenged the military head on by daring them to meddle in ABRI (Angkatan

Bersenjata Republik Indonesia, Armed Forces of the Republic of Indonesia)

appointments and pressing ahead with an investigation into the human rights
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abuses in East Timor - moves seen as inviting a possible backlash. But this failed

to materialise because Wahid was simultaneously travelling worldwide to gather

the support of Western and Eastern leaders. Indeed, Wahid ordered the resignation

of tainted Army chief General Wiranto during a tour of Europe. Many observers

have interpreted the confrontation between Wahid and Wiranto as a crusade by

the president against the military, an attempt to drive the armed forces out of

politics. 8 Wahid, at the same time, succeeded, more quickly than most people had

expected, in drastically reducing the military's political role, although that

institution continued to undermine his approach in Aceh and Irian Jaya and was

alienated by his apology to the people of East Timor.

Yet critics pointed out that Wahid's skills did not show any results on the

economic front. And this was the most critical area for Indonesia, because without

a rapid stabilisation of the economy and improvement in the living conditions of

the population, the political situation could easily deteriorate once again. N.

Zulminarni argued that the government under Wahid's leadership failed to keep

its promise of economic recovery. 9 Inflation reached 12.55%, much higher than

the previous year when it was 9.35%. Income from the export of goods and from

tourism declined. 10 Consequently, there was no improvement in the living

standards of the approximately 40% of the population who were living below the

poverty line.

8 M. Mietzner, 'The first 100 days of the Abdurrahman presidency', in Indonesia: The Uncertain
Transition, eds D. Kingsbury and A. Budiman, Crawford House Publishing, Adelaide, 2001, p.
334.

9 N. Zulminarni, 'Searching for the new Indonesia', Social Watch, Centre for Women's Resources
Development, Jakarta, 2001, p. 114.

10 Kompas, Daily Newspaper, Jakarta, 19 January 2002.
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The political system, moreover, remained unstable. Politicians showed

their political immaturity by quarrelling among themselves. As the result, they

paid more attention to political interests than to socio-economic recovery. Many

serious social problems remain unsolved, including unrest and conflict in some

areas of Indonesia, human rights violations, corruption, nepotism, collusion,

scandal, and poverty: This situation brought sadness and frustration to the people

of Indonesia. The peak of confusion came when parliament impeached the

president in July 2001 and replaced him with Megawati as the fifth Indonesian

president.

2. From the Change of Ministry's Name to the Five National Plan of

Action

Within weeks of his appointment as president, Wahid had started to sack

members of his compromise cabinet, named Kabinet Persatuan

Pembangunan. Two of Wahid's most effective ministers were women: Erna

Witoelar, the Minister for Housing and Regional Development, and Khofifah

Indar Parawansa, the State Minister for Women's Empowerment. At the time

of her appointment, Khofifah Indar Parawansa was a member of MPR. She

was also a political activist, and worked for a change in government approach

toward gender mainstreaming, that was sensitive to the effects on women as

distinct from men in all policy matters. While Wahid replaced a number of

ministers during his term of office, Parawansa remained in cabinet throughout,

and her portfolio even expanded."

S,ee M. 0. Gardiner, 'And the winner is...Indonesian women in public life', in eds K. Robinson
and S. Besse11, op. cit., p. 105.
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There were two significant changes in her ministry as soon as Parawansa

took office. 12 Firstly, the ministry was changed from the staid State Ministry

for the Role of Women (Menteri Negara Peranan Wanita) to the State

Ministry for Women's Empowerment (Menteri Negara Pemberdayaan

Perempuan). Indonesia had long had a cabinet position for women's affairs

but it was elevated in concept by the change of name to empowerment

(pemberdayaan), a key word of reformasi, and by referring to women as

perempuan rather than wanita, the earlier more paternalistic designation. The

change also heralded a* renewed *determination to achieve more equitable

treatment for women in the family, society and nation. In Robinson's view, by

changing the words from `women's role' to `women's empowerment', it

seems that the minister wanted to introduce the mainstreaming of gender

policy to all aspects of government activities.13

Another notable change was the transfer of the National Family Planning

Coordinating Agency (BKKBN) to her ministry, so that Parawansa became

the chief of that agency, the first time it had been headed by a woman. The

move clearly signalled that family planning would take a new turn; instead of

having birth control as its overriding aim, it would predominantly be

concerned with reproductive health.

Parawansa's appointment as Minister of Women's Empowerment,

moreover, gave space for the women's movement .to be more involved in

12 S. Blackburn, 'Commentary', in Women in Indonesia.. Gender, Equity and Development, eds K.
Robinson and S. Bessell, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2002, p. 78.

13 K. Robinson, 'Women must look for benefits of regional autonomy', The Jakarta Post, 14
August, 2001, p. 5.
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Indonesian development. At the beginning, Parawansa invited women from all

elements to an introductory meeting in her office. Further, she asked the

women's NGOs to prepare an agenda that could be fought for by her

department. In this matter, the coalition proposed the reformation of a number

of laws which harm women, like marriage law and employment laws and

insisted on composing laws regarding violence against women.I4

As Minister of Women's Empowerment, Parawansa argued that among

challenges facing her ministry were patriarchal social values. These were not

only embedded in such legislation, I5 but also found in the bureaucratic

structure, both civil and military. 16 Women hold only 7 per cent of executive

positions in the civil service and there are very few high-ranking women in the

military. 0. Gardiner pointed out that in politics, women's representation

stands at about 9.2 per cent in the legislature (DPR) and 9 per cent in the

general assembly (MPR).17

To face the challenges, the State Ministry of Women's Empowerment's

office established Kebijakan Satu Pintu (One Door Policy) to implement

gender mainstreaming in all developmental aspects, including education,

economic, politics, health, and law.' 8 Gender mainstreaming not only

14 See R. I. Rahayu, 'The women's movement in reformasi Indonesia', in Indonesia: The
Uncertain Transition, eds A. Budiman and D. Kingsbury, Crawford House Publishing, Adelaide,
2001, p. 150.

15 About 19 laws were acknowledged to be gender-biased.

. 16
K. I. Parawansa, 'Institution building: An effort to improve Indonesian women's role and

status', in eds K. Robinson and S. Bessell, op. cit., p. 73.

17 M. 0. Gardiner, op. cit., pp. 106-110.

I8Kantor Menteri Negara Pemberdayaan Perempuan, Rencana Induk Pembangunan Nasional
Pemberdayaan Perempuan 2000-2004, Jakarta, 2000, p. 13.
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integrated gender issues into all aspects of development but also endeavoured

to make development programs more sensitive and responsive to gender.19

In addition, the Women's Ministry collaborated actively with women's

organisations, religious organisations, NGOs, professional associations,

political parties and other institutions with an interest in women's affairs. This

collaboration resulted in Rencana Induk Pembangunan Nasional

Pemberdayaan Perempuan (the National Plan of Action to Empower

Women), running from 2000 to 2004, which covers five key areas: (1)

improving women's quality of life, (2) raising awareness of justice and equity

issues nationwide, (3) eliminating violence against women, (4) protecting the.

human rights of women and (5) strengthening women's institutions.20

The following paragraphs are an overview of the Wahid government's

achievements regarding these five areas of women's empowerment. This

overview is summarised from a Rencana Induk Pembangunan Nasional

Pemberdayaan Perempuan 2000-2004 booklet21 issued by the Ministry of

Women's Empowerment's Office and Parawansa's paper 22 as Minister of

Women's Empowerment presented at the Indonesian Update Conference held

19 See S. Surbakti, 'Gender mainstreaming and sex-disaggregated data', in eds K. Robinson and S.
Bessell, op. cit., p. 214.

20 K. I. Parawansa, op. cit., p. 73.

21 Kantor Menteri Negara Pemberdayaan Perempuan, Rencana Induk Pembangunan Nasional
Pemberdayaan Perempuan 2000-2004, Jakarta, 2000.

22
The title of the paper was 'Institution building: An effort to improve Indonesian women's role

and status'; it then was published as a chapter in eds K. Robinson and S. Bessel, Women in
Indonesia: Gender Equity and Development, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore,
2002.
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on 21-22 September 2001 at The Australian National University (ANU),

Canberra.

Improving Women's Quality of Life

As stated before, during Wahid's presidency, the State Minister for

Women's Empowerment was also the chair of the National Family Planning

Coordinating Agency (BKKBN); at this time its motto was changed from 'small

and prosperous family' to 'quality family'. BKKBN also was successful in

increasing male participation in the family-planning program, with the pleasing

result that this increased from 1.1 per cent in 1999 to 1.8 per cent in 2000, and 2.6

per cent in 2001.23

In the area of women's economic empowerment, the Ministry instituted a

program to increase family income through micro-credit initiatives and other

activities aimed at small women entrepreneurs. In cooperating with the Ministry

of Resettlement and Regional Infrastructure, it also developed a rescue program

for women. who lost their jobs during the crisis. The ministry, moreover,

conducted a program to reduce the maternal and infant mortality rates.24

Raising Awareness of Justice and Equity Issues

The Ministry promoted a gender-mainstreaming prograrn 25 . This was

followed by a capacity-building program for departments and regions, including

within the ministry itself. The primary goal of the program was to change the

23 lb.id., p. 74.

24 Ibid.

25 
Gender mainstreaming means not only integrating gender issues into all aspects of Indonesian

development but also endeavouring to make development programs more sensitive and responsive
to gender. See S. Surbakti, 'Gender mainstreaming and sex-disaggregated data', in K. Robinson
and S Bassel (eds), op. cit., p. 214.
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underlying culture of civil service by creating widespread awareness of gender

issues, particularly among those • responsible for making and implementing policy.

Collaborating with the Central Bureau of Statistics, the Ministry produced

a series of statistical books and indicators on gender so that progress could be

monitored.. Two national-level statistical volumes were published in December

2000 to coincide with Hari Ibu (Mothers' Day), followed by four provincial level

volumes in 2001. Sixteen provincial officials and representatives of women's

studies centres were trained in statistical techniques, with more to follow. After

two years, all provinces published disaggegated data based on the national

model.26

Eliminating Violence against Women

The Ministry built close relationships with other government departments

and NGOs in developing machinery for the elimination of violence against

women and children. The most important of the line of services offered was

Special Investigation Rooms served by women police, established in police

stations in 19 provinces and 163 districts and cities. The government also

provided medical help facilities in health centres and some hospitals for the

victims of violence. 27 In addition, collaborating with pesantren (Islamic Boarding

Schools) 28 and NGOs, the government provided women's crisis centres. One of

the NGOs was Puan Amal Hayati established by Sinta Nuriyah (the wife of

26 See S. Surbakti, op. cit., pp. 209-214..

27 K. I. Parawansa, op. cit., p. 75.

28 Given the important role played by pesantren as a formative education system with strong socio-
cultural norms and values, and their role in shaping the intellectual and moral values of most
Indonesia's religious and community leaders, these centres can be considered as strategic
institutions. See, L. Marcoes, `Women's grassroots movements in Indonesia: A case study of the
PKK and Islamic women's organisations', in eds K. Robinson and S. Bessell, op. cit., p. 194.
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President Wahid). Its overall objective was to reduce violence against women,

particularly in the domestic sphere, through the revision of gender-biased rights

and the training and education of women in the institution.29

Protecting Women's Rights

To address the women's rights problem, government brought domestic law

into harmony with international norms governing the rights of women.

Government amended Manpower Law No. 25/1997 to eliminate discrimination in

work promotion and training; provide equal payment for equal work; ensure

social security rights and rights to occupational health and safety, non-

discrimination on grounds of marital status or pregnancy, and menstruation and.

maternity leave.

As violence and harassment against women and children rose to over one

million separate incidents in 2000, the government extended the protection of

human rights. Collaborating with NGOs, the government developed trauma-

counselling centres to serve the women and children in the camps, and help them

manage under difficult circumstances.

To manage national laws* that have gender perspective, the government

urged MPR to amend laws that had a gender bias. And the government, also,

analysed and socialised law- products which discriminated against women.3°

Strengthening Women's Institutions

Parawansa argued that women's institutions were important vehicles for

increasing community participation in gender-equity programS. 3 I Thus, the State

29 Ibid.

30 Kantor Menteri Negara Pemberdayaan Perempuan, op. cit., p. 23.
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Ministry for Women's Empowerment formed a network of religious women to

raise awareness of issues related to gender-equity and justice, and of the peril of

drugs. The ministry also supported the development of women's networking in

politics, leading to establishment of caucuses for women politicians at the national

and, to a lesser extent, provincial levels. The ministry proposed a quota of 30 per

cent for women in the top two echelons of the bureaucracy and in the legislature.32

In line with the new dynamics of reform, Wahid's government changed

the name of organisations for wives and their aspirations. The PKK, for example,

changed its name from Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Family Welfare

Movement) to Pemberdayaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Family Welfare

Empowerment Movement). The visible symbol of this was that the letter '13 ' in

PKK no longer stands for pembinaan (guidance, instruction) as before, but for

pemberdayaan (empowerment). According to Marcoes, the government hoped

that the change in name and policies would bring about a better, more intimate

relationship with the population, and in particular that the PKK would prove more

sensitive and attentive to the interests of women.33

B. Organisational Activities during the Period

1. Organisational Response to Women's Issues

The Wahid government's period was also transitional for Aisyiyah. As

Aisyiyah programs covered five years, it was a transition program between

31
K: I. Parawansa, op. cit., p. 76.

32 Ibid.

33 L. Marcoes, op. cit., p. 190.
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Aisyiyah's programs for 1995-2000 and 2000-2005 terms. 34 Thus, Aisyiyah's

responses to women's issues during Wahid's presidency were practically the same

as in Habiebie's time.

During Wahid's presidency Aisyiyah held Muktamar ke 44 (44th general

meeting) in Jakarta on 8-11 July 2000. This Muktamar proposed a program for the

Aisyiyah period 2000-2005 and also made several recommendations for Wahid's

government. In the following paragraphs, I will highlight Aisyiyah's activities

before Muktamar ke 44 as continuing the program of Aisyiyah period during

Habiebie's presidency, and several different activities held after the Muktamar,

including Aisyiyah's recommendations for Wahid's government.

While President Wahid defeated a female candidate, Megawati, and the

issue of a woman becoming president once again appeared, Aisyiyah

recommended that Islam allow a woman to become the head of state. 35 Moreover,

Aisyiyah agreed and supported the idea of the Minister of Women's

Empowerment, Parawansa, that in term of women's participation in politics, the

government should give a quota of at least 30 per cent for women in the top two

echelons of the bureaucracy and in the legislative assembly.36

Regarding the issues of women's rights and violence against women,

Aisyiyah continued to pursue the program it devised during Habiebie's

34 During the Habiebie period, however, Aisyiyah held Sidang Tanwir II in 1998 as a response to

the reformation era. See Chapter III, p. 104.

35This recommendation was the same as during Habiebie's presidency. See Chapter III, pp. 110-

117.

36 For detailed recommendations of Aisyiyah on women's participation in politics, see Chapter III,

pp. 105.
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government. 37 Aisiyah not only kept urging Wahid's government to correct the

gender imbalance in society and provide women with the rights that have been

denied to them so far, but also provided counselling help for women who had

psychological stress and were exposed to domestic violence produced by

economic hardship.

In response to the issue of women workers and economy Aisyiyah kept

prioritising .its program to. help women's economic welfare through a small-

business program (usaha ekonomi kecil) which helped (1) to improve women's

ability to participate in family economic lift as a part of Keluarga Sakinah

program, (2) to intensify Badan Usaha Ekonomi Keluarga Aisyiyah, (3) to

provide job opportunities for Aisyiyah members who are unemployed, (4) to

improve Aisyiyah business-women's coordination to provide more female job

opportunities and (5) to intensify cooperation with Majlis Ekonomi

Muhammadiyah to provide more job opportunities for Aisyiyah members.38

After Muktamar ke 44, however, Aisyiyah placed emphasis on a number

of different objectives as follows:

Women's Education

Since education has been one of Aisyiyah's concerns from its first

establishment, during Wahid's period Aisyiyah prioritised its women's-education

projects in improving the quality and mission of Aisyiyah's education at every

level from the Taman Kanak-kanak Aisyiyah (Aisyiyah's kindergarten) to the

37See Chapter III, pp. 117-123 for comparison.

38 For detailed activities, see Chapter III, pp. 126-127.
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university level. 39 Aisyiyah saw that the quality of Aisyiyah's alumni should be

ready to face a competitive situation in the era of globalisation. Aisyiyah tried to

enhance a special Islamic education project which could become a model for

Islamic education in the future.

Aisyiyah also attempted to commit Aisyiyah's kindergartens, Aisyiyah's

play groups and other Aisyiyah informal institutions such as Panti Asuhan Anak

(orphanages), Biro Konsultasi Keluarga (family consultation bureaus), Balai

Latihan Kerja (work training centres) and Rumah Singgah (transit houses) to a

comprehensive program for the development of iman (faith), akhlak (morals),

kepribadian (attitude) and kreativitas (creativity) of the children.40

To improve graduate quality, moreover, Aisyiyah not only developed a

teacher-recruitment system based on several factors, namely, professionalism,

Islamic commitment, experience and loyalty to the advancement of Aisyiyah's

mission, but also formulated curricula which exclude gender-bias. Aisyiyah also

enhanced its relationship with other educational institutions including domestic

and overseas educational . foundations such as Lembaga Ilmu Pengetahuan

Indonesia (Indonesian Institute of Sciences), the Royal Institute of Linguistics and

Anthropology Leiden, the Netherlands, and Indonesian-Netherlands Cooperation

in Islamic Studies (iNis). 4 1

39	 •Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Tanfidz Keputusan Muktamar Aisyiyah ke 44 di Jakarta, Jakarta,
2000, p. 22.

40 Ibid.

41 Ibid.
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Health and Life Quality

Aisyiyah focused its health program for improvement not only on children

and women's health, but also on that of the community as a whole. Aisyiyah

developed its health institution services such as Rumah Sakit (Hospital), Rumah

Bersalin (Maternity). Balai Pengobatan (Medical Bureau) and Balai Kesehatan

Ibu dan Anak (Mother and Children Medical Bureau). The organisation attempted

to create better Islamic medical service through developing the skills of nurses

and doctors. But excellence was not to come at the expense of ignoring Islamic

law, where women's health issues were concerned.

As the issue of the HIV/AIDS endemic became a national issue in

Indonesia, Aisyiyah actively participated in counselling programs to protect and

remind the young generation of AIDS risk. The organisation also campaigned on

the danger of smoking opium, alcoholic drink and other drug addictions to save

young generations from moral and mental destruction.42

Regarding the drug abuse issue, Aisyiyah took this up as well through the

KOWANI program: 'Parents and Children Movement to Prevent Drug Abuse'. A

survey of youth attitudes toward drug abuse was conducted by Aisyiyah on 18

November 1999. 43 The study revealed that 57 per cent of students were not aware

about the dangers of drug abuse, nor were they aware about the long-term

consequences of drug use. On the other hand, at least 52 per cent stated that they

knew someone in their own communities such as school friends, neighbours, and

relatives who were on drugs. Another interesting finding was that most of them

42 Ibid., p. 25.

43 Ibid., p.. 30.
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expressed the desire to be trained by a teenage instructor or one from their own

age group.

Aisyiyah took part in the seminar: "Increase parental awareness to save the

nation's youth from the dangers of drug abuse", which was held by KOWANI on

12 December 1999. As an active participant, Aisyiyah declared that it intended to

implement early prevention programs, such as the counselling of parents

regarding the dangers of drug abuse. A further workshop on "Youth against

Drugs" was held by Aisyiyah on 24 January 1999, for high school students, boy

scouts and community youth groups. This workshop was organised in cooperation

with the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, and KOWANI's

Foundation for the Welfare of Youth and Children.44

Improvement of Political Participation

As an autonomous organisation under Muhammadiyah, Aisyiyah's

position on political matters has been totally the same as Muhammadiyah's.

Aisyiyah has never acted as a political party, but it has traditionally supported the

government where the betterment of community social life has been concerned.

This has not stopped it from analysing and discussing political issues per

se or in offering suggestions to the government to solve national problems. And in

the case of women, Aisyiyah has played an important part, particularly recently,

in educating women about their political and social rights.45

44 Ibid.

45 ibid., p. 27.
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2. Organisational Recommendations to Wahid's Government

As an organisation which has supported development, Aisyiyah has

adopted a constructive rather than oppositional stance. Thus, during Wahid's

presidency, Aisyiyah felt confident enough to make recommendations to the

Ministries of National Education Affairs, Religious Affairs, Health Affairs,

Labour Affairs, and Women's Empowerment Affairs. These recommendations

emerged from the Muktamar Aisyiyah ke 44 held in Jakarta on 8-11 July 2000.46

During the Wahid era, Aisyiyah urged the government to persist in

reformasi programs that prioritised law enforcement, wiped out corruption,

collusion and nepotism, and constructed good governance. The organisation also

pushed the government, through Badan Sensor Film (Film Censor Agency), to

actively and tightly control advertisements on television and mass media that

contained pornography and violence. Aisyiyah also encouraged the government to

show more concern in handling the problem of anak-anak terlantar (neglected

children), anak jalanan (street children) and children who live in conflict areas.

Aisyiyah urged the government to effectively supervise the

implementation of Surat Keputusan Bersama (Memorandum of Understanding)

No. 4/U/SKB/1999 and No. 570/199 between the Minister of National Education

Affairs and Minister of Religious Affairs on the obligation of the students of

elementary and junior high school to attend religious education. The organisation

also suggested that moral and ethics teaching should be improved at every

educational level in the educational system in all curricula. The Ministry of

National Education Affairs was also required to have more concern and find an

46 Pimpinan Pusat Aisyiyah, Tanfidz Keputusan Muktamar Aisyiyah ke 44 di Jakarta, Jakarta,
2000, pp. 11-15.
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alternative for children's education, especially for education of anak-anak

terlantar, anak jalanan and children who live in conflict areas. Through the

Ministry of Religious Affairs, Aisyiyah urged the government to improve the

program of kerukunan antar agama (inter-religion relationship) because the

religious conflict has been very dangerous for national integrity. Aisyiyah also

encouraged the Ministry of Religious Affairs to release a book regarding the

guidelines of reproductive health for young Muslim women.

• Aisyiyah urged the Ministry of Labour Affairs to intensify counselling

regarding the danger of AIDS/HIV, and drug addiction. The organisation also

encouraged the Ministry to develop a child and mother health program in

cooperation with NGOs, especially women's organisations. Aisyiyah agreed with

the Ministry of Labour Affairs' idea that the Indonesian government should

temporarily stop sending Tenaga Kerja Wanita (women workers) overseas. This

program should be evaluated and the government should have clear legal-

protection for women workers overseas. Aisyiyah also urged the Ministry of

Women's Empowerment to intensify pendidikan politik (political education) for

women in order that they have a democratic-political consciousness, especially

facing the national general election in 2004..

All these recommendations suggest that not only did Aisyiyah show deep

concern for disadvantaged Muslim women as a result of the misinterpretation of

Islamic law,47 but that it also became involved in the general movement of

responding to global pressure in a way that was suitable for Indonesia as a Muslim

country.

41 See pp. 85-86.
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The organisation's activities, however, gathered apace during Wahid's

presidency, especially after Aisyiyah held Muktamar ke 44 in .2000. Aisyiyah not

only focused its activities on women's issues but was also concerned with a range

of problems faced by the government. For example, it recommended that the

government show concern in inter-religion relationships. that it institute programs

to alert young people to the dangers of HIV and drug addiction, and that it make

provision for the education of street children. In short, Aisyiyah had begun to flex

its muscles as a pressure group and to take up issues beyond those strictly

pertaining to women. As Soeratno (currently Aisyiyah Chairperson) says:

"Krisis dalam kehidupan bangsa yang ditinggalkan oleh Orde Baru tidak
hanya berupa krisis ekonomi, dan politik, tetapi juga melahirkan adanya
krisis moral. Hal itu, ditandai antara lain dengan semakin meningkatnya
kekerasan dalam berbagai bentuk. Kekerasan tersebut, dalam jangka
pendek maupun jangka panjang menimbulkan luka dan hancurnya sendi-
sendi kemanusiaan yang berdampak luas dan traumatik bagi generasi
mendatang. Untuk memecahkan persoalan tersebut, lanjut Soeratno tidak
dapat diselesaikan melalui kebijakan-kebijakan jangka pendek dan
praktis belaka. Tetapi juga diperlukan penyelesaian-penyelesaian yang
besifat menyeluruh dan jangka panjang. Karenanya Aisyiyah akan terus
berperan aktif dalam memecahkan persoalan persoalan bangsa terutama
kekerasan yang disebebakan oleh adanya krisis moral".48

"The national crisis left by Soeharto's New Order, was not only crisis in
economy and politics, but also a moral crisis. This is shown, among other
things, by the increasing level of violence in various forms. This, for both
short and long terms, gives rise to wounds and destruction of human
relationships which strike widely and traumatically at coming generations.
To solve the problem, Soeratno says, the government could not only apply
a short and pragmatic policy, a long-term policy to solve the problem is
needed. Thus Aisyiyah will always be actively involved in solving
national problems especially violence caused by this moral crisis".

48 S. C. Soeratno, `Aisyiyah tegakkan akhlak mulia', Pikiran Rakyat, Bandung, 20
June 2002, p. 4.
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Soeratno's statement above underlines a major finding of this

investigation, namely, that from the start of the Reformation Era in 1998 to the

present, Aisyiyah transformed itself into a socially and politically active

movement that is no longer hidebound by its Muhammadiyah affiliation or by its

Muslim orientation. It has readily taken up a range of national *issues and has

arguably become much more than simply a women's auxiliary of

Muhammadiyah. Indeed, it is acquiring a life and rationale of its own.



CONCLUSION

Aisyiyah, from its birth to its later development, was deeply involved in

the socio-political and historical evolution of Indonesian society, which in turn

coloured the structure, ideology, and activities of the organisation. As may be

seen from the above discussion, the very birth of the organisation was itself the

product of a certain historical context, namely, the rise of Indonesian nationalism

in the early twentieth century. It was this trend that gave birth to the Indonesian

women's movement, of which Aisyiyah formed a part. So when Budi Utomo, the

pioneer nationalist group, founded its women's section, Putri Mardika, other

organisations, including the Muhammadiyah, were inspired to take the same step.

This last point is also significant in that, since its establishment, Aisyiyah has

always worked alongside other women's groups, and has often shared the same

struggles, concerns, and activities. This was true to the extent that Aisyiyah in

1936 began to identify more with the women's movement than with the

Muhammadiyah, its parent body.

However, right from the start, Aisyiyah differed from most other women's

groups, not only because of its Muslim identity, but also because of its

representation of lower- and middle-class interests. The latter characteristic is

especially notable since most other Women's organisations dealt only with a few

elite, educated people and pursued activities which did not impact upon the

grassroots level of society. Moreover, the distinctness of Aisyiyah, due especially

to its Islamic ideology, was reflected in many other respects, causing the

organisation often to present different perspectives or stands on different issues.



For example, just like other women's groups active in the first half of the

twentieth century, the main goal of Aisyiyah in its early days was to reform

cultural values which were thought to oppress women. Yet, while many of the

other groups looked to Western models for guidance, Aisyiyah sought its

justification in Islamic teachings. This position was demonstrated in the idea

behind calling the group Aisyiyah in the first place. Named after Aisyah, the

prophet Muhammad's wife, it reflected the organisation's view that the traditional

role of a wife in the Javanese family needed to be replaced by the Islamic concept,

according to which the wife should play an active role in the family's decision-

making process, just as Aisyah did. For Muslim women in particular, Aisyiyah's

influence had brought about a change in the manner of their religious

participation. Praying in mosques, receiving religious training, and even wearing a

veil, were all signs of a new consciousness on the part of Muslim women that they

could publicly participate in religious observances, something that they had never

experienced before.

Returning to our discussion of the influence of the socio-historical context

on the development of this organisation, we can see that, as it was born during the

early nationalist period, Aisyiyah at first made national independence the main

theme of its activities. During the early decades of its existence, the organisation

actively participated in building networks and uniting Indonesian women's

organisations in support of the liberation effort. One result of this was the holding

of the first Kongres Wanita Indonesia, which established the foundation of the

Indonesian women's movement. During the early period of Indonesian

independence, we noticed that around 1945-1946 the idea of developing the
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newborn country became the main focus of Aisyiyah activities. The concentration

shifted to social development: by the 1960s more schools were founded, more

health centres were built, and more programs were begun by Aisyiyah.

Nevertheless, in maintaining its distinct identity as a Muslim organisation,

Aisyiyah often found it hard to get along with other women's groups. Aisyiyah's

position in the debate on polygamy and the marriage bill during the period

between the first women's congress and the post-independence was one

illustration of the problem.

The strong political and historical influence on Aisyiyah's development

was also expressed in its readiness to cooperate with the government in power.

While this has led the organisation to be elastic and adaptive, it has also made

Aisyiyah more pragmatic and opportunistic. It has helped Aisyiyah survive in

spite of shifts in the Indonesian political climate, although it has also led to the

unprogressive and sluggish development of the organisation. This can be seen in

the performance of Aisyiyah during the New Order period. The tight control of

the New Order government over social organisations, including women's groups,

forced Aisyiyah to give full support to the idea of national development, which

was aggressively promoted by the New Order regime. One could even say that

Aisyiyah provided justification for the government's national development

policies, and seldom, if ever, opposed these. The political situation has also led

Aisyiyah to take the activities of Dharma Wanita and PKK as models for their

own initiatives. As a result, the organisation produced few original or truly

reformist concepts, especially when compared to the newly founded women's

NGOs, which are more concerned with the contemporary and practical issues
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facing Indonesian women. In other words, Aisyiyah, in its debut, especially

during the New Order government, tended to reflect the priorities of the reformist

Muhammadiyah, both culturally and religiously, but it has moved gradually ever

since toward its present status.

Followin g, the Reformation Era begun in Habiebie's government.

however, Aisyiyah quickly adjusted to the dramatic socio-political change in

Indonesia by setting up its own programs and activities. By initially intensifying

consolidation among its members to deal with the demands of reformasi, the

organisation also actively responded to and participated in improving women's

empowerment in Indonesia in the broader context. Since political and press liberty

became the main agenda for the reformation, Aisyiyah not only dealt with the

contemporary discourses on issues such as women's participation in politics and a

woman becoming president, but also actively created several concrete programs to

help women to gain equal rights in business, education, and politics. In terms of

democratisation and press liberty during the Reformation Era, Aisyiyah also used

this opportunity to apply pressure on the government to pay more than lip-service

to the empowerment of women. For example, Aisyiyah submitted

recommendations that women should have equal rights in political participation,

educational opportunities and business enterprise.

During Wahid's government Aisyiyah broadened its organisation

programs and activities. It not only focused its activities on women's issues as it

did in Habibie's era, but also concerned itself with a range of national problems

faced by Wahid's government. For example, Aisyiyah was very concerned with
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inter-religion relationships, the education of anak jalanan (street children),

women workers overseas, and HIV and drug-addiction issues.

We may conclude, then, by stating that Indonesian government policies

after Soeharto's regime have affected Aisyiyah's development, programs and

activities. From the Indonesian Reformation Era onward. Aisyiyah did not simply

follow and justify government programs in its activities as it did during Soeharto's

New Order; it played the role of reform activist during both Habiebie and Wahid

governments.

Since this study ends with the Wahid government in 2001, it would be

worthwhile to monitor Aisyiyah's programs as an advocate of women's

empowerment, particularly because of the pace of political change in Indonesia,

especially since Megawati Soekarno Putri (the first woman ever) was elected as

President of Indonesia in August 2001. It would also be interesting to analyse

other Indonesian Muslim women's organisations, such as Muslimat Nandhatul

Ulama and Wanita Persatuan Islam, by way of comparison with Aisyiyah. On the

basis of the evidence put forward in this thesis it seems reasonable to suggest that

Aisyiyah will not submissively accept the restoration of the traditional attitudes.to

women, whether under an Islamic state or not.
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