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KIAS: a community of change of Indonesian women
networks/organizations and Cordaid

Shared Research and writing project: ‘Role of women religious leaders in Indonesia in addressing 
fundamentalism’

• 6 women: powerful (local) muslim leaders with a pesantren background (pesantren = traditional 
islamic boarding school);

• 6 activists/feminists using religion/faith as a source of social change: (re-)interpreting Islam as a 
means to promote gender equality, to counter gender violence, patriarchic stereotypes and 
literalist (fundamentalist) approaches to religious texts;

• The publication is expected to appear in the autumn of 2011 (Dutch, English, Bahasa Indonesia) 
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Small pesantren in Aceh, led by Ummi Anisah
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Ummi Anisah:

“Those who use Islam only to punish are destroying their own religion”

“That the Qu’ranic concept of nushuz (obedience) is primarily used to keep women subjugated is a 
form of abuse - not only of women, but of the Qur’an itself. Nushuz applies equally to men and 
women. No one can go around taking individual words and sentences as they choose from the 
Qur’an to judge or to punish.”
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Member of Ummi Anisah’s viillage gatherings



Badriyah Fayumi : pesantren leader/preacher in Kota Bekasi (West-Java), former member of 
local parliament, former television preacher
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Badriyah Fayumi:

• “Men have been allowed to proclaim their stereotypical interpretations of the faith for too long.”

• As a term for sin, and the seduction to evil, fitna technically applies in the same way for the 
behaviour of boys as for girls. But in practice, fitna almost always affects only women: women 
cannot come too close to men, women have to stay indoors, women cannot hold certain 
positions like that of imam. The roots of these restrictions lie in the reduction of the woman into 
an object of lust, the woman as source of sin. This has its effect on all aspects of society. But the 
concept of fitna does not have its origin in the Qur’an. And there is certainly nothing in the 
Qur’an or the hadiths that supports the belief that women are a source of sin or evil.”

• “Men and women are equals, born of one and the same soul, created by Allah.”
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Badriyah and some of the women who attend her classes / preachings…
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Aini Masruri , member of local parliament, head of a girls pesantren in Lombok

“One day, when I was seventeen, my parents told me that in a week I would be marrying someone I didn't even 
know, a thirty-five-year-old man, a religious scholar. Fifteen men from my new husband’s family came to collect me. 
They call this the adat marari, the traditional collection of the bride, but I call it what it is: kidnapping.”

“Never, in all those hard years, did I ever doubt my faith. Just the opposite. In my most difficult times, I took comfort in 
the Qur’an. It is not Islam that is to blame for the injustice I suffered, it is my husband. And even though my husband 
is a scholar of Islam, I don’t think his behaviour towards me comes from his faith, but from his need to be the boss. 
That’s not the same thing.”



Some of Aini’s pupils: 

What do you want to become later in life? 

“Teacher!”…..”Chemist”….”A preacher just like Aini”…..”Astronaut!”



Nyi Ruqqoyah, heads a girls pesantren in Bondowoso (East Java)



Praying in the mushollah…



Nyi Ruqqoyah, forced into marriage at the age of fourtee n. Today, she is a single 

mother and a respected Muslim leader:

• “Patriarchy is a creation of men, not of God”
• “Today I give room, board and religious education to thirty girls aged eleven to seventeen. They 

are taught akhlak, tafsir, fiqh, Arabic, Qur’an exegesis... But they also have a home here where 
they can feel safe and where they can share their hopes, fears, homesickness, where they can 
talk to each other about their first love or their first period.”

• “For many traditional Muslims, women’s rights comes across as too western. It makes men feel 
insulted and they quickly close off. But talking about equality between men and women is more 
acceptable, and I can convey my message just as well with that as a theme.”

• “The subject of jihad always starts off heated discussions about war, suicide bombings and other 
forms of extreme religious violence. For me, jihad has an entirely different meaning. It is literally 
the ‘strive for something good,’ turning a bad situation into a good one. Of course, the question 
is then how you define ‘good’ and ‘bad’, and of course this is about the ‘good faith’ and being a 
‘good believer.’ But a core value of Islam, at least for me, is that you never look down on others, 
never put yourself above others, whether Muslim or non-Muslim, not even above people who are 
kafir, who do not believe in God.”



Other women leaders, other voices…

Teh Enung , pesantren leader in Tasikmalaya (Java) and head of a center for abused women:

• “Fighting for gender justice brings me closer to God”

• “Subjugation of women is neither takdir - dictated by God -, nor kudrat - that is, inherent in 
the essence of woman. These traditional values are not Islamic values but cultural constructs 
and interpretations of men.”

• “My husband and I have to be on our guard. We are known as activists standing up for 
equality and religious tolerance, and standing against the negative impact of polygamy. And 
that can be enough to get a visit from fundamentalist militants.” “The new bylaw on 
prostitution criminalises an entire group of women who are forced to work in the sex industry 
out of poverty, or who are forced into it by pimps.”
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Inaya Rochmaniyah, professor at the State Islamic Un iversity of Yogyakarta, 

researcher, feminist

• “‘A woman who does not wear the hijab or kerudung is nothing more than a dog.’
That’s what my brother told me when he came back from Cairo. That was the 
wisdom he had absorbed over there. But even as a little girl, I knew there must be 
another face to Islam.”

• “One must make a clear distinction between a few things, things that Islamophobes
and Islamic extremists alike tend to jumble together: namely, the sacred in Islam, 
Islamic doctrine, and Islamic culture. Neither the fiqh nor Sharia law are static or 
God-given. And if they facilitate discrimination or repression of women, then I see it 
as my duty to come up with a theological and social interpretation that is closer to a 
sacred value, namely the equality before God of all beings.”


