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THESIS ABSTRACT 

The central toctis tt  this study is to explore from a biographical and gender 
perspective, the influence otfinir women on OOC of Indonesia's most renowned 
religious and political figures of the twentieth and tvventv-fiust  centuries, 
Abdurraliman Wahid (b. 1940). These women are Waluid's mother, Solicluaiu 
Wahid Hasvim (1922-1994), sister, Aisyah Humid Baidiowi (b. /941),' wif, 
Sintah Nuriyah Wahid; and second-eldest daughter, Zannuba Yenni Wahid, 
(h. 1974). 

Wahid's mother was his J)rlmary influence and as such the personal and 
political inter-relatedness of' this relationship is the ficus of Chapter One. 
Their lives are looked at in relation to tue ftimilv unit, Nandlatul Ulama (NU), 
Muslinuat organization, gender issues, and Suharto regime. Wahid 's trip to the 
Middle East (/963-197/) inspired him intellectually and gave rise to his status 
as Indonesiami intellectual and uieo-modernist. As a result, he became 
increasingly overtly political and ambiguous toward the Suharto regime 
particular/v from 1988, the year his mother made her final exit from the 
Indonesian Peoples Representative Council (DPR). 

Chapter Two constitutes much briefr biographical portraits of the other three 
women. Tiuev have supported Wahid in many different ways and have 
contributed positively to Indonesia 's social, religious and political 

nu developent (particularly from a gender perspective). The researcher has 
dubbed these fi.um' women (including Solichaiu Has vim) the female inner circle, 
neo-modernists and Muslim frminists (as defined by Karam) because they are 
the women closest to Wahid and are open and progressive in their thinking. 

The relationship between Wahid and Indonesia 's first female president, 
Megawati Sukarnoputri was hound to ftuil prima ri/v because of their duffr ring 
backgrounds. Megawati was blocked by People Consultative Assembly (MPR) 
members from becoming pres ide, in 1999 because o her gender and even 
though Wahid espoused he would support a potential Megawati presidency, he 
decided to side with the majority qtMPR representatives. This was despite the 
fiuct that he believes in the concept of women as leaders. Due to Wahid being 
elected on a gender-based ruling, because of his position within the frimily and 
the closeness he had with his frmale inner circle, he underestimated 
Megawatt's willingness to side with parliamentarians and military personnel 
in July 2001. This is the focus of Chapter Three. 

The final chapter provides a comparative gender analysis on the thinking of 
Wahid and his fmale inner circle, based on their interpretation of Islamic law. 
Their views on issues afc'ting women are sumilar. The degree to vviuichi these 
women have impacted on Waluid's gender world—view is significant. Tiuey all 
share a neo-mnodernist perspective on gender, peppered with nuances. These 
frictors enhance furtiuer Waluid's relationship to these wonuen. 



GLOSSARY AND ABBREVIATIONS 

ABRI Angkatan Bersenjata Republik Indonesia (Indonesian Armed Forces) 
Al-A hkarnussultaiiiyyah Title of Islamic law books 
Anak/BKIA Balai Kesehatan Ihu dan Anak (Medical Clinic for Mothers and 
Children) 
Aqidah ahlussuna/z walijaina'ah Religious concept that has as its source in 
the Prophet Muhammad's traditions promoting general consensus and analogy, 
or commonly referred to as the "people of the tradition and assembly" 
BKKBN Badan Koordinasi Keluarga Berencana Nasional (National Family 
Planning Board) 
Brunei-gate Name given to a money scandal in which the Sultan of Brunei 
gave a gift of 2 million US dollars to Wahid while he was president, but he 
failed to declare the gift to the Indonesian state 
Bulog Badan Urusan Logistik (State Logistics Agency) 
Ciganjur Declaration Declared on November 10 1998, which aimed to 
restore sovereignty, abolish dual function, hold honest general elections, create 
a new government and investigate corruption 
DNIKS Dewan Nasional Indonesia Kesejahteraan Sosial (National Indonesian 
Council for Social Safety) 
DPR Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat (House of Representatives- 500 members) 
DPRGR Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Gotong Royong (Mutual Help People's 
Representative Council) 
Dual Function A law enabling military personnel to be members of parliament 
simultaneously 
Dzukur Male in Arabic 
Empathy Study Group The genesis of Forum of Democracy 
Fada'il al-a',nat Title of one of the fIqh, which pertains to human morality, 
based on good deeds 
Fiqh The corpus of Islamic jurisprudence 
FK PPAI Forum Komunikasi Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Anak Indonesia 
(Forum of Communication on the Creation and Development of the Indonesian 
Child) 
Formalists Another word used to describe traditionalist Muslims 
Forum of Democracy A discussion group formed by advocates of democracy, 
established in Indonesia in 1991 
Fundamentalism A radical form of religion, where by advocates impose their 
religion on others and are prepared to be sacrificed in the name of religion 
Golkar Acronym for Golongan Karya (Functional Groups) 
1-ladith Sayings of Muhammad or narratives concerning him 
Haj The Pilgrimage to Mecca 
Ilaji The title given to a man who makes the pilgrimage to Mecca 
HMO Health Maintenance Organization 
lAIN Institute Agama Islam Negeri (State Institute of Islamic Religion in 
Indonesia) 



ICMI Ikatan Cendekiawan Muslimin Indonesia (Indonesian Association of 
Muslim Intellectuals) 
IM F International Monetary Fund 
Ijtihad Individual judgment based on the interpretation of the tents of the faith 
Jihad Word used when a holy war has been declared against the enemies of 
Islam 
Jilbab Attire worn by Muslim women. Comnionly known as the veil 
Khittah The purely social/religious role anointed to the NU in 1926 
Kittah The "yellow books' used by NU scholars of Islam 
KB Program Keluarga Berencana (Family Planning Program) 
KIAA Konferensi Islam Asia-Afrika. Asia-Africa Islamic Conference held in 
Bandungin 1964 
KKN Korupsi, Kolusi, Nepotism (corruption, collusion and nepotism) 
Kodrah Power 
Kowani Kongres Wanita Indonesia (Indonesian Women's Congress) 
LKBN Lembaga Keluarga Berencana Nasional (Indonesian Family Planning 
Programme- 1968) 
LKiS Lembaga Kajian ilmu Sosial (the Institute for the Study of Social 
Knowledge). Formed in Yogyakarta during the early 1990s 
Kyai A title given to religious scholars and teachers 
Madrasali Religious schools which provide a mixed curriculum of subjects 
Ministry of Religion Body A Ministry, which deals with all religious issues 
Modernism The application of Islamic law to modern realities 
MPR Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat (People's Consultative Assembly) 
Muhammad Name given to Allah's (God) messenger 
Muhammadiyah Modernist social/religious organization established in 
Indonesia in 1912 
Muslimat The female wing of the NU, established in 1938 
Nandlatul Ulama (NU) Originally regarded as a traditionalist Muslim 
organisation established in 1926 as a reaction to the modernist Muhammadiyah 
organisation. The name of NU translates as the rise of the ulama. 
NASAKOM Word invented by Indonesian nationalist and first president, 
Sukarno, which refers to the blending of Nationalisme, Socialisme, Agama dan 
Kommumisme (Nationalism, Socialism, Religion and Communism) 
Nawib Title of one of the ancient Islamic texts 
Neo-Modernism A combination of the traditional and modernist interpretation 
of Islam, derived from various Islamic text and doctrines. A separation of 
religion and politics is promoted, along with pluralism within society. 
New Order A military regime, which was initiated by President Suharto and 
his supporters. It lasted officially from 1968 until 1998. 
NGO Non-governmental organisations 
NU Nandlatul Ulama (rise of the ulamas) 
Nyai Title allocated to female teachers and scholars 
ORMAS Organisasi Mass Law (1985) (Social Organisation Law) 
PAN Partai Amanat Nasional (National Mandate Party) 



Pancasila The philosophical basis of the Indonesian state, implemented into 
the 1945 Indonesian Constitution 
Pansus the special DPR Investigating Committee 
PB Syuriah NU Pengurus Besar Nandlatul Ulama (Central NU Board of 
Syuriah and Tanfidziah) 
PI)F Forum Pengembangan Keswadayaan (Participatory Development Forum) 
P1)1 Partai Demokrasi Indonesia (Democratic Party of Indonesia) 
PDI-P Partai Demokrasi Indonesia-Perjuangan (Democratic Party of Indonesia 
of the Struggle). Established in 199 
Penyebar Seinangat Title of a Javanese magazine 
PPPI Perikatan Perkoempoelan Perempoen Indonesia (Federation of 
Indonesian Women's Organisations) 
Perti Pergerakan Tarbijah Islamijah. Small traditionalist party based in West 
Sumatra 
Pesantren Traditional Islamic boarding school 
PKB Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (National Awakening Party) 
PM Partai Komunist Indonesia (Indonesian Communist Party) 
PMI Palang Merah Indonesia (Indonesian Red Cross) 
PMII Pergerakan Mahasiswa Islam Indonesia (Indonesian Muslim Students 
Movement) Formed in 1960 as NU's tertiary students' organisation 
PNBK Partai Nasional Bung Karno (Bung Karno Nationalist Party) 
PPNU Pekatian Putri NU - a part of the NU women's organisation 
PPP Partai Pembangunan Persatuan (United Development Party). 
PSI! Partai Sarikat Islam Indonesia (Indonesian Islamic United Party) 
Qadi Arabic word meaning judge 
Qur'an The most sacred Islamic text 
Sakiat Young Women's Movement 
Santi Asih Spiritual Guidance Centre 
Santri A devout Muslim scholar often reflected by those undertaking intensive 
religious study in a pesantren and usually more committed to their religious 
faith 
SMP Sekolah Menengah Pertama (lower secondary school) 
Sunnah The strand of Islam followed by NU members 
Sunni Describes one who follows the Sunnah path of Islam 
Syari'ah Law Islamic Law or the classical texts on Islamic religious law, 
equivalent tojIqh. 
Tanfidziyah Name given to the Executive Board of NU 
Tauhid Oneness of God 
Turath Heritage or ancient books 
Ulaina Religious scholar 
Wasyiyatul wajibah Arabic meaning divide inheritance equally before one 
dies, and the rest will he divided according to Islam 
Wayang Javanese shadow puppet theatre 
YKM-NU Yayasan Kesejahteraan Muslimat NU (Muslimat Safety 
Fou ii €1 ati on) 



YPM NU Yayasan Pendidikan Muslimat NU Bina Bakti Wanita (Education 
Foundation of Women's Services) 
1966 Generation Several leaders who backed Suharto during his take over as 
president in the mid 1960s 



National transformation or "national development" is currently a great 

challenge to "nation-states" in Muslim countries. The countries face seemingly 

intractable problems in containing massive expressions of communalism and 

maintaining national integration gained after long and bitter struggles and 

severe hardships. Difficulties also abound in establishing the rule of law, in 

building economic frameworks for equitable distribution of wealth, and in 

cementing social cohesion. Government response to these difficulties varies 

from place to place, but mainly takes the form of technocratic sociopolitical 

engineering, consolidation of the prevalent national ideology, and in many 

case, outright political suppression. There is a whole range of political devises 

used to prop up those responses, from limited restriction of individual and 

group political rights to blatant authoritarianism. The end result is a want of 

full freedom of expression for individuals. 

Thus the governments decide basic issues concerning the welfare of each 

respective country without sufficient consultation with the people. Social 

control becomes more and more difficult to exercise, and in the long run 

corrective measures are less and less possible to enact by the nation as a whole. 

Justice becomes more difficult to observe, and opportunities for violent acts by 

the rulers are more readily available. 

Wahid A. 2000 'Islam, Nonviolence and National Transformation' Social 

Alternatives, Vol. 19 No.2, April p. 9 



Background 

Former Indonesian president, Muslim cleric and intellectual Abdurrahman 

Wahid was horn on September 7, 1940 as the eldest son into a family of 

meritorious Muslim religious scholars/leaders. He is the grandson and son of 

distinguished Islamic leaders. His paternal grandfather Hasyim Asy'ari (187 1-

1947) was one of the founding members of the social/religious 

organization/party Nandlatul Ulama (NU). His maternal grandfather Bisri 

Syansuri (1886-1980) also played an important role in NU's genesis and his 

father, Wahid Hasyim (1914-1953) was Indonesian Minister of Religious 

Affiuirs (1949-1952). It was anticipated by Wahid's forbearers that his future 

would be of parallel significance because of his gender and position within the 

family. 

Since the early 1960s Wahid has written numerous articles incorporating 

socio/political, religious, economic, democratic and gender themes. He became 

one of the tixost controversial figures in contemporary Indonesian society due 

to his ambivalence toward those at the helm of the Suharto regime (1968-

1998). From 1984 to 1999 he was joint chairperson of NU, which gave him 

unprecedented religious and political power within Indonesia and abroad; from 

early 2002, he reassumed a similar position. In July 1998 he was issued a de 

facto leadership role in the burgeoning National Awakening Party (PKB), 

enabling him to lodge a candidacy for the October 1999 Indonesian 

presidential election. This goal was realized when the majority of Indonesian 

parliamentarians elected him as the country's fourth president. However, in 

'The NU is a social/political organization established in Indonesia in 1926 as a traditionalist 
Muslim organisation. NU was initially formed in response to Muslim reformists (modernists), 
most of who were members of the Muhammadiyah organisation, (est. 1912). NU leaders 
believed the relormists were attempting to undermine the authority of the four schools of 
IsIaniic law (Hanall, Maliki, Syafri'l and Hambali) and the role of kvai (Islamic teacher) and 
uIana (Islamic scholar), responsible for interpreting and teaching these laws to others (Johns 
1987: 207). 



July 2001 lie was the first Indonesian president to be impeached. His successor 

Megawati Sukarnoputri2  was instrumental in orchestrating his presidential 

downfall. 

Aims of this study 

His career has made Wahid an interesting and problematic character in 

Indonesian politics. This study presents the thesis that Wahid's political 

thought, while clearly located within the Indonesian Islamic tradition 

represented by his grandfathers and father, is significantly shaped by his 

formative relationships to four women. These women are his mother, Solichah 

Wahid Hasyim (1922-1994); sister Aisyah Hamid Baidlowi (b.1941); wife 

Sintah Nuriyah Wahid; and second eldest daughter Zannuba Yenni Wahid 

(b.1974). His relationships with these women have helped shape his personal, 

religious and political thinking, his ambitions, achievements and shortcomings. 

In his political career, his relationship with a fifth woman has also proved 

decisive: Megawati Sukarnoputri, daughter of Indonesia's first president, 

Sukarno. 

The core research question of this study is: does Abdurrahman Wahid's 

position in his family and affinity to these women provide an evidentiary 

explanation of his religious and political thinking and to what extent have these 

individuals had a bearing on his political career? Specifically, did his mother's 

influence lead him to adopt a superficial, accommodationist posture toward the 

Suharto regime? In what ways did his education and his mother's exit from the 

Indonesian parliament in 198 act to counterbalance her influence on him, 

which enabled him to be more critical of the Suharto regime? How can these 

women be located within an Indonesian Islamic "feminist" framework? How 

have his sister, wife, and second eldest daughter, Zannuba Yenni Wahid, 

2Megawati Sukarnoputri (h. 1946)   is the daughter of Indonesia's first president, Sukarno 
(1901-1970). 
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through (heir support and influence, helped shape his political outlook? Why 

did the differences between Wahid and Megawati Sukarnoputri become so 

insurmountable, finally leading to a complete breakdown of comniunication 

between the two during and after his presidential term? 

The study will ask if the four women in his family with whom Wahid has had 

close relationships share a democratic and Islamic neo-modernist3  perspective 

on gender issues and if this is pertinent to understanding Wahid's views on 

such issues. Does the neo-modernist and democratic interpretation of gender, 

espoused by these women mean that, through their influence, Wahid adopted 

an understanding of Indonesian political society that to an extent moved 

beyond the male gendered construction of Indonesian politics? Did his 

ultimately unsuccessful political relationship with Megawati Sukarnoputri 

reveal the limitations of Wahid's understanding of women in politics? 

The influence on Wahid of the way these women understand the interplay 

between gender, Islam and politics in Indonesia raises a number of interesting 

and challenging questions. In terms of gender theory, how can the construction 

of Indonesian politics be approached? In terms of Islamic feminism in 

Indonesia, how has it emerged? How is it defined? The subject of the inquiry 

in this study, then, is how social constructions of 'male' and 'female,' of Islam, 

and of 'democracy' and 'power' are understood by these women and to what 

extent has Wahid absorbed these understandings as revealed in his political 

thinking and political career. The method will be largely historical: an attempt 

to explain the development of Wahid's political views in terms of the influence 

of the four women in the context of Indonesia's political evolution. It is hoped 

3Neo-modernisni is a phrase invented by Indian horn Fazlur Rahman (1919-1988)-former 
prolessor of Islamic thought at the University of Chicago-and applied to Wahid's general 
thinking by Dr Greg Barton (Barton 1996). Neo-niodernism has its genesis in the blending of 
traditionalist and modernist interpretations of Islamic law (elaborated upon further in Chapter 
Four of this study). 
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that the study can contribute to a better understanding of the particular 

construction of gender and politics from an Indonesian standpoint. 

The hypothesis of this study hinges on Wahid's close union to the women in 

his immediate family and the way this has shaped his understanding of 

democracy, Islam, gender and himself. This predisposed him to assume an 

ambivalent relationship to former president Suharto, and an association with 

vice president Megawati Sukarnoputri that was falsely complacent, 

contributing to his loss of the presidency. 

The overriding argument in this study is that the underlying issues, which 

caused Wahid to adopt a mutable attitude toward the Suharto regime and a 

cajoling position toward Megawati Sukarnoputri (which aided his presidential 

downfall) are intrinsic to his relationships to the women in his life-in particular 

his mother-and to his social, religious and political background. His mother in 

one way and his wife and daughter in another may have broadened his concept 

of gender and Islamic feminism. In other words, Wahid is interesting because 

his way of thinking is open, progressive, influenced by new perspectives on 

gender and Islam but at the same time unreconstructed in some important 

ways. 

A biographical assessment of the relationship between Wahid and his mother is 

the focus of Chapter One. Their relationship to Wahid's father (Wahid 

Hasyirn), the NU/Muslimat organizations and the Indonesian political elite at 

different stages in Indonesia's political history is explored in the context of 

gender. This period covers 1922-1994. Thus, the analysis incorporates a look 

at the momentous political changes in Indonesia from Dutch rule to the 

Suharto New Order regime. This includes Indonesia's struggle for 

independence from the Dutch (1945-1949), the period of constitutional 

4This was the period when Dutch and British forces attempted to reclaim the archipelago after 
the Japanese surrendered in 1945. 



democracy (1949-1959), the Guided Democracy era (1959-1965/1968) and the 

New Order under Suharto (1968-1998). 

The main arguments of this chapter are as follows: Solichah Wahid Hasyim's 

life was influenced by her father Bisri Syansuri and husband Wahid Hasyim, 

particularly from a gender, educational and career-based perspective. Solichah 

Hasyirn and Wahid Hasyim's lives must be viewed in the context of their 

cultural milieu, parental influence and their environments. Their interpretation 

of Islamic law and association to NU/Muslimat5  contributed to how they 

responded to government policy making on gender issues, throughout different 

phases of Indonesian history. 

When Wahid was twelve, his mother became the most formative influence in 

his life-due to the death of his father. After 1953 Solichah Hasyim's 

prestigious image among the Javanese elite was intrinsic to Wahid's future 

standing within Indonesian society. Solichah Hasyim's resolution to side with 

the Suharto regime against Sukarno in 1965 was not a difficult choice because 

she had no other alternative. This stance coincided mutably with the general 

view of NU and Muslimat leaders/members because the Sunni tradition of 

Islam (which they adhere to) espouses adopting a "middle way" in terms of 

arriving at decision-making. Due to further study Wahid undertook in the 

Middle East between 1963 and 1971, he was, from the early 1970s onward 

defined and recognized among educated Indonesians as an Indonesian Muslim 

intellectual. 

During the late 1960s, Solichah Hasyim worked as a community development 

worker. She believed community development projects would benefit 

Indonesian women. She was also a signatory to the United Development Party 

5Muslirnat is the female wing of NU, established in 1938 (Barton and Fcaly 1996: lxx). 
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(PPP),' designed (by the regime) to weaken NU politically. It is evident from 

articles written by Wahid in the 1970s and 1980s that he supported and 

influenced the regime's family planning initiatives, and displayed an interest in 

the controversial 1974 Indonesian marriage law dispute. 

On the advice of his mother, Wahid became a member of NU in the late 1970s. 

The joint NU leadership role that Wahid was encouraged to accept (by those in 

NU and his mother) was already appropriated to him prior to 1984. This 

enforced Wahid's political role within Indonesian society. Upon assuming the 

leadership role, he immediately withdrew NU from the PPP. Various political 

analysts interpreted this as being accommodationist and/or a step designed to 

he more political (in an informal political party sense). After Solichah Hasyim 

retired from the People's Consultative Assembly (MPR) in 1988, Wahid 

displayed a greater degree of ambiguity toward the Suharto regime. This 

became ostensible after Solichah Hasyim died in 1994 because she was no 

longer there to temper him. 

Chapter Two assesses the lives of the other three women in Wahid's life. 

Briefer inter-related biographical assessments on Aisyah Baidlowi, Sintah 

Nuriyah and Zannuba Yenni Wahid have been presented whereas the 

biographical portraits provided in chapter one are more extensive. The aim is 

to highlight their importance to Wahid and to Indonesian society. However, the 

focus still remains on the subject under review. This period covers 1941-2001. 

The arguments put forth in this chapter include: These women and Solichah 

Hasyim have been dubbed (by the researcher) Wahid's female inner circle 

because they have afforded their moral, personal and political support to him, 

6This party was formed on January 5, 1973 by Suharto and was an amalgamation of all major 
Islamic parties, which included: NU, Parmusi, PSIT and Peril. The PPP was designed to 
weaken the political power base of (lie NU because this party was the second most popular 
party after the Golkar party (Suharto's military-based party) in Indonesia, after the 1971 
election (Ali and Saimima 1982). 
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throughout his life. Wahid's female inner circle can be classified as Muslim 

ftniinists (based on Karam's theorization) (Kararnl998). Aisyah Baidlowi's 

life epitomizes Solichah Hasyim's overwhelming influence on her, as their 

careers are correlative. From 1994 she can he viewed as a replacement for their 

mother and connection to Wahid's past. This has also been salutary to Wahid's 

personal and political career. 

Since the 1960s Sintah Nuriyah has played a supportive role in Wahid's 

personal and political life. As a mother and career woman-concerned for the 

welfare of other Indonesian women-Sintah Nuriyah is similar to Wahid's 

mother in this respect. In times of crisis Wahid seeks and listens to Sintah 

Nuriyah's advice, a role his mother once played. Their closeness is displayed 

by their willingness to travel often together and this was particularly noticeable 

during his presidential term. 

Yenni Wahid describes herself as a traditional (according to Islamic laws and 

traditions of NU) and modern (more along the lines of neo-modernism) middle 

class Indonesian woman whose parents have instilled in her values relevant to 

both facets of Indonesian society. Her educational background and career 

choice is indicative of this. She played a significant role in affording personal 

and political support to her father after his stoke in January 1998 and 

throughout his presidential term. She still plays this role because of her respect 

and loyalty to him. 

Chapter Three is comparable to the biographical assessment on Wahid in 

chapter one. However the emphasis shifts from the mother/son to the 

Wahid/Megawati relationship. The focus also moves away from Wahid's 

relationship to Suharto and NU, to his own quest for political supremacy. The 

period covers approximately 1986-2003. 



This chapter argues that the Wahid/Megawati relationship was never amicable, 

due to fundamental differences in their background such as their fathers' 

respective religious/political orientation, their educational credentials and 

position within their own immediate family. They developed a superficial 

alliance with each other because of political transformations taking place 

within Indonesia, particularly from 1996. They were in competition with each 

other (particularly from 1997) because they wanted to lead the country and this 

is indicated by their willingness to engage in negotiations with key military 

players. Although Wahid does support women as leaders, he did not want 

Megawati to become president because this scenario posed a direct threat to his 

own political ambitions. 

Wahid's casual attitude-during his presidency- contributed to him losing the 

presidency, because Megawati had the power to sign and therefore activate 

impeachment proceedings. Due to the close relationships Wahid had forged 

with the women in his family, it did not occur to hirn that Megawati would 

carry out a political assault on him. His attempt to move closer to Megawati 

prior to being impeached was indicative of this. Because Wahid was favored as 

president above Megawati in 1999 he mistakenly felt confident he would not 

be deposed via impeachment before his 2004 presidential internment. 

The final chapter constructs a comparative analysis on gender issues based on 

the opinions of Wahid and his female inner circle. The degree of their 

influence on him in terms of how he perceives gender issues is also explored. 

This chapter is more ideological and text-based and unlike the preceding 

chapters, lacks a biographical component. These four views on Islamic law 

(law contained in the Qur'an and Hadiths)7  that affect women reflect to a large 

extent Fazlur Rahman's definition of neo-modernism. 

7FazIur Rahrnan describes the Qur'an as emerging "as a document that from the first to the last 
seeks to emphasize all those moral tensions that are necessary for creative human action. 
Indeed, at bottom the center of the Qur' an's interest is man and his betterment" (Rahman 1993: 
392). According to 1)utch anthropologist Martin van Bruinessen, the Hadiths are reports 
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Some background has been provided on making the point that generally 

speaking, a Muslim's interpretation of the Qur'an defines the position one 

holds in relation to the four main strands of Islam (fundamentalist, 

traditionalist, modernist and neo-modernist). The moral obligations of men and 

women to God and to each other is a consistent theme within these four 

strands, all of which are based on different interpretation of numerous 

scriptures contained in the Qu'ran and Hadiths. Fazlur Rahman's history of 

Islam encapsulates where Islam is at today and suggests where it should be 

going. He promotes a neo-modernist approach, which has a progressive and 

social justice orientation. 

The main arguments of the chapter are that they all share a similar 

interpretation of these laws, but because of the complexities involved in 

understanding such laws, their views contain nuances. The parental influences 

on Wahid and Aisyah Baidlowi are apparent in their shared opinion on certain 

gender issues within the context of Islamic law. Wahid's view on certain 

gender issues, which do not have a place within Islamic law, for example de 

facto relationships, display that his Muslim orientation can at times override 

his outlook on democracy. Yenni Wahid relays a better understanding than her 

father does on western women and the overall western "feminist" movement. 

Wahid and his female inner circle's similar views on gender leads to a greater 

understanding between them and the way they interpret Islamic law correlates 

with Wahid's views. These laws define how Muslim women should respond to 

their social, religious and political environment, and more importantly define 

how they should relate to men. 

commonly known as "traditions". These contain the major knowledge source of the Sunnah 
and Prophet and "thereby embody the most authoritative doctrinal and behavioral norms" 
(Bruinessen 1996: 166). The Hadiths are the result of the interpretation of Islamic law by the 
four schools of thought- (mentioned on ph). 
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Focus 

The study will show that the lives of and relationships between Abdurrahman 

Wahid and his female inner circle, in relation to the Indonesian independence 

period and the Sukarno, Suharto and Habihie presidencies, Megawati 

Sukarnoputri, and gender issues within the context of Islam, is consequential to 

Wahid's existence as a key religious and political actor within Indonesian 

society. 

Significance 

This study is significant because it provides a new insight not offered by other 

comprehensive studies of Abdurrahman Wahid into his political formation. 

This is the result of the researcher's ability to recognize and approach the 

subject from a gender perspective. It also brings to light four women who are 

not only important to him but their contribution to Indonesian social and 

political affairs has been significant. All previous analyses on Wahid depict 

him in the context of a purely male paradigm. This applies to both the personal 

and political aspects of his life. In so doing past contributions restrict and give 

partial descriptions of him. A study that focuses on the influence of the women 

in his life and their interpretation of gender issues, as well as Wahid's, further 

objectifies him and provides a deeper interpretation of one of Indonesia's most 

important statesmen. Thus, herein lies a significant study in the context of 

Indonesian studies. 

Due to a large portion of this study being biography based, it should be noted 

that Australian academic Greg Barton (Barton: 2002) has written and 

published an informative account of Wahid's life. Nonetheless, this study 

8This particular study was hcing compiled simultaneously prior to and heyond the publication 
of Barton's hook. lurthermore, this researcher was Wahid's official biographer from 1995-
1997, but due to lack of funding and a death in the family the work was not completed. 



deviates from Barton's biography, particularly in terms of its overall 

perspective. Some similar factual data has been incorporated into the body of 

both works, which is understandable, considering both are biographies. 

However, this does not detract from the purpose of this study, which provides a 

gender perspective, which is not included in Barton's work and this is why this 

study on Wahid is unique. Furthermore, this study extends beyond the point at 

which Barton's book ends-July 2001. 

Theoretical approach 

The approach is to compose a biography of Wahid from which Wahid's own 

understanding of Islam, democracy, gender and his relations with women can 

be explained. Constructions of Islam, democracy and gender and Wahid's 

interaction with women will be drawn on. This is a product of the way women 

and men define Islam, democracy, gender and male-female relationships 

within Indonesian society in which the subject operates. This allows the 

biographer to identify the special relationship between Wahid and his female 

inner circle in a specific social, political, intellectual and religious context. 

Methodology 

The methodology follows from the theoretical approach, which uses a 

biographical technique to show how Wahid's political thinking was in part 

shaped by the influence of the women close to him. Thus, the study relies 

heavily on information and insights derived from a series of interviews with 

the key subjects of this study: Abdurrahman Wahid, Aisyah Hamid Baidlowi, 

and Zannuba Yenni Wahid. Unfortunately Sintah Nuriyah refused to be 

interviewed due to the fact that the study was based on her husband. 

Throughout the course of interviews, Anita Wahid, Mrs. Fattah, Mbak Pur 

Widati, Mrs. Asmah Sjachruni and Yahya Syafiyah provided information on 

Solichah Wahid Hasyim's life and character. It was necessary to interview 



Professor Arief Budirnan in obtaining another opinion on Wahid's role in 

Forum of Democracy. Secondary sources encompass: chapters from numerous 

books; various articles cited in: journals, newspapers, the world wide web-

(WWW); interview transcripts (derived from television interviews), a PhD 

thesis and a manuscript. 

Literature review 

The published literature available on Abdurrahman Wahid's career is 

extensive, including the recent biography by Barton (2002). Literature on the 

history of Indonesian Islam has been extensively consulted. A brief 

biographical and psychological portrait of Megawati's life has been explored 

via a working paper written by Australian academic Dr Angus McIntyre 

(McIntyre 1997). 

The study begins with an exploration of Solichah Hasyim. Seeking literature 

on Muslimat was a practical starting point. Her participation in the Indonesian 

family planning project, education, health and social initiatives are discussed in 

the book 50 Taliun Musliniat NU Berkhidniat Untuk Agania, Negara and 

Ban gsa (50 Years of NU Musliniat Dutiful to Religion, State and Nation) 

(Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996). The book relays a fifty-year history of 

NU/Muslimat. This is relevant to the study because information on the role of 

Indonesian women such as Solichah Hasyim and Aisyah Baidlowi within 

Muslimat has been included in the book (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 110-

154). 

Photographs of these women working in pesantrens, attending meetings and 

preparing for military combat against Indonesian communists during the mid-

1960s provides a visual insight into their activities (Ma'shum and Zawawi 

1996: 29, 78, 80). The role of the NU youth wing (Ansor) in the 1965 
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communist massacre has been discussed in terms of the event being in the 

nation's best interest. 

The book is an inward-looking account of the male and female sections of the 

organization/party. This is understandable because the authors had to conform 

to the Suharto regime's wishes as the book was compiled during Suharto's 

rule. Furthermore because Suharto and representatives of the military attended 

most of NU's general meetings it was expected that the book would coincide 

with their views, particularly in their opposition to communism. Unfortunately 

it is subjective, but useful, in that it provides specific information on Muslimat, 

Solichah Hasyim and Aisyah Baidlowi, which is almost non-existent in other 

source material. The book does not contain references, indicating that it was 

based largely upon accounts of its representatives and/or from information 

previously compiled. 

Sources that have a more specific component in terms of analyzing the pros 

and cons of the accommodationist argument in relation to the Sunni tradition 

of Islam (which is a fundamental aspect of Chapter One of this study) are 

discussed in the writings of western and Indonesian political analysts Martin 

van Bruinessen (1996h), Greg Fealy, John Espisito, Hans (1990), David Reeve 

(1985) and Wahid (1986). 

Current Head of the International Crisis Group (Jakarta), Sidney Jones (Jones 

1975-76) was one of the first western political analysts to write about the role 

of NU within Indonesian society in the 1970s and Wahid's role within the NU 

throughout the early 1980s (Jones 1984), Other non-Indonesian political 

analysts Mitso Nakamura (1981), Fealy (1996), Barton (1996), Bruinessen 

(1991), Andre Feillard et al (1994) and Leo Suryadinata (1996) also give an 

insight into the NU (and Wahid's role within NU) from the late 1980s through 

to the mid 1990s. 



This researcher completed an (unpublished) honors thesis, entitled Nandlatul 

Ulama 's Secession from the Partai Persatuan Panthanguan (PPP) (1993), 

questioning why Wahid decided to withdraw NU from this political party in 

1984. It explores the internal rift within the PPP, which by the early 1980s had 

escalated via a pro-Suharto initiated internal coup. This led to the political 

demise of NU. The researcher's findings reveal that Wahid had seceded as a 

protest measure against sham party elections and attempted to empower 

himself politically outside the formal political party structure. Research on 

Wahid's female inner circle was neglected, but Wahid's views on women in 

Islam were briefly analyzed within a pro-democracy framework. A 

comprehensive assessment of all reading material on Wahid was not 

undertaken for the honors thesis. Furthermore, material (written in English) on 

Wahid was rather scant at the time but much of the material listed above-

(published prior to 1993) was referred to throughout the thesis. 

The six contributors to the Barton and Fealy work (1996) all identify Wahid as 

an Indonesian Muslim intellectual and provide a historical and contemporary 

analysis of Islam within the traditional, modernist and neo-modernist 

framework. Others to have identified Wahid as an intellectual in their writings 

are Mona Abaza (1994), Federspiel (1991), Arief Budiman (2000) and Istiadah 

(1995). Other articles written from 1985 to 1998 on NU and/or Wahid's role in 

the organization have been compiled by: Babari (1985), Suwardi (1985), Johns 

(1987), Djadijono (1990), 1-tans (1990), Federspiel (1991), Marijan (1992), 

Baroto (1992), Raillon (1994) and Djiwandono (1995). 

One of the first foreign researchers to have analyzed Wahid in a brief 

biographical light is Egyptian female researcher Abaza (Abaza 1994). In the 

section of her book entitled 'Indonesian Azharites' (Abaza 1994: 87-90) she 

includes information from a 1989 interview she had with the subject. She 

questioned him on his experiences during the 1960s in Egypt and Iraq in the 

context of the political and social changes taking place there at the time. She 
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also explores his thinking and actions and identities him as a Muslim 

intellectual (as mentioned already). 

Azza Karam (Karam 1998) theoretically analyses women in Islam and is the 

only writer to have done this (compared with other writers writing on women 

in Islam). She defines Muslin, frniinists as Muslim women who believe they 

should have an active role in politics and/or other power positions. She refers 

to Muslim ft'n,inists emphatically, which is misleading because she is merely 

defining them as Muslim women and not as "feminists" in the western sense. 

According to Karam, secular frminists are Muslim women who explicitly 

adopt the western feminist model, even though they may be religious. The 

Islamnist feminists on the other hand reject the latter two perspectives, and 

believe women should he confined to the home, rather than being actively 

engaged in affairs of the state (Kararn 1998: 9). 

The journal literature on Wahid is rich and contentious. Within Indonesia, the 

Indonesian print media have published articles on Wahid in journals such as 

Tempo, Gatra, Konipas, Image and Prisma. English language periodicals 

published in Indonesia have also extensively covered his life and career. The 

most useful of these is the Jakarta Post. Foreign periodicals also offer 

extensive coverage including Inside Indonesia, Indonesian Quarterly, The 

Bulletin, Indonesia, Far Eastern Economic Review and Asian Survey (1985-

2001). 

Information relating to Megawati Sukarnoputri has been included in this study, 

as she emerges as one of the key Indonesian political figures, particularly from 

the mid 1990s onward. Information on Megawati and Wahid was cited in 

articles published in the Jakarta Post, The Australian, The Weekend Australia, 

Australian Financial Review, The Age, Los Angeles Times, The New York 

Times and Suaran Merdeka (Independent Voice) (see bibliography). 
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During Wahid's presidential term, many journalists and political analysts 

produced articles on Wahid, which were published in some of the journals and 

newspapers mentioned above. Furthermore, and unlike previously, several 

Indonesian authors wrote books on him. These authors include Salim (1999), 

Dirdjosisworo (1999), Al-Raei and Taufik, (2000), Kosasih (2000), Sumarsono 

(2001), Zawawi (2000), Danudjaja (1999) and Dwidjowijoto, (2000). They 

chose mainly to criticize his presidential term, in terms of political/economic 

policy-making, his attitude toward other key political players and honed in on 

his personal and political shortcomings. 

The most comprehensive hook written on the subject matter to date is Barton's 

(Barton 2002) biography on Ahdurrahman Wahid. The biography is organized 

into chapters on Wahid's upbringing and family life-with an emphasis on his 

male (as opposed to female) lineage (Barton 2002: 37-61; 56, 73-79; 111-116; 

121,139), his period in the Middle East and Europe, Islam, civil society, 

Suharto and other key military/political figures, his role as president and the 

periods during and immediately after his impeachment. 

In the Prologue Barton poses the question "So what should we make of 

Ahdurrahman Wahid? Was his victory simply the freak outcome of unusual 

circumstances, or was it a masterful political play?" (Barton 2002: 33). This 

question identifies one of the main themes of the book, how Wahid became 

Indonesia's fourth president. He offers an insider's perspective because he 

spent much time with Wahid and family during his presidency. For example, 

he joined them for seven months whilst they traveled abroad. Barton also 

details the Wahid/Suharto relationship quite consistently because to do 

otherwise would discount the relevance of the subject within Indonesian 

society. While Barton recognizes the significance of Solichah Hasyim, Sintah 

Nuriyah and Yenni Wahid in Wahid's life, he does not make them central to 

the biography. 
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The biography by Barton is avowedly a study that relies on the biographer's 

"unique opportunity to observe and interact with Abdurrahman during a 

critical period of his life." It is a "first-hand account" and the biographer 

acknowledges, "it deliberately focuses on the subject's own account" (Barton 

2002: 1,2). This study complements Barton's book because of its biographical 

basis. Hence, both writers have noted similar dates and events relevant to 

Wahid's life. However, this study in a sense fills a gap by focusing on Wahid's 

relations to the women important to him. Thus this study is adding a highly 

important subjective dimension to his political life that is not really explored in 

the Barton biography. 

The tension apparent between Wahid and Megawati has been alluded to by 

Barton, but in a scattered fashion. Toward the end of the book he asserts "The 

sacking of Megawati's confidant Laksamana Sukardi from the first 

Abdurrahman cabinet in April 2000 is widely seen as the beginning of the end 

for his political relationship with Megawati" (Barton 2002: 380). This 

statement totally undermines the case he builds up throughout the book 

regarding their troubled relationship. Hence, Barton fails to articulate that they 

were never as close as they appeared to be. 

Barton's biography is rather different from his 1996 PhD thesis, in the sense 

that it does not investigate Wahid's conceptual thinking via his writings, and 

there is a preoccupation with dates and events. This approach lends itself to a 

superficial analysis of Wahid. In the biography, he includes an outline on the 

emergence of neo-modernism and suggests where it should be going post-1970 

(based on Fazlur Rahman's assessment of the history of Islam) (Barton 2002: 

127-131). However, the description of neo-rnodernism in his PhD thesis is far 

more adequate than the one given in the book. This is unfortunate considering 

the significance of neo-modernism to Wahid's thinking (as Barton stresses 

throughout his PhD thesis). 
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Throughout the biography Barton refers regularly to his own role in events, 

which deviates from focusing on Wahid. Furthermore, he has a tendency to 

mention Wahid's shortcomings, criticize him, and then provide another reason 

as to why he should not he viewed in a critical light. As such, he frequently 

presents himself as an apologist for Wahid. 

Barton does not include gender as a topic of focus. However, the author takes 

the reader as close as one can get to the subject, successfully placing Wahid in 

his cultural milieu-which is fundamental to better understanding Wahid. He 

consistently details the events that have helped shaped his character and career 

and gives a very informative account of his life. It is an essential read for those 

who know nothing about Wahid's life. 

Wahid's former presidential spokesman and close confidant, Wimar Witoelar 

(Witoelar 2002) presents a personalized and brief account of his relationship to 

Wahid, rather than a biography on the latter. Similar to a portion of Barton's 

book, he presents an insider's version of events during the presidency. He 

writes in a colorful fashion and offers a more valid explanation as to why 

Megawati sided with the Indonesian military in orchestrating Wahid's ouster 

from the presidency. His statement "But the basic differences between 

Megawati Sukarnoputri and Gus Dur are significant" (Witoelar 2002: 150) 

implies that difficulties between the two were inevitable (this point is 

elaborated upon in Chapter Three of this study). He offers a deeper 

understanding of their relationship compared to Barton and is particularly 

fascinated by Megawati's common silent moments and inability to effectively 

communicate with others. Like Barton, Witoelar does not include a gender 

interpretation/analysis of Wahid and rarely mentions the role of women in his 

life. 

Toward the end of the book Witoelar comments on how he viewed the 

Indonesian political situation at the end of Wahid's presidency. He describes 
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two distinct groups. One was still supporting the former president and they 

were the true advocates of democracy. The second group consisted of those 

hoping to advance their own careers by siding with Megawati and the 

Indonesian military. He defines a clear-cut power struggle that was not only 

identifiable during the Wahid presidency, but has been apparent throughout 

much of Indonesia's turbulent political history. 

Various articles written by authors such as David Little (1988), Sachedina 

(1988), Rahman (1993), Al-Ghazali (1993), Lings (1993), al-Faruqi (1993), 

Nasr (1993) and Badawi (1980) concentrate on the history of Islam and the 

theological debates relating to Islam. They also address the different 

interpretations that can be applied to Islamic law (particularly in relation to the 

Qur'an and Hadiths). This is relevant for the final chapter of the study in 

placing neo-modernisrn within a historic context of Islam and to acknowledge 

that the laws of Islam can be interpreted in various ways. Thus, the way in 

which Wahid and his female inner circle interpret Islamic law pertaining to 

gender can be seen in this context. This is significant to the biography in 

gaining a deeper understanding of Wahid's views on gender issues and in 

trying to estimate the extent to which these women have helped shape his own 

perspective on gender issues. 

As the title of Barton's thesis (Barton 1996) suggests he looks at the emergence 

of neo-modernism in terms of Islamic thought in Indonesia, according to four 

Islamic scholars. Barton professes that Wahid is a neo-modernist because he 

supports the notion of a separation between religion and the state, applies Islam 

to changes taking place within society and is able to interpret directly from the 

Qur'an, which is also central to the traditionalist way of interpreting Islamic 

law. Barton argues that Wahid has also undertaken a reinterpretation of the 

Hadiths (Islamic texts), which is the usual approach of the Islamic modernists. 

Therefore neo-modernism is a combination of the traditionalist and modernist 

approaches but is less rigid. Neo-modernists also promote pluralism via 
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education, and reject using legislation, based on Islamic law to fulfill their 

objectives. They also regard a pluralist society as being far more progressive 

than a society that implements Islamic state laws (Barton 1996: xv). 

The most succinct description Barton makes of Wahid is 

Abdurrahinan Wahid graphically illustrates the unique nature of this new 

Modernist, or neo-modernist movement, for he represents in person the resolution 

of half a century of antagonism between Islamic Modernism and Islamic 

traditionalism in Indonesia. He has impeccable traditionalist credentials. Yet his 

extensive reading of all manner of literature, Western, Middle Eastern and Asian, 

his writing on a diverse range of matters, and his enormous range of thought defy 

the limitations of the term traditionalist (Barton 1996 PhD thesis: 10). 

Barton considers Wahid's reading on various issues as playing a fundamental 

role in the formation of his thinking. He states repeatedly throughout his PhD 

thesis that Wahid and others like him can be classified as neo-modernists 

because they represent the first generation of Indonesian intellectuals to have 

enjoyed a western style education. Furthermore, he claims "At the heart of 

Abdurrahman's argument is the conviction that Islam is not static, and that the 

teaching of Islam is not something which is given once and never again 

requires reformulation or reapplication" (Barton 1996: 206). 

Does this mean that without a western education, Wahid would be incapable of 

critically assessing the Qur'an and Hadiths in a neo-modernist light? This 

assessment of Wahid is too simplistic and belies the fact that one does not have 

to obtain a western education in order to interpret the Islamic texts to one's 

liking. Barton gives too much credit to Muslim scholars like Wahid by failing 

to mention that people like Wahid's grandfather and father were also 

reinterpreting the Qur'an and Hadiths according to modern realities (elaborated 

upon in Chapter One of this study). He also describes Wahid as being "a 

product of an unusual combination of personal qualities, as well as a number of 
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circumstantial factors, not least of which is his family background" (Barton 

PhD thesis 1996: 265). However, having admitted this he neglects this theme 

almost entirely and instead claims that what distinguishes Wahid from the rest 

of the Islamic scholars is the fact that he spent six years abroad during the 

1960s. 

Barton does not discuss Wahid's views on gender issues except for his 

criticism of another kvai  regarding co-education. He does however present in 

detail an extensive text-based analysis of the majority of Wahid's articles-

published prior to 1996. Barton offers an understanding of Wahid's views on a 

range of issues. In Chapter Six of the PhD thesis, he analyses thirty-nine 

articles written by the subject from 1973 to 1980. In the 'methodological 

approach' section of the chapter Barton identifies the main themes as being 

strengths of traditional Islam and the pesantren system, present shortcomings 

of traditional Islam in Indonesia, thnarnisasi (dynamicization)-responses to 

modernity, pluralism, humanitarianism and socio-political policy (Barton 

1996: 274). These issues were obviously central to Wahid's thinking at the 

time. 

Indonesian researcher Istadah produced a working paper (Istadah 1995) on 

Muslim women in contemporary Indonesia. Her approach has been "inspired 

by the feminist research methodology that includes locating women as subjects 

of historical change and aiming at empowering women." She is trying to avoid 

locating women in "the object position" and aims to "look at them as agents." 

Her argument focuses on proving "Indonesian Muslim women have a great 

potential to challenge the patriarchal system" (Istadah 1995: 1). 

Barton notes that for Wahid pluralism is more relevant in terms of how an individual thinks, 
rather than behaves (Barton 1996: 321). Wahid believes the core of tolerance lies "in being 
slow to judge, and in developing a healthy ambivalence to the external lorm." He believes 
there is danger in combining religion with party-politics. For Waliid applying Islamic thought 
to modernity, with a concern with plurahisni delines "dinwnisasi." The message of Islam is 
concerned with humanitarianism and "Islam provides the grand template of his thought. Islam 
is the source of his humanitarianism" (Barton 1996: 322, 32, 330). 
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Istadah's paper explores the condition of Islam in contemporary Indonesia 

(including the emergence of intellectuals),'0  new discourses on women, women 

in contemporary Indonesia, and any hindrances that may prove problematic for 

Indonesian women in the future (Istadah 1995: 1,2). 

The paper is comparable to the main theme of this study because she places 

Wahid within a gender context. Istadah states that Wahid and other 

intellectuals have created "more liberating discourses on women" empowering 

them "to transform the patriarchal society" (Istadah 1995: 1). She uses sections 

of the Qur'an to illustrate how he interprets Islamic law and also draws on 

Rahman and Barton's definition of neo-modernism. An example of this is the 

right of women to partake in public life. According to Istadah, Wahid argues 

that this makes sense in modern times, and that the interpretation of the Qur'an 

by traditionalists was understood differently at the time of the Prophet. In 

terms of polygamy, Wahid believes justice should be defined by the wife and 

not by the husband (Istadah 1995: 8). 

Istadah also provides a brief description of Muslimat in the context of the 

struggle of Muslim women. She asserts that Solichah Hasyim and Aisyah 

Baidlowi have played a fundamental role in advancing women within 

Indonesian society (Istadah 1995: 10,11). Even though Istadah's working paper 

is brief, it is important because she discusses Wahid's association to other 

family members and attempts to place them in a gender context. This study can 

be regarded as an extension to Istadah's ideas because it incorporates similar 

themes. For example, both works place Wahid within a neo-modernist context, 

examine the role of Muslimat and analyze Wahid's views on gender issues. 

However, this particular study entails a much more comprehensive assessment 

a more detailed description of Indonesian Muslim intellectuals see Chapter One of this 
study via the writings of Federspiel ( 199 1 ) and others. 
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of Wahid's female inner circle, Muslimat, his relationship to the Suharto 

regime and to NU. It also explores Wahid beyond 1994 and contains greater 

biographical detail, with a more comprehensive assessment of Wahid's views 

on gender. 

In better understanding Wahid's ideas and views of women in Islam, the 

researcher located, translated and reviewed approximately fifty-seven articles 

written by Wahid. These were written from the early 1970s to the present. In a 

twenty-one paged article entitled 'Pesantren Sebagai Subcultur' ('Pesantren 

Like a Subcultur') (1974) published in a book edited by Rahardjo, Wahid 

discusses the role of women in relation to the Islamic dress- code and 

education (Rahardjo 1974: 51, 52). This is significant because it is one of the 

first articles in which he mentions women. This illustrates that by age thirty-

four he was acknowledging the role of women in his writing(s). 

Twenty-three articles written by Wahid (1974-1996) have been published in a 

book compiled by the Institute for the Study of Social Knowledge (LKiS) 

(LKiS 2000). These articles range from three to seven pages. The word kvai is 

inclusive in these titles, indicative of Wahid's preferred subject- matter 

throughout this period. The main focus is the pesantren world. In the article 

'Pesantren dan Ludruk' ('Pesantren and Folk Theatre') (LKiS 2000: 1-6) he 

questions the role of women in the East Javanese rendition of wayang 

(Javanese puppet theatre). Four of these articles were assessed in Chapter Six 

of Barton's PhD thesis. The Institute Supporting National Development has 

published seventeen of Wahid's articles in a book format (LPPN 1981). The 

article entitled: 'Pandangan Islam Tentang Kependudukan dan Tingkah Laku 

Reproduksi: Sebuah Kerangka Pendekatan' ('View of the Demography of 

Islam and the degree of Reproduction Behavior: A Framework Approach') 

discusses differing Islamic opinion on reproduction and contraception 

(discussed further in Chapter Four of this study). Three other articles published 

between 1984 and 1988 also contain references to women's issues. The other 
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thirteen articles constitute Wahid's opinion on Islam in an Indonesian and 

global context, where by he interrelates social, economic and political themes. 

In 1994, seven Indonesian Muslims participated in a forum entitled 'Islam and 

the Advancement of Women'. The forum focused on issues affecting 

Indonesian women. Papers read at the forum were later compiled and 

published in book form bearing the same title. These papers included 

'Reinterpreting Islamic Teachings on Women', Mas'udi (1994), 'Islam and 

Women's Rights', Wahid (1994), 'Women's Kodrah (Power) vs Cultural 

Norms', Shihab (1994), 'Women's Kodrah in the Perspective of Al-Qur'an', 

Umar (1994), 'The Advancement of Women's Role', Zaini (1994), 'Women's 

Status and Leadership', Yafie (1994) and 'Women as Leaders and Decision-

Makers', Daradjat (1994). 

Wahid's article (fourteen pages) is the most opinionative assessment of gender 

issues in the human rights context. Four other articles published in journals 

between 1986 and 1999 outline his thinking on Muslim women (see 

bibliography). Wahid's other vast array of publications focus on general issues 

pertaining to: democracy, politics, economics and religion in association with 

Indonesia and/or other nation states (see bibliography). 

Various authors, such as: Baried (1986), Blackburn (1994), Chipp and Green 

(1980), Cook and Lawrence (1996), Engineer (1992), Jones (1994), Kerstan, 

(1992), Manderson (1983), Mann (1994), Mann (1999), Lies (1992), Mernissi 

(1993), Mernissi (1991), Munir (1999), Noerhadi (), Pidada (1991), Ridjal 

(1993), Robinson (1999), Sears (1996), Sheriff (1997), Stivens (1991), 

Soekarnoputri (1991), Wajidi () and Yusuf (1991) have published articles 

with an emphasise on gender, Islam and human rights. These articles were 

published within the 1985-1999 period and describe the position of women 

within Islam and/or Indonesia. However, these authors fail to categorize 

Indonesian Muslim women. Wahid and/or family have not been mentioned 
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either. Thus, Karam's analysis stands apart from all of the above-mentioned 

publications, even though she is exploring the role of Islam in light of Egyptian 

Muslim women. 

Nevertheless, all publications reviewed by the researcher have contributed in 

some way to better understanding all subject- matter explored throughout this 

study. 



Chapter One 

Mother and Son 
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This chapter constitutes an inter-related biographical assessment of Solichah 

Wahid Hasyim and Ahdurrahman Wahid to highlight the impact she had on 

her son and to assess how they responded to the Suharto regime. 

Solichah Hasyim's formative education can he attributed to Wahid's paternal 

grandfather who initiated the first female pesanti-en in Indonesia. Her father 

also encouraged this development and due to their efforts she was able to 

become a teacher at a very young age. The establishment of NU in 1926 and 

the female wing of NU (Muslimat) in 1938 enabled her to be part of a 

significant organization, which was concerned with the advancement of 

Indonesian Muslim women (among other pursuits). When Wahid was born in 

1940 his parents were members of NU/Muslimat. He also became involved in 

the NU in the late 1970s and is still strongly associated to it. 

In 1953 Wahid Hasyim (Wahid's father) died, resulting in his mother 

becoming the sole guardian in his life. She continued to encourage her children 

to read and discuss ideas on democracy and by that stage was a significant 

figure within NU/Muslimat circles. Prior to leaving for the Middle East in 

1963 Wahid stayed with his mother for eight months in Jakarta and whilst 

overseas they wrote to each other. Solichah Hasyim was in Jakarta when the 

Indonesian political situation drastically changed in 1965 (due to the purging 

of (so called) communist sympathizers by the Indonesian military). Wahid was 

well informed of the situation and knew he had no other choice (like his 

mother) but to adhere to the new military regime. In order for him to continue 

studying overseas she secured a scholarship for him at the University of 

Baghdad in 1966. 

In 1971 Wahid returned to Indonesian and was reunited with his mother. By 

that stage, he was a noted Indonesian Muslim intellectual because he had 

studied in the Middle East. During the 1970s he acknowledged in some of his 

published articles the significant role his mother had thus far played in his life. 
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Like his mother, he too displayed a concern for gender issues via his writings. 

Throughout the 1970s Solichah Hasyirn was an active representative in the 

Suharto initiated family planning project and was a prominent community 

development worker. She was also a signatory to the new United Development 

Party (PPP) established by Suharto in 1973. 

Wahid became a member of NU in the late 1970s and joint leader in 1984 on 

the advice of his mother. He immediately withdrew NU from the PPP, which 

was a protest measure against the lack of party democracy in Indonesia. In the 

late 1980s and early 1990s his criticism of the regime became more apparent. 

For example, in 1989 he protested against a dam that was proposed by the 

regime and in the following year criticized the regime for jailing an Indonesian 

editor. He joined a discussion group Forum of Democracy in 1991, which 

promoted democratic principles. His mother remained more passive in her 

response to the regime and unlike her son there are no examples to indicate her 

anti Suharto sentiment. The Solichah Hasyim/Wahid relationship ended with 

her deathin 1994. 

This chapter explores Solichah Hasyim's influence on Wahid in light of their 

position in Indonesian society and relation to the Suharto regime. The main 

question is: did their actions display genuine accommodationist tendencies and 

if so why does this not reflect their genuine concern for democratic principles? 

The way in which individuals were viewed by the regime determined the fate 

of all Indonesians, but particularly those considered prominent individuals 

within society. Solichah Hasyim and Abdurrahman Wahid were of this ilk and 

as such had to be extremely cautious in their choice of words and actions. 



25 

Solichah Wahid Hasyirn and Muslimat 

Solichah Hasyim was born in Jombang (a rural town in East Java) on October 

II, 1922 (four years before NU was founded). Her parents Bisri Syansuri and 

Siti Khaclijah were significant individuals among Indonesian traditional 

Muslims because they had acquired notable reputations, particularly her father, 

who was a renowned Islamic teacher. They taught her to believe in and strictly 

acknowledge the Qur'an, Hadiths and Kittah.' A year after Solichah Hasyim's 

birth Wahid's paternal grandfather Hasyim Asy'ari established the first all-

female pesantren in Indonesia.2  This was a progressive step considering 

women's needs were not at the forefront of political debate at the time. His 

willingness to actively advance women via educational means impacted upon 

how Indonesians viewed access to education in the 1920s and reflects his 

overall interpretation of gender according to Islamic doctrine and openness in 

applying Islamic law to modern realities. 

As a result of Asy'ari's foresight and under the instruction of her father, 

Solichah Hasyim commenced formal studies at ten and by thirteen was 

'The Kittah has been described as "NU yellow books- the ideals of religious and social activity 
set out by the organisation's founding fathers in 1926 as its guiding principles" (Barton and 
Fealy 1996: 255). Subjects taught from the Kittah include fiqh (Islamic law), jurisprudence, 
Islamic theology and other religious subjects (Mrs. Fattah, interview, 1997). It should he noted 
the Kittah emphasizes NU's social and religious role only. Wahid maintains "The tradition of 
religious studies adhered to by NU, relies on the original concept of what is referred to in the 
NU as aqulali ahlussunah waljama 'a/i (people of the Tradition and Assembly). This doctrine 
is based on the following essential points: adhering to the tauhid (oneness of God) and view of 
Al-Asy'ari and Al-Maturidi (that there is but one God and recognizes the messenger 
Muhammad); adhering to one of the four schools of thought of fiqh (Muslini law) ... and 
following the mystical ways and orders established by Al-Junaid Al-Baghdadi" (Wahid 1984: 
178). 
2As Wahid notes "This started in 1923, when my grandfather established the first female 
pesantren for female students. His teacher censored him, but he defended his views before his 
teacher, and was given the consent to continue. Thus a clash of interests was apparent between 
the more conservative and progressive views, however the more dynamic, progressive and 
pioneering views eventually prevailed" (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). 
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teaching religious studies in apesantren (Islamic boarding school) in Jombang. 

Approximately one hundred children would attend classes, quite a heavy 

teaching load for a very young teacher (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 123). 

Nevertheless, she encouraged pupils to express themselves verbally, which is 

central to the pesaniren teaching ethos (Asmah Sjachruni, interview, 1997). 

In 1937, Indonesian state officials-mainly Dutch and a small percentage of 

educated Indonesians-attempted to reform the Indonesian marriage law. They 

wanted to establish a system of registration, giving legal protection to women 

against divorce and polygamy decisions and procedures advantageous to men. 

Indonesian Islamic groups rejected the proposal, regarding it as a threat to 

Islamic law (Cammack 1997: 147). Under the existing marriage law, child 

marriage' was legal and as such Solichah Hasyim was permitted to marry at 

fourteen. However, her husband fell ill and died when she was sixteen 

(Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 125). 

In that same year she became a member of the Muslimat organisation's 

management team (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 125). She also met Wahid 

Hasyim-a member of NU at the time-when he offered to drive Solichah 

Hasyim and a friend to the Denyanyer Pesantren in Jombang4  (Mr. Syafiyah, 

interview, 1997). Thus at the time they were both members of the 

NU/Muslimat, which consolidated their chances of being married in the future 

because of their common career interests, same religious persuasion; and there 

would be little reason as to why their parents would have objected to their 

union. 

3Aisyah Baidlowi admits that her mother supported the view that girls and/or female teenagers 
should marry while still at school or attending university. Perhaps this was because her mother 
was married at lourteen and again at age sixteen (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 
4Barton's version of events as to how Wahid Hasyim met Solichah Hasyim differs. He claims 
(based on Wahid's account) that Wahid Hasyim caught sight of Solichah Hasyim whilst she 
was carrying a bucket of water at a relative's wedding and the very next day he asked her 
lather if he could marry her (Barton 2002: 43, ref: 387). 
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Solichah Hasyim's belief-system was reflected via issues that were being 

promoted by two other female Muslimat representatives. At a NU congress in 

1939 they presented a paper recommending that the Dutch government 

increase education and religious proselytizing throughout several Indonesian 

regions. This report was eventually approved of by a delegation of members 

(Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 19). During the 1930s mixed curriculum was 

introduced to the pesantren networks, so students were no longer taught 

religious subjects only.5  

Solichah and Wahid Hasyim 

Wahid Hasyim's mother determined from an early age that her son would 

receive an adequate education, benefiting his future career. After all she was "a 

daughter of the Javanese aristocracy" and therefore instinctively attended to his 

educational needs (Barton 2002: 42). This enthusiastic attitude to education 

also benefited Wahid Hasyim's future wife at a later date. In late 1939 

Solichah Hasyim and Wahid Hasyim married and lived at his house in 

Jombang and at the Tebuireng (a region of Jombang) pesantren.' Whilst 

traveling, three people would usually accompany her, as she was married to a 

revered kvai (teacher of religious studies) (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 123). 

5Wahid refers to his grandfather's pioneering efforts when he established the Nizaniiyah 
Muslim school (,nadrasu/i), wlìich throughout the I 930s ollered a religious mixed curriculum. 
From this one pesantren spread a network of ,nadrasah, which resulted in several thousand 
graduates (Wahid 1986: 183). Wahid stated in a 2001 interview that during the 1940s Muslim 
girls were enrolled everywhere in these schools throughout Indonesia. "They were not 
neglected like the less religiously devout Muslims, Chinese or Europeans." Wahid believes this 
development "af6cted Muslim women in Indonesia earlier than in other parts of the Muslim 
world" (Ahdurrahnian Wahid, interview, 2001). 
6This researcher stayed for approximately lour weeks at this pesantren in 1997. I was initially 
instructed to sleep in a large and modern room. Into the third week of my slay I was moved 
into a bedroom where Solichah Hasyim used to sleep as a resident teacher. The double bed was 
as hard as nails and the room only about lifteen feet by fifteen feet. The room is situated near a 
noisy lane way. I contracted conpunetivitis there and was unable to see for about one week. 
After that I ligured it was time to leave. 
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Wahid Hasyim encouraged his wife to read expansively as he owned and read 

a vast array of books and journals. He was an educated religious teacher, 

politician, thinker, and a modernist for his time (Mrs. Fattah, interview, 1997) 

and was "deeply concerned about, and active in addressing, social problems" 

(Nakamura 1996: 108). Due to his influence, Solichah Hasyim became literate 

in Latin and fond of reading. She read several Javanese magazines like 

Pen yehar Seniangat as a hobby and became an autodidactic in social, political 

and economic affairs. In order to increase her insight as an activist, she 

enrolled in Dutch and English language courses (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 

123). Her insight into issues pertaining to religion, culture and politics 

broadened from then on (Mrs. Fattah, interview, 1997). 

Abdurrahman ad-Dachi! Wahid 

Environment, paternal influence and gender 

Jombang was still a small rural town constituting a close-knit community when 

Wahid was born in 1940. The majority of Indonesians residing there were 

devout Muslims (as is the case today). A person's merit was justified by his or 

her reputation. The number of students boarding at the pesantrens indicated a 

kai's popularity. As mentioned in the Introduction Wahid's grandfathers were 

founding members and leaders of NU and years later Wahid Hasyim (Wahid's 

father) was appointed Minister of Religious Affairs (Barton 2002: 37-79). The 

leadership success of Wahid's grandfathers was also determined by their 

interpretation of the Qur'an and Hadiths because the philosophy of the 

organisation/party they founded reflected their rendition of religious doctrine. 
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Post 1943, Jombang and Jakarta 

In 1944 the family migrated to Jakarta, but maintained a close association with 

friends and relatives residing in Jonihang by visiting them often each year. 

Even though life in Jakarta was more cosmopolitan and urban to Jombang, 

Solichah Hasyim still practiced a traditional role by being friendly to guests, 

seating them in a revered place and being a good host generally (Ma'shum and 

Zawawi 1996: 124, 125). During this time Wahid would often meet his mother 

and have long walks and discussions with her (even though he was only four 

years old). She told him he would be educated as a /evai and that he should 

never deviate from the teachings of Islam (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 

2001). 

During the Indonesian War of Independence (1945-1949) Solichah Hasyim 

worked for a food cooperative and distributed food and instructions to the front 

line fighters in the towns of Mojokerto, Krian and Jombang. She put her life at 

risk on numerous occasions. Her efforts during this period were acknowledged 

years later when a Suharto representative presented her with a Service Medal 

during a prestigious social function (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 126,127). 

In 1946 Wahid lived with his grandfather Hasyim Asj'ari in Yogyakarta and 

Jakarta for one year. During his primary school years he would recite the 

Qur'an for half an hour each day at home, under the guidance and supervision 

of his grandfather. Their relationship ended with the death of Asj'ari in 1947. 

Not long after Solichah Hasyim relocated the children back to the house in 

Denyanyer, Jombang. Wahid Hasyim rejoined them in late 1949 (Barton 2002: 

47). 
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Wahid Hasyim was allocated the Minister for Religious Affairs portfolio7  in 

December 1949 under the Hatta cabinets and consequently had to return to 

Jakarta (Barton 1996: 265). Wahid traveled with him by ship hack to Jakarta, 

via Surabaya (a coastal town in East Java) (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 

2001). Once in Jakarta, Wahid assisted his father in finding and setting up 

house for the family (Barton 2002: 47). He attended primary school there and 

often visited and stayed at his father's friend's house while his father was at 

work. He admits that he was bored with school and undisciplined because "the 

school did not take care of extraordinary students in the sense of cleverness" - 

referring to himself (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

Wahid Hasyirn also became political advisor to General Sudiman 

(Commander of the Armed Forces). Thus his status increased significantly 

because both portfolios were paramount to the functioning of the political 

system. This also impacted largely upon Solichah Hasyim and children, in 

terms of his time allocation and their standing within Indonesian society, even 

though Solichah Hasyim and the other children remained in Jombang for 

another three years (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

From April 30 to May 3 1950 a third Muslimat congress was held in Jakarta 

and a program entitled Intensify the Elimination of Illiteracy Among 

Indonesian Women was launched, aimed at improving women's access to 

education. Solichah Hasyim was present at this congress (Ma'shum and 

Zawawi 1996: 32). 

7This portlollo was significant because the Ministry of Religion was the highest authority for 
the administration of Islam within Indonesia (Cammack 1997). 
8Thr0ugh0ut the 1950s   there were a series of prime ministers who were in charge of the 
various cabinets. Hatta was Indonesian Prime Minister between December 1949-September 
1950, Natsir September 1950-March 1951, Suknman April 1951-February 1952, Wilopo April 
I 952-June 1953 Ali Sastroamidjojo July 1953-July 1955 (Legge 1973: 245). 
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Prior to 1951 the political elite prohibited women from being trained as 

religious judges. This ruling was based on their interpretation of fiqh. 
However, under Wahid Hasyi m's recommendation the government established 

a teacher's school of State Religious Judges the following year-designed for 

training women as judges. This school was eventually integrated into the law 

faculty of the Department of Religion. This was a clear differentiation from 

previous applications of conventional Islamic law. Wahid Hasyim and others 

had the foresight to re-interpret laws conducive to the status of women at the 

time (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). The fact that Wahid's parents 

were actively involved in improving women's standing within Indonesian 

society during this period is indicative of their progressive thinking. 

In 1952 Solichah Hasyim and the other three children'° moved to Jakarta to 

join Wahid Hasyim and Wahid. In the same year NU became independent 

from the Masjumi party, which it had been part of since 1945 (Feith 1962: 234-

236). According to Indonesian political analyst Hans NU leaders decided to 

secede because they had been demoted from the active legislative body to the 

politically inactive advisory body within Masjumi and as such, were politically 

defunct (Hans 1990: 213). Nevertheless, NU remained a political party and 

consequently so too did Muslimat. 

Shortly after the NU seceded from Masjumi, the majority of Muslimat 

representatives decided to secede from the NU. Only three NU male members 

9Wahid professes that in the hooks of Al-A hka,nussultanivvah four requirements are necessary 
for a person to become a qadi (judge), one of them being dzukur (male). Wahid Hasyim 
adhered strictly tofiq/i (by going against this ruling) by deciding that the State High School for 
Teachers of Religious Judges was to he opened to fimale students. Many graduates of this 
school later became either religious teachers or religious judges. The Faculty of Syari'ah, 
Department of Qadha produced the majority of female judges (Wahid 1994: 37). 
'()In 1941 Wahid's sister Aisyah 1-lamid Baidlowi was horn. Their brother Sholahuddin al-
Ayyuhi was horn the following year; the fourth chikl Umar al-Faruq was horn in 1944 and the 
fifth child Lilik Khadijah was horn four years later. 
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favored this. The majority of members from the executive, religious boards and 

plenary later accepted the leadership and decision of the sister organisations" 

(Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). This may have had something to do 

with the fact that Indonesian women had been granted voting rights in the same 

year (Blackburn 1994:172). Like NU, Muslimat remained a political party. 

Several women's organisations encouraged parties and other women to 

participate greater in public life. This coincided with preparations for the 

impending 1955 general party election, the first election to be held since 

Indonesian independence.' 2  

Death of Wahid Hasyim 

In 1952 Wahid Hasyim was forced to quit the Minister of Religious Affairs 

portfolio's and consequently the family were evicted from their home in Jakarta 

(Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). Wahid Hasyim died from injuries 

inflicted on him from a car accident in April 1953. This had a negative impact 

on Wahid psychologically because he was in the car at the time and witnessed 

his father dying slowly for several hours (Barton 1996: 265). After his father's 

death he became obsessed with reading. This unexpected tragedy also 

I IThese organisations were the Indonesian Muslim Students Movement (PMII), part of the 
NU Women's organisation (PPNU), Young Women's Movement (Sakiat), and Muslimat. 
These four organisations enjoyed equal status as members of the plenary and participated on an 
equal basis. Organizationally NU and Muslimat became independent from each other but 
remained equal. All members were requested to implement decisions made by members Irom 
the Religious Council. The Religious Council was and still is the highest authority within the 
NU Central Board. The members of this Council are the superiors to both the male and female 
boards of NU. Therefore, NU and Muslimat leaders were expected to respect their decisions 
(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 
12 Indonesian independence was proclaimed in 1945 by Sukarno and officially granted in 1948 
by the Dutch, (Barton, 2002: 74). 
'Fakih Usman replaced Wahid Hasyim as Minister of Religion, as instructed by Prime 
Minister Wilopo (Feith 1962: 234-236). Barton claims that he lost the portfolio because he 
bungled thousands of /u,j (pilgrimage to Mecca) applications in 1951, damaging his reputation 
within the parliament (Barton 2002: 49). 
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impacted upon the Solichah Hasyirn/Wahid relationship "In the eyes of 

Solichah, Wahid Hasyini had been the perfect man. His death in April 1953 led 

her to transfer all of her ambition and her aspirations to Abdurrahman" (Barton 

2002: 53). As political commentator Adam Schwarz mentions, "After his 

father died, his mother took on a larger role in his upbringing "'She gave me" 

Wahid says simply "'a sense of duty" (Schwarz 1992b: 35). Abdurrahman 

Wahid, Yenni Wahid and Anita Wahid have reaffirmed this throughout the 

course of interviews (see end of this chapter). 

Solichah Hasyim was forced to play a dual parental role to her six children 

after her husband died. She continued to forge and maintain a strong bond with 

them via her fondness for reading and encouraged them to love books and to 

frequent hookshops. Books were always of great importance for the Wahids 

and as such was the most common birthday gift exchanged among the siblings. 

Solichah Hasyim was strict with her children in their recitation of the Qur'an. 

If they did not read the text fluently, they would be caned (which was common 

practice among Indonesian families). She would also motivate them to discuss 

various social, political and religious issues during evening meals (Ma'shum 

and Zawawi 1996: 124,125). 

Prior to Wahid Hasyim's death NU leaders and members viewed Wahid's 

parents as equals because they were both politically and religiously active 

(Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). As such, it was natural that Solichah 

Hasyim continued the family's close affiliation with NU leaders and members 

by inviting them, religious leaders and politicians to her home in Jakarta 

(Barton 1996: 265, 266). She obviously had grown accustomed to this life-

style and as such continued to play this same role because she had gained 

respect among NU/Muslimat members and leaders.14  

°I had the fortunate opportunity of being invited to the Wahid family home for lunch and a 
prayer meeting in Jakarta, when he was Indonesian president. Several women from Muslimat 
and a group of about twenty men were gathered in another room also awaiting his arrival. The 
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As Wahid recalls 

We have a tradition of free discussion. When we were at the dining table, when we 

would eat, we would quarrel with my mother beside us and she also followed 

closely the tradition of servicing the kvais and SO the house in Matranian Jakarta 

was a house where everyone would come. They knew they were safe there, it's not 

whether they pay or not because there were many followers who confided in my 

mother. They would talk with her, and so we were totally at their disposal. These 

are traditions (Ahdurrahman Wahid, Interview, 2001). 

In 1954, Wahid completed primary school and moved to Yogyakarta in order 

to be with friends (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). In that same year, 

his mother was elected Muslimat Treasurer at a Muslimat congress (Ma'shum 

and Zawawi 1996: 125). During parliamentary sittings Muslimat 

representatives openly demanded the abolition of child marriage (Ma'shum 

and Zawawi 1996: 70) and pressured NU leaders into nominating female 

candidates for the 1955 Indonesian general elections°  (Blackburn 1994:172). 

Muslimat also became an organisation of international standing when it 

merged with the Indonesian women's umbrella organisation Kowani°  in 1956, 

(Kowani often sent representatives abroad). Solichah Hasyim also became a 

member of Red Cross Indonesia (PM!) (Ma'shurn and Zawawi 1996: 24, 125). 

The following year, Muslimat representatives submitted a marriage bill to the 

House of Representatives (DPR) re-igniting the Indonesian marriage law 

point being: this tradition, which was practiced by his forhearers, is still being exercised at the 
family home in Jakarta, regardless of difficult circumstances (due to tight security). 
15NU received forty-live seats in the People's Representative Council (DPR) after the 1955 
general election, which meant Muslimat had five representatives in the DPR, and six women 
representing the Constituent Assembly of the People's Consultative Assembly (MPR) 
(Ma'shuni and Zawawi 1996: 73, 74). 
16 At the first All-Woman's Congress held in 1928, the Perikatan Perkocmpoelan Perempoean 
(Women's Associations) was renamed Kowani. It became the main umbrella organisation for 
all women's organisations and aimed at neutralising any tension or conllict existing among or 
within each of the woman's organisations (Blackburn 2001: 6). In 2001 Blackburn described 
Kowani as being "the ear of the government at the expense of being tied to it" (Blackburn 
2001: 8). 
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debate (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 74)7  Debates on the bill ensued at 

different stages throughout 1959 within the Indonesian parliament. However, a 

final resolution on the bill was not reached among party representatives 

(Blackburn 1994: 171),I8  In the same year, Solichah Hasyim was nominated 

Chairperson for the Foundation of Safety/Prosperity-Muslimat NU. This 

foundation aimed at improving the standard of health, safety and economic 

situation of Indonesian women (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 126). 

From 1957 to 1959 Wahid was a student at Pesantren Tegalrejo in Magelang 

and it was here where he formed a close bond with one of the female teachers, 

Mrs. Fattah, who is also his aunty (mother's sister). He maintained a cordial 

friendship with her for approximately seven years. He was also close to 

another female teacher at this time. Both women (as well as his mother) 

encouraged him to read and consider issues pertaining to women (Aisyah 

Baidlowi, interview, 2001). As a consequence, his awareness and interest in 

gender issues grew. From 1959 to 1962 he was a teacher at Mu'allimat Bahrul 

Madrasah at Pesantren Tambakheras, Jombang (Abaza 1994: 2 I). 

The Tumultuous 1960s 

In 1960 Solichah Hasyim was appointed deputy leader of Muslimat and 

Machmudah Mawardi was the leader. As such they were representatives of 

Muslimat within the DPR (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 74). She developed a 

close relationship with the latter by consulting and confiding in her "even 

though Mawardi was lacking substantial leadership qualities" (due to her 

17Cahinct also approved the establishment of Islamic courts in the outer islands "where they 
were non-existent or where there were civil courts exercising a territorial jurisdiction co-
existing with the civil court" (Cammack 1997: 148). These courts were important as 
employees processed inheritance, marriage and divorce cases. Many Muslimat leaders presided 
in the religious courts, empowering them further (Cammack 1997:148). 
'Wahid slates that President Sukarno had adopted a religious practice, whereby if a legal 
guardian was absent at a bride's wedding, the religious court could act in this role instead. He 
maintains that this is obligatory underfiqh, and was supported by the majority of NU members 
(Wahid 1984: 180). 
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increasing fragility). According to Wahid this was one of the reasons why 

NU/Muslimat leaders and members respected his mother because as deputy 

she unselfishly and inadvertently played two roles-chairperson and deputy 

chairperson- "without ever complaining" (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 

2001). 

Solichah Hasyim headed the Muslimat Safety Foundation (YKM-NU) 

established on June II, 1963. It organised all social activities within Muslimat. 

YKM NU was also a member of the government run National Indonesian 

Council for Social Safety (DNIKS) (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 46). Wahid 

resided in Jakarta for eight months prior to going to the Middle East in 1963 

and consequently was in contact with his mother daily because they were both 

staying at her house. Whilst there, they would accompany each other on 

numerous outings (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, September 21, 2001). 

Wahid attended classes at Al-Azhar University in Egypt in late 1963. 

According to Egyptian researcher Mona Abaza, he was an observer and 

participant to debates among secularist, communist and traditional religious 

leaders of Egypt. Such debates were on existentialist philosophy (Abaza 1994: 

90). He also read the Turath (heritage hooks), modern Islamic literature, 

English and Arabic texts on philosophy and politics, studied Arabic and 

Syari'ah law (Abaza 1994: 21, 88 and Cohen 1999d: 20) and eventually 

mastered the Arabic language. He also read books by Russian authors Tolstoy 

and Gorky, watched modernist films and was interested in art and culture 

(Abaza 1994: 87). 

Based on an article written by Wahid in 1985 entitled 'Religion, Ideology and 

Development', Abaza contends that during his stay in Egypt, he was aware of 

the "limitations and indoctrinations" people would apply to national ideologies 

and was "highly aware of the predominance of the nationalist question in 

Indonesia" (Abaza 1994: 89). She maintains "Perhaps the fact that he [Wahid] 
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was not formally registered at al-Azhar [University]  allowed him to be critical 

of the "U/ama who turned out to be mere state employees rather than religious 

guides" (Abaza 1994: 87,88) and he "was among those most aware that the 

u/ama have been always dependent on power" (Abaza 1994: 145,146). 

Wahid was at loggerheads with the director of al-Azhar University, Professor 

Al-Bahi', who was thirty-five years his senior. After the Egyptian leader 

Nasser implemented the 1961 Egyptian secularization laws, Professor Al-Bahi' 

professed, "opponents of the idea of the Islamic state were imitators of 

orientalists." Wahid's counter argument was that "this is a questionable matter 

because one can oppose the Islamic state on other grounds" (Abaza 1994: 88, 

89). This stance alludes to his preference for a pluralist, rather than Islamic 

state, which was also central to the nationalist question in Indonesia at the 

time. 

The older generation of Egyptian Islamic scholars criticized Wahid not only 

for his opposition to an Islamic state but because his ideas contradicted "the 

traditionalist position of the NU organisation," he was "too radical for other 

Indonesian students" and frequently commented on football "which they found 

shocking" (Abaza 1994: 89, 143). Wahid professes that he left Egypt before 

finishing the course because the university was poorly organised (Abaza 1994: 

87). However, in 2001 he stated that while in Cairo, where the "king of 

socialism and nationalism resided" [Nasser] he understood the leader's way of 

thinking but became bored with reading about formal Islam. He also felt 

indifferent there because the ideas of Muslim scholars were rather extreme. 

Prior to his arrival in Egypt he admired the Islamist R. Salam but discovered 

Salam and others like him "were not real people, they were mere ideologues 

and wanted to implement their thinking regardless of the human costs." He 

opposed their thinking because it was counter to his ideas on democracy 

(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 
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In 1964 Muslimat representatives attended the Asia-Africa Islamic Conference 

(KIAA) held in Bandung, Indonesia (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 84). It was a 

momentous conference because several hundred political leaders and delegates 

attended. Naturally President Sukarno was the chief host (as it was held on 

Indonesian soil). To he invited to the conference was an achievement in itself 

due to the international importance of the conference. Thus the attendance of 

Muslimat representatives at the conference further exalted the organisation's 

international importance. Solichah Hasyim's significance within Indonesian 

society was elevated even further as a result. 

In October 1965 Wahid was working at the Embassy in Cairo, one month after 

the political coup'9  had taken place in Indonesia. Prior to this he had accessed 

media and governmental reports on what was occurring in Indonesia, so he was 

fully aware of the situation there. Whilst in Egypt he was instructed by the new 

Indonesian military regime to relay information on the political leanings-

whether pro or anti communist-of Indonesian students studying there (Barton 

2002: 89). He successfully managed to clear the names of all Indonesian 

students residing in Cairo from being communist sympathizers. As Barton 

explains 

Consequently, Abdurrahnian recalls, it was relatively easy to argue that flOflC of the 

students under investigation represented a threat to Indonesia society. In some few 

cases it was necessary to stress the salitri credentials of the minority of undertaking 

secular, rather than religious, siudies but, Ahdurrahman maintains, he was never 

placed in a position where he could not defend the student he was reporting on 

(Barton 2002: 91). 

It was ironic that they selected him (the son of a former revered kvai and 

Minister of Religion) to fulfill this obligation. This assigned duty would have 

also acted as a warning to Wahid of the likely ramifications for anyone 

'This marked the beginning of President Sukarno's demise when six of his generals were 
murdered on September 30, 1965 (Barton 2002: 89). 
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upholding communist ideology and would have prepared him psychologically 

for his future homecoming. 

During the Indonesian military's murderous assault on hundreds of thousands 

of (so called) communist sympathizers, many NU leaders feared the violence 

from the Indonesian arniy and fled Jakarta. However, Solichah Hasyim 

remained in Jakarta and transformed her home into an office and NU meeting 

quarters. Several NU members were at first reluctant to meet there but with her 

support and encouragement they too pressed for the disintegration of the 

Indonesian Communist Party (PKI)2  (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 127). NU's 

objection to the PKI and NU Ansor's pro-active role in the massacres 

indirectly secured NU/Muslimat, Solichah Hasyim and Wahid's future position 

within Indonesian society. This was a dramatic shift from NU's previous 

support of Sukarno. The main factors that contributed to NU's anti-Sukarno 

sentiment arose from his promotion of the PKI (Sukarno did so in an attempt to 

weaken the Indonesian military) and from land disputes that were escalating 

throughout different Indonesian provinces between NU landowners and 

uneducated farmers (Legge 1973). 

Solichah Hasyim and Wahid: Accommodationists? 

Australian academic Greg Fealy claims that two groups emerged in the past 

within the NU, those who accommodated Sukarno and Suharto and those who 

chose not to do so (Barton and Fealy 1996: xx). He maintains 

21 The PKI emerged from the left wing of the Sarekat Islam Party, which was established in 
1922, whilst the Dutch were still ruling (Johns 1957: 207). According to Wahid, NU and 
Muslimat leaders, including his mother, began opposing President Sukarno when he dissolved 
the Indonesian parliament and appointed full governmental power to himself in 1959. Further 
opposition mounted when Sukarno began appointing pro-communist loyalists to the newly 
ftrmed cabinet (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). Aisyah Baidlowi has stated that she 
supported the combative role women played in 1965 when Muslimat sided with the Indonesian 
army, on the basis that they were defending the nation against the PKI (Aisyah Baidlowi, 
interview, 2001). 
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In previous crises in Indonesian politics such as the transition to Guided Democracy 

(1957-60) and the emergence and consolidation of the New Order (1965-71), NU 

has had within its ranks both conservative elements willing to accommodate and 

support the political status quo and retorniist elements inient upon promoting a 

more liberal and democratic vision of Indonesian society (Fealy 1996: 277). 

This statement does not directly refer to Solichah Hasyim or Wahid, but as a 

point of interest for this study it is necessary to make an attempt at evaluating 

whether they can be aligned with the first or second group. 

Political analyst Johns comments that by 1960 the NU complied with 

Sukarno's demands and praised his utterances "in a way often sycophantic and 

attributing to him the wisdom of the Prophet Muhammad himselr' (Johns 

1987: 215). Researcher Hans also agrees that NU representatives were 

accommodative during the period of Guided Democracy (1959-1965) because 

they supported Sukarno's NASAKOM2 ' and did likewise under Suharto's rule 

(1968-1998). Hans attributes this to the doctrine of aqidah ahlussunah wczl 

jainaah, which stresses consensus and adopting a flexible view based on open 

dialogue. He also believes that the jIqh "tends to accommodate existing reality 

be it structural or cultural" leading to a lack of criticism in the teachings with 

regard to reality and can be used to even "rationalize reality." He further 

maintains that this approach has "eventually shaped NU's perception of 

politics in general, and its view on the state, power, and political change in 

particular." He believes that NU leaders prefer a peaceful state to a state at 

war, and because of this the "Sunni doctrine adhered to by the NU is 

apparently full of tolerance in understanding and interpreting the relationship 

between religion and the state of Islam" (Hans 1990:216- 218). 

21NASAKOM was an ideology invented by Sukarno, which stands for Nationalism, Socialism, 
Religion and Communism. NASAKOM was imposed on all political parties by Sukarno and 
hecanie law in 1961 under Presidential Decree no. 128, obliging all political parties to 
recognize Presidential regulation 13/1961 (Babari 1985:   II). 
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Hans' analysis correlates with Wahid's in that they justify NU's behavior in 

light of fiqh consideration in relation to NU's decision-making process. Wahid 

believes that the process of decision-making adopted by NU "gives the best 

possible opportunities for various arguments to be put forward on a particular 

problem" as it is based on interpreting the fiq/i. Individuals within a group will 

either agree or disagree to a decision. If they disagree both parties will then 

present their arguments, followed by a meeting, which will formalize a final 

opinion. If a decision is not reached the overriding opinion becomes the valid 

view, materializing in a consensus (Wahid 1986: 182). Unfortunately he does 

not mention NU decision-making methodology in light of the Indonesian 

government. 

Australian academic David Reeve believes that because NU leaders agreed 

with the Nasakom concept they were being "venal, opportunists and politically 

unsophisticated" (Reeve 1985: 339). None of these political analysts refer to 

Wahid or Solichah Hasyim as being accommodationist toward Sukarno or the 

Suharto regime, which is not helpful to this study. However, their comments 

do reflect the general mind-set of NU leaders and members at the time, which 

would have also largely influenced Solichah Hasyim and Wahid's decision to 

appear accommodationist. 

In a 1995 article written by Indonesian political commentator Muhammad 

Hikam (Hikarn 1995) he discusses three distinct approaches that Indonesian 

Islamic leaders have adopted in response to modernisation. He defines these as 

legalistic, cultural and social transfirrnarive approaches. Those applying the 

legalistic approach aim to make Islamic laws and doctrines the "sole arbiter 

and standard of references in all practices and affairs of society." Islamic 

leaders who adopt the second approach hope to integrate the "non-religious 

sphere (secularistic part) into a new totality of Islamic framework of 

development." Muslim intellectuals, such as Abdurrahman Wahid, have 
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adopted the third approach because they aim to "seek solutions to the problem 

of modernity by avoiding exclusive attitudes both toward neo-orthodoxy and 

non-Islamic aspirations." By doing so such leaders "advocate 

accommodationist attitudes ... in resolving such pressing questions as massive 

poverty, abuses of human rights, the stagnation of democratization" (Hikam 

1995: 115). Thus, Hikam is the only writer (compared to those mentioned 

above) to have cited Wahid (as he is an intellectual) as adopting 

accommodationist tendencies, but for a positive cause and not always 

necessarily toward the government. 

In 1966 Wahid left Egypt and traveled to Iraq to commence a four-year 

university degree at the University of Baghdad (Barton 1996: 21). His mother 

helped secure a scholarship for him via her contacts in Jakarta, which financed 

the degree (Barton 2002: 94). In 1968 General Suharto officially replaced 

president Sukarno as the new president of Indonesia-marking the beginning of 

the New Order period (Barton 1996:16). Wahid remained in Iraq until June 

1970 (the same month and year Sukarno died) and from there traveled to 

Europe (Abaza 1996: 91).22 

Indonesian Intellectual 

After seven years abroad Wahid returned to Indonesia in mid 1971 and began 

working among pesantren23  communities throughout East Java (Barton 1996: 

16). He was thirty-one at the time and had not yet assumed a leadership role 

22Coincidently, the leader of Egypt, Nasser, also died in the same year. Ahaza maintains that 
after 1970 new government economic policies operating in Egypt and Indonesia were 
orientated toward the capitalist western world. In Indonesia the New Order government was 
anti-communist. After the 1973 war in Egypt the government rejected socialism in favor of 
capitalist-orienlated, pro-western policies (Ahaza 1996: 91). 

23Thc population of the NU pe.s'antrells in the 1970s was only two million even though NU had 
more than thirty million members (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). According to 
current NU chairman, Hasyim Muzadi, the organization has eight thousand six hundred 
/)esantrens in Indonesia (as of February 2003). These are predominantly situated throughout 
East Java, Central Java and Banten (Harsanto and Wahyuni 2003). 
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within the NU. From the early 1970s he was identified as one of the "early 

1970s Indonesian Muslim intellectuals." Political analyst Howard Federspiel 

describes the intellectuals as having attended western universities, studying 

social science subjects and interested in "national history, Muslim social and 

community institutions and contemporary politics" (Federspiel 1991: 235, 

239). They are also important to the Indonesian political system because 

different political actors seek their knowledge. Suharto needed their loyalty 

because they were expected to "support the government's policy of economic 

development, take a leading role in activism to set an example and develop 

Islamic institutions compatible with national development" (Federspiel 1991: 

246, 237). Based on the writings of current MPR Speaker Dr Amien Rais, 

Federspiel provides a qualified understanding of the Indonesian Muslim 

intellectuals' thinking 

Finally, Muslim intellectuals speak continually about the value of democracy to 

Islam and Indonesia, perhaps reflecting their Western training. They contend that 

both Islam and Indonesia are committed to democratic principles and that the 

current government has been slow in allowing the society to exercise more freedom 

in election campaigns, fuller debate in the parliament, more openness about national 

shortcomings, and ways to address those problems. The intellectuals have been 

careful to assert that they do not want the imposition of Western-style democracy, 

and they agree with government theoreticians that sellish party politics in the name 

of democracy was a major cause of the decay and stalemate that beset the nation in 

the 1950s.   The intellectuals picture a more disciplined use of democratic forms, 

which seems to he a reapplication of the old Javanese norms of mutual discussion 

leading to consensus (Federspiel 1991: 245). 

Federspiel also professes that Indonesian Muslim intellectuals believe Jlqh 

should be applied to contemporary society and Islam is conducive to all people 

in all times and places, which means it has some adaptability (Federspiel 1991: 

243). Once again Wahid has not been referred to specifically, but this 
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description does coincide with Barton and other's views on Wahid (including 

this researcher). 

Dutch anthropologist Bruinessen maintains the intellectuals are from the u/ama 

environment and are usually highly educated, are concerned with "social 

justice and the social and economic well-being of the community" and have 

respect and tolerance toward other religions. They also like to have the 

pesantrens as the base of community development and usually have an 

association to non-governmental organizations (NGOs). He describes Wahid as 

the "ideal cultural broker between traditional, reformist and secular Muslims" 

(Bruinessen 1990: 61). This too is a valid description of Wahid. AriefBudiman 

also comments "He is basically not a good manager. He's an intellectual. Long 

term he has an enlightened vision but he has trouble transferring it into a 

successful plan" (it should be remembered that this statement was made when 

Wahid was president) (Maher 2000: 25). 

Indonesian writer Istiadah states in her paper that Indonesian Muslim 

intellectuals have "brought about more liberating discourses on women" 

(Istiadah 1995: 1). Two distinct groups of intellectuals exist. The 

fundamentalists aim to protect Islam from western secularism and reject 

modern interpretations of Islamic doctrine. The neo-modernists (elaborated on 

further in Chapter Four of this study) are not threatened by modernism but 

criticize negative aspects of modernization (Istiadah 1995: 4). Wahid can be 

placed in the latter group. Thus, like Barton, Istiadah makes no distinction 

between neo-modernists and intellectuals. 

Indonesian political analyst Pepih Nugraha (Nugraha 1993) states that western 

academic Kenneth Young views Indonesian intellectuals as a component of the 

Indonesian middle class (Nugraha 1993: 506). Wahid is both an intellectual 

and from the Indonesian middle class. 
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Family Planning and Indonesian Marriage Law 

By the early 1970s Solichah Hasyim was attending parliament twice a week, 

continued to defend the rights of Muslim women within Muslimat, attempted 

to implement Islamic laws into parliament and held lengthy discussions with 

the Head of Muslimat (Asmah Sjachruni, interview, 1997). In 1971 the 

Suharto regime launched an orientation course on family planning (Ma'shum 

and Zawawi 1996: 88)24  and because of Solichah Hasyim's prominent position 

in the DPR and Muslimat, Suharto chose her (including other prominent 

Muslim women) to promote the campaign among Muslims residing in the rural 

regions of East Java. 

Indonesians felt threatened by the Family Planning Program (KB) because 

Islamic law rejects the use of contraception. On Solichah Hasyim's arrival in 

the Indonesian provinces, male villagers expressed their dismay while women 

hid in their houses. The program continues to face difficulties because 

devoutly religious Muslims reject it outright. Nevertheless Muslimat displayed 

its support for the programme by establishing several family planning clinics. 

Its members encouraged others to partake in the program, especially those who 

rejected it initially (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 86, 89). The fact that 

Solichah Hasyirn worked directly for the Suharto regime via these initiatives 

could be considered as accommodating the regime. However, it should be kept 

in mind that like all Indonesians she had little choice but to do so. In fact the 

24President Suharto attempted to restructure Indonesian society via the New Order 
government's Five Year Development Plan. He proclaimed the National Family Planning 
Program (better known as the KBO. 1968: Program KB) a component part of this plan. He 
announced that the population explosion in Indonesia was becoming a problem. He recognised 
the important role Muslimat could play, in terms of its ability to penetrate the village regions, 
and so the organisation became involved in Lembaga KB Nasional (LKBN), which was later 
renamed Badan Koordinasi Keluarga Berencana Nasional (BKKBN)-National Family 
Planning Coordination Body. Solichah Hasyim and Chasanah Mansyur were its representatives 
while Dr Idham Chalid, who was Minister for Health at the time, became one of the LKBN 
coordinators. The NU was requested to incorporate Islamic law into the KB program, because 
Suharto claimed that people would then strictly adhere to the program it' it were compatible 
with Islamic law. On September 25, 1969 members from the PB Syuriah NU (NU Central 
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reversed argument could apply in that the regime used her good reputation for 

the family planning prograrn.25 

During the 1971 Indonesian election campaign the Indonesian marriage law 

became a contentious political/religious issue once again, only this time it was 

drafted and made public. The law supported the concept of de facto 

relationships amongst other things (Solichah Hasyim would not have 

supported this-see Chapter Four). In the following year and as part of the KB 

program Muslimat sent a delegation to participate in an orientation course and 

condom campaign in India. Muslirnat representatives also published a book on 

family planning in that same year (Ma'shurn and Zawawi 1996: 89). These 

were pro-active initiatives, reflecting Muslirnat's dedication to the 

advancement of women. 

In 1973 the regime decided to merge all of the Islamic-orientated parties, 

resulting in the formation of the United Development Party (PPP). It was a 

move designed to weaken the NU politically. Ironically, Solichah Hasyim was 

one of the founders of the PPP and others would frequently ask her why she 

was so loyal to PPP. She would reply, "I have to respect my own signature" 

(Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). She would also state this during 

public speeches. Her signature confirmed her support for the declaration of the 

establishment of the PPP (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). The fact that 

she remained a member of the DPR and supported a party directly constructed 

Board of Syuriah) outlined the eight main objectives of the KB program, which adhered to the 
teachings of aqidah alilussunah Wa! ijama 'a/i (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 85-87). 
2 Many years later Wahid too showed an interest in the KB Program. In 1981 he presented a 
paper to government oflicials, which contained a detailed recommendation on family planning. 
The paper focused on how best Muslims could deal with issues pertaining to family planning. 
His approach to contraception as documented illustrates a practical understanding of why 
contraception should he used more frequently among niarried couples. This paper fully 
supports the approach adopted by the government, Muslimat, and therefore NU toward family 
planning. Again, Wahid's reasoning behind presenting such a paper was partially the result of 
pressure placed upon him by the regime. Once again they were using his reputation to mete out 
such issues to his audience. This paper is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four of this 
study in terms of how it reflects his neo-niodernist posture to gender issues (Wahid 1981: 82-
88). 
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by Suharto implied to the regime that she favored their aspirations, even 

though she had little choice but to do so and was probably unaware of their 

intention to politically weaken the NU at a later date. 

In that same year the regime officially introduced a new marriage law into 

parliament as the Indonesian state had to legalize and administer it in order for 

it to be effective. The law favored inter-ethnic and inter-religious marriage, 

which was to be sanctified by civil rather than Islamic law. The law also aimed 

to improve the legal position of women in divorce, polygamy, and forced 

marriage decisions. However, the Department of Religion and organised Islam 

were not properly consulted during the drafting of the law and consequently 

representatives from both quarters expressed anger because they rejected all of 

the above-mentioned proposals (Johns 1987: 217, 219). 

The most controversial law was the one that permitted Muslim women to 

marry non-Muslim men. This law had already existed under the previous 

marriage law but was upheld in 1952 (Johns 1987: 218). The parties then 

decided to revise the bill maintaining that the marriage law would not be 

implemented (Cammack 1997: 152). During the deliberation of the law, 

Islamic women's organisations such as Muslimat, Wanita Islam and Aisyiyah 

pressed for the abolition of child marriage. This practice was legalised by those 

who sanctified the former Islamic marriage legislation based on their 

interpretation of fiqh. Furthermore, Muslimat leaders were involved in 

initiating the establishment of the Advisory Council of Marriages and 

Repudiations, aimed at empowering women within the courts (Istiadah 1994: 

10). The marriage law saga did not end there as debates and attempts to arrive 

at decision-making ensued within the Indonesian parliament throughout the 

following year. Eventually the law was drafted, passed and named the 1974 

Indonesian marriage law.21 

2 The 1974 marriage law consisted of major changes, favoring the Islamic view (Johns 1987: 
218). It was officially known as UU No. I Peikawinan, Tahuti 1974. Accordint to political 
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From 1972 to 1974 Wahid lectured and became Dean at Hasyim Asy'ari 

University in Jombang. From 1974 to 1980 he was secretary-general of the 

Tebuireng pesantren in Jombang but also frequently resided in Jakarta, 

particularly from 1978 (Barton 1996: 193). In the forward of a 1978 published 

article Wahid acknowledges the importance his mother had in developing his 

ideas on pesantren life. He states, "This book is dedicated to the writer's 

mother who succeeded in instilling in the writer a love for the pesantren 

world" (Barton 1996: 276). In late 1978 his grandfather Bisri Syansuri asked 

him to consider becoming joint leader of NU. His mother also expected him to 

carry on the family tradition. After his grandfather asked him twice to do so, he 

discussed it with his mother. Barton maintains 

Nevertheless there was one person whom he rarely disobeyed and certainly never in 

her presence, and that was his mother. She had continued to exert a strong influence 

analyst Susan Blackburn, president Suharto's wiI encouraged him to defend the law and 
Blackburn maintains it was legalized because Indonesia was not a deniocratic state. However, 
women were satisfied that the legislation appeared to promote equal rights and responsibilities 
to both marriage partners (Blackburn 1994: 175). The law no longer required the ratification of 
civil law because regulations relating to marriage, polygamy, forced marriage, and divorce, 
were to he administered by the Islamic courts. The possibility of a Muslim woman marrying a 
non-Muslim was aborted (Johns 1987: 219) and there was an attempt to restrict polygamy, 
which nearly all of the Muslim associations objected to (Federspiel 1991: 242). Husbands no 
longer had the power to initiate divorce proceedings independently, and consequently they had 
to appear in court in order to he granted a divorce. Both partners were permitted to take legal 
action and the wife was allocated the same airiount of power to sue for divorce. To ensure 
proper observance of the marriage law female leaders were trained to assist the Department of 
Religious Affairs in providing guidance on the contents of the law to village women. In aiming 
at a more objective settlement of disputes in marriage, women's organisations demanded an 
increase in the number of female judges appointed to Islamic courts (Department of 
Information, Republic of Indonesia 1985: 62, 63). Child custody following divorce and 
matters relating to financial obligations and property rights after divorce were issues not 
considered during the drafting of the 1974 Marriage Law (Cammack 1997: 156). In a 1986 
article (Wahid 1986) Wahid asserts that the 1974 marriage law is able to "tolerate not 
explicitly Islamic aspirations" but also "maintains the ability to resist entirely secular 
aspirations." This is achieved via Muslims' ability to "deli.nd and eventually formalize Islamic 
principles in the marriage law... in the face of a secular-minded bill" (Wahid 1996: 135). He 
also believes that people from different religious denominations should he able to marry and 
that the "silent niajority" of Muslims are in support of this but fear they will "lose their right to 
he a Muslim." He suggests that Islam differentiates between "invalid" and "imperfect 
marriages" and nìixed marriages have been interpreted as "imperfect" marriages based on a 
1986 Religious Affairs Ministry ruling (Cohen 1992: 29). 
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in his lil even as lie was developing his own career in Jakarta and Jombang. It was 

common for him to consult with his mother in Jakarta and ask her advice whenever 

he was faced with dificult decisions. When he raised this matter with her, he recalls 

that her response was quick and to the point: "Grandfather has asked you twice. He 

is not the sort of man to ask anyone to do something twice, now if he asks you a 

third time, don't refuse him. It is your duty to do whatever he asks you to do" 

(Barton 2002: 111,112). 

He decided to adhere to his grandfather and mother's wishes and inevitably 

became a member of the party. In 1979 bickering among NU politicians and 

the politically neutral kyai was frequent because the latter group felt the NU 

was being victimized by the regime due to the monopolization of the electoral 

system and because pro-Suharto elements were infiltrating NU political ranks. 

As a result, the kyai contemplated withdrawing NU from the PPP and reverting 

to the khittah (original philosophy of NU: a purely social/religious role). NU 

politicians overwhelmingly rejected the suggestion, as they wanted to maintain 

their power positions. This dispute created further division within NU 

(Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 92- 93). 

In 1979 Wahid returned to Jakarta and began living permanently with his 

mother again. He was an active member of NU and placed himself in a superb 

position geographically as Indonesia would hold elections in May 1982. As 

NU was part of PPP, Wahid actively campaigned prior to May and was 

questioned quite often by ABRI personnel (Barton 2002: 133). In the lead up 

to the election President Suharto introduced legislation demanding each 

political party adopt the Pancasila27  (state philosophy) as its sole basis. In a 

27PancasiIa was formulated by the leaders of the Indonesian nationalist movement, and became 
legislation in 1945. Sukarno made it the preamble to the 1945 Indonesian constitution in 1959. 
The Pancasila promotes: National identity of Indonesians, international responsibility, creating 
a government via consensus achieved by popular representation and religious pluralism within 
Indonesia (1-lering 1985: 7). 
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further effort to politically and religiously neutralize all political parties, the 

regime banned the usage of party symbols. 

Wahid's New Political Career 

In 1983 the "return to the khittah" issue became volatile for NU and Muslimat 

leaders (Nakamura 1996: 99-106). Later that year NU delegates decided Wahid 

would be nominated joint chairman of NU's Executive Board (Tanfidziyah)25  

at the congress to be held in December 1984. He claims that before he was 

elected to the position the kvai, particularly kvai M. Ali from East Java, 

discussed the leadership prospect with him. Wahid informed All that he 

thought he should be NU chairman (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

Wahid also briefed his mother and she told him that if he were contemplating 

becoming chairman, he would have to be totally committed to the position 

because of the demands required and challenges to the position. She advised 

him that there are some NU members who understand the task of leadership 

and others who fail to acknowledge its importance and because of this, a leader 

must totally devote him or herself to the organisation. Solichah Hasyim also 

warned him that it is important to realize that NU leaders have to gain and 

maintain the trust of the people and members of the organisation (and vice 

versa) and whatever one does will be accepted as a necessity, not for self-

interest. Wahid believes all these considerations are important, particularly the 

expectations placed upon NU leaders, as this has been a guiding principle of 

the organisation since its inception. Wahid was pleased that his mother relayed 

her advice to him on the role of NU leadership (Abdurrahman Wahid, 

interview, 2001). 

25Accordiiig to Bahari, the Taniidziyah "is the executor of the general affairs" of NU, 
"responsible for the success" of NU and "acts on behalf of INUl toward the outside world" 
(Bahari 1985: 10). 
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The "return to the khittah" dispute finally ended when immediately after being 

nominated chairman of the NU in 1984, Wahid withdrew NU from the PPP. 

This also meant NU was no longer a political party because it had reverted 

back to its purely social/religious orientation. This decision created 

controversy and division within NU ranks. As political analyst Ramage states 

"The decision to withdraw from politics, according to Abdurrahman, was not 

only due to a desire to focus on social, educational and religious goals, but was 

also a response to the New Order's de-politicisation strategy" (Ramage 1995: 

234). Nine years beforehand, the Suharto regime made it obvious that it aimed 

to make all political parties politically neutral. This ensured a Golkar electoral 

and Suharto presidential victory every five years. However, by the same token 

Wahid admitted only a year later 

Do not think that NU does not want to he involved in politics. NU cannot detach 

itself 1mm politics. Islam cannot he separated from politics.. .At any rate NU 

nicmhers cannot he detached from political outlook in the sense that politics is 

regarded as a means to organize the life o!the stale and nations (Suwardi 1985: 142, 

143). 

Even though Wahid stated this and in contrast to Ramage's view, some 

political analysts viewed him as accommodationist because he seceded NU 

from the PPP and hence this was portrayed as succumbing to the Suharto 

regime (Hans 1990: 209). Marijan adds that this was expected because the 

decision was made "still in the framework of fiqh consideration" (Marijan 

1992: 62). Bruinessen claims NU leaders seceded in order to avoid a 

confrontation with the government (Bruinessen 1996: 139). He further states 

"The NU, will, true to the Sunni tradition of political legitimization recognize 

and cooperate with any de facto government and strive to further its 

particularistic interests within the framework of the status quo" (Bruinessen 

1996: 161). Again, reference has been made to the Sunni Muslim tradition as 
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being the underlying factor as to why NU representatives were perceived to 

have succumbed to the regime (as discussed above). 

However, French political analyst, Andree Feillard provides a very different 

explanation. She believes NU seceded from PPP due to economic reasons. She 

claims that because NU membership figures were low at the time (Hefner 

1996: 187), by eliminating its political role, more funding could be allocated to 

the NU by the regime and this money would contribute to religious/social 

activity, and in turn increase NU's membership. With more members NU's 

power within society would stabilize and perhaps even expand. Members were 

divided as to whether or not the decision to secede would benefit the 

organ i sation. 

According to Aisyah Baidlowi Muslimat members adopted a moderate and 

neutral stance to the issue. Female members working in the social and religious 

fields wanted Muslimat to remain a political organisation. Thus they were 

disappointed with the result. They had hoped and longed for the emancipation 

of women and instead ended up feeling politically powerless (Ma'shum and 

Zawawi 1996: 93,94,95). 

At a 1984 NU women's congress, Machmudah Mawardi resigned as Muslimat 

chairperson and was replaced by Asmah Sjachruni. Solichah Hasyim was 

reelected deputy chairperson and "accepted this gladly without complaining, 

even though she competed with the other woman for the leadership position." 

Wahid believes Asmah Sjachruni was elected to the top position because the 

chairman of NU favored her at the time. Even though Asmah Sjachruni was 

Muslimat chairperson she always listened and sought Solichah Hasyim's 

advice because she was older and was still a prominent Muslimat 

representative. Wahid's mother was by that stage the "mother hen" of 

NU/Muslimat. For example, when NU leaders/members quarreled they sought 

her personal, rather than political advice as a means of settling their personal 
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disputes. They had their own independent plenary sessions to resolve any 

internal political disputes (Abdurrabman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

Suharto applied the Pancasila legislation to all social/religious organisations 

(including NU and Muslimat) under the 1985 Mass Organisation Law 

(ORMAS) (Burns 1985: 14). Once again Wahid expressed his support for the 

legislation on the basis that it did not undermine the organisation's Islamic 

identity as the philosophy of the Pancasila upholds notions of pluralism. This 

was a safe stance to take as he was not only genuinely supporting Pancasila, 

but was perceived to be accommodating the regime. By the same token though 

Wahid admitted there was a limited amount of democracy in Indonesia and the 

government was not adhering to the principles of the Pancasila (Ramage 1996: 

231, 238). Comments like these display that he was often forced to keep a lid 

on his genuine feelings. 

In 1987 NU members openly criticised the government's education policy and 

demanded more financial support for the NU pesantren network as it was 

expanding rapidly. Muslimat had already established and continued to fund 

and administer medical clinics for mothers and their children such as 

Anak/BKIA. Several foundations and lending institutes financed these 

enterprises. Muslimat and NU leaders were also trying to obtain government 

and non-government donations in order for its leaders, members and students 

to make the annual pilgrimage to Mecca (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 41, 47). 

In 1988 Solichah Hasyim ceased to be elected to the DPR. However, she 

remained active in education and social welfare initiatives and played a 

prominent role in the establishment of the Foundation for Muslim Welfare. 

Hundreds of maternity hospitals, wards and orphanages materialised from this. 

She became familiar with the running of general hospitals and participated in 

many foundations. She always questioned and executed the regulations and as 

a result motivated change (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 
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At the 1989 Muslimat congress the government donated 600 m2 of land to 

Muslimat. The Minister of Religion contributed a further Rp 40 million for the 

purchasing of an additional 400m2 of land, which was then increased to 

1,300m2 of land. A building was also constructed to provide Muslimat leaders 

and members with many practical and needy facilities (Ma'shum and Zawawi 

1996: 61, 62). This particular government-financed land and building donation 

proves that Muslimat was seeking financial support from the Suharto regime 

and in order for this to be granted its representatives had to appear 

accommodationist. 

Despite this land and building concession it appears Wahid became 

increasingly more outspoken against the Suharto regime after his mother quit 

her formal political position in the DPR. In late 1989 Suharto was under the 

impression that Wahid opposed the government's proposed Kedung Ombo 

project (Bruinessen 1996: 146). The following year Wahid objected to the 

formation of the Association of Muslim Scholars (ICME) because it was 

established by pro- Suharto minister B. J. Habibie and only Muslims could join 

(Ramage 1996: 240-243). In that same year he was also critical of the regime's 

imprisonment of the editor of the Indonesian journal Monitor29  (Vatikiotis 

1990c: 23, 24) and (Barton 2002: 182). 

29Ii November 1989, and just prior to NU's 28th  congress, Wahid was accused of "dangerous 
radicalism" because it was thought that he had prepared a damning letter, which was given to 
Suharto (Suharto attended this congress along with other military personnel) condemning the 
government's proposed Kedung Ombo dam, which would have displaced many villagers. 
However, NG() representatives prepared the final drafting of the letter, diminishing Wahid's 
alleged involvement in the letter. Nevertheless he still had to apologize to Suharto for playing 
an assumed role in the protest letter (Bruinessen 1996: 146). In 1990 the then Minister for 
Research and Technology, Bachruddin Jusuf Hahihie established ICM1. Wahid was opposed to 
this Association on the grounds that it was exclusive in nature, which undermined pluralism 
and could create Islamic fundamentalism, giving the Indonesian armed forces an excuse to take 
action against such groups. It also debilitated Wahid's own agenda of keeping politics and 
religion separate. Nevertheless, many considered Wahid as being far Irom accommodationist 
and instead supporting democracy because of his opposition to ICMI (Ramage 1996: 240-243). 
Wahid asked the Indonesian populace to take a moderate stance over an opinion poll that was 
published in a pre-dominantly Catholic owned Indonesian journal Monitor on October 15, 
1990. Many Muslims were outraged because the poll placed the Prophet Muhamniad eleventh 
as one of the most popular people in the world. Alter several days of protests by angry 
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Even though Wahid was being more openly antagonistic, Muslimat maintained 

a cordial relationship with the government. This became apparent when in 

1990 Muslimat leaders and members worked with the Department of Labor in 

trying to provide a better standard of education for women. 

Perhaps the most compelling incident that defined Wahid as a democrat as 

opposed to someone being purely accommodationist toward the regime was his 

participation in Forum of Democracy. It originated in Jakarta in March 1991. 

Abaza describes it as 

A recognized group, which includes some members of the Majlis Ulania such as A. 

Wahid, Quraishi Shihab and Nurcholish Madjid as well as many intellectuals who 

lived in the Middle East. This group was created because some Muslim 

intellectuals hlt that a space was iieedcd to discuss in freedom and democracy 

religious topics, which apparently were abused by the press. They felt that a one-

way dialogue was taking place in the press and a forum was needed for free debates 

(Abaza 1994: 145). 

On the whole, its participants were "cosmopolitan, Jakartan, Muslim 

intellectuals.. .distinguished figures in society; frequently traveled abroad and 

internationally known" (Abaza 1994: 145). They also had "dialogues with the 

1966 Generation."3°  Max Lane defines Forum of Democracy as a "loose 

coalition of forty-five Muslim and Christian scholars, businessmen and human 

rights lawyers." Indonesian political analyst Arief Budiman (one of the 

Muslims, the government banned it (Vatikiotis 1990c: 23-24). Suharto jailed Arswendo 
Atmowiloto, the editor of Monitor for five years. Wahid defended the editor's right to freedom 
of speech and called for a boycott of the magazine only (Barton 2002: 182). Again, Wahid was 
openly expressing his ohjection to the decision made by Suharto in issuing Arswendo a jail 
sentence. 
3 These were "former leaders of the pro-military, anti-Sukarno student movement which 
flourished brielly under army patronage in 1965-66" (Lane 1991h: 2). 
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founders of Forum) maintains that its members hoped to act as a "catalyst for 

wider debate on democracy" and aimed at working "with some elements of the 

military" (Lane 199 Ia: II), He also claims that the discussion group met only 

about six times but never at Wahid's house and the latter only attended about 

two meetings. Budiman believes the Indonesian media and government 

exaggerated Forum's role (Arief Budiman, interview, April, 2002). 

Wahid maintains that Forum of Democracy was necessary for contemplative 

and reflective thought, combating religious and ethnic intolerance, 

counteracting the pro-Muslim tendencies of 1CM!, establishing democracy and 

holding open discussions (Rarnage 1996: 246, 248, 249). However, in order to 

achieve this they had to mount a formal opposition to Suharto. Sabagio, (Head 

of the military at that time) became the mediator between Suharto and Wahid 

by relaying the definition of Forum of Democracy to Suharto in that it was not 

an organisation, therefore it had no membership and because of this, could not 

be defined as an opposition group against the government. Due to Sabagio's 

efforts, Suharto and certain military personnel came to view Forum of 

Democracy in a cultural, rather than political light (Abdurrahman Wahid, 

interview, 2001). As such Suharto allowed for its continuation, on the basis 

that its members would not record or publish their ideas. 

Despite Sabagio's efforts, Suharto and military officials continued to object, 

believing the group's statements were promoting justice, human rights, 

democracy, and free and fair elections. In February and April 1992, the 

Indonesian police banned their meetings and Wahid was prevented from 

attending a PPP meeting in Surayabaya because Suharto believed he was 

criticizing the government. Suharto then gave Wahid the option of choosing 

between endorsing the former for the March 1993 presidential election or 

disassociating himself from Forum of Democracy. Wahid threatened to leave 

NU instead, espousing the democratization movement was more important 
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than any Islamic agenda (Ramage 1996: 250, 252). Suharto eventually allowed 

Wahid to continue being in the NU and Forum of Democracy (Barton 2002: 

188). The dissipation of Forum of Democracy seems to have occurred after the 

1992 June Indonesian party elections. 

Despite the collapse of Forum of Democracy Wahid continued to advocate his 

support for political education within schools and encouraged an increase in 

debate between people concerned with human rights issues (Cohen 1 999d: 21). 

He also openly supported Suharto's 1993 presidential bid on the reasoning that 

it was still too early to oppose him outright (Ramage 1996: 245-251). Many 

would have thought Wahid accommodationist and contradictory in this 

instance (considering his previous response) when in fact he was merely being 

realistic and avoiding putting his own democratic/political agenda and life at 

risk (Ramage 1996: 237). 

Death of Solichah Wahid Hasyim 

In 1993 Solichah Hasyim was injured in a car accident and was confined to a 

wheel chair. She could no longer partake in active community development 

work. Due to medical complications (manifesting in her legs), which arose 

from injuries incurred from the car accident, she passed away on July 29, 1994 

aged seventy-two. Wahid and other family members were at her bedside when 

she died. Wahid cried openly in front of family members after her passing, 

giving way to his grief (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

The impact of losing his mother no doubt affected Wahid's political career. 

According to Barton "For many, Abdurrahman had begun to lose his touch in 

politics and public life ever since his victory at the NU congress in November 

1994" (Barton 2002: 250). One may well ask why a political victory would 

adversely affect his political thinking and undermine his position within 

society? This researcher believes that losing his mother only four months 
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beforehand had a devastating impact on his attitude to those around him and on 

his general behavior. After all she had been the mainstay in his life. As Yenni 

Wahid has stated "After she passed away his statements became much more 

controversial because there was no one to remind him of certain issues. My 

grandmother tempered him" (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

Yenni Wahid believes her father is an introvert and conceals his feelings from 

non-family members particularly if he feels depressed (Yenni Wahid, 

interview, September 22, 2001) so any negative thoughts of losing his mother 

would have been internalized. 

According to Mrs. Fattah, Solichah Hasyim believed that if an individual sets a 

goal for him or herself, they should do their utmost to attain it, even if they are 

dependent upon seeking assistance from someone who is "higher in status." 

Maintaining good relations with others especially children, grandchildren, 

friends, and ministers of parliament enables one to achieve more out of life 

(Mrs. Fattah, interview, 1997). This attitude also reflects the essence of the 

Sunni tradition of Islam being accommodationist. Yenni Wahid describes her 

grandmother as being like "the big boss in the mafia" and that "she glued the 

family together, the siblings." She believes Solichah Hasyim was very 

traditional and conservative whereas her father is more progressive. As such 

they would sometimes disagree on certain issues. She often expressed her 

feelings to others and would always make it clear to Wahid that she was 

displeased with the way he behaved or with certain statements he made. 

"Previously she was the only one who could control him because he really 

feared her" (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

Wahid admits his mother was indirectly involved in his early political career. 

She always supported him in whatever he did and prescribed to him the ideal 

way of doing things. He often sought her opinion on matters but they did not 

always agree. However, there was mutual trust between them and they always 

participated in open dialogue with one another. He believes that the 
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engagement of adults in conversation is more important than whether 

individuals come to agree on a certain issue (which sounds rather contrary to 

the Sunni tradition). Solichah Hasyim was his main guide especially in ethical 

matters and she always set examples for him particularly in the public service 

and in obeying the will of the nation. There is a sense of history within the 

family because his parents were sound role models for the nation. His mother 

sacrificed everything for the organization and played a fundamental role in it. 

Even though she worked in the public service she did not view it that way as 

the work she did had a deeper sense of purpose. She had "boundless love" for 

NU/Muslimat and for Wahid this was and still is crucial because she also 

installed in him "a love for the organisation" (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 

September 21, 2001). 

Conclun 

Due to the efforts of Wahid's paternal grandfather (in establishing the first 

female pesantren) Solichah Hasyim was afforded the opportunity to attend 

religious school and to become a teacher at thirteen. The very fact that her 

father and others like him encouraged education among women led to the 

establishment of the female wing of NU, to which Solichah became a member 

in 1938. Joining Muslimat empowered her further as Muslimat concerned itself 

with the plight of Indonesian Muslim women and children. Meeting Wahid 

Hasyim (a NU member at the time) improved her chances of expanding her 

education and heightened her awareness of issues pertaining to Islam and 

democracy. His posting in Jakarta as Minister for Religious Affairs in 1949 

drew them not only to the capital city of Indonesia (quite different from rural 

Jombang) but also into the political heartland of Indonesia. This move not only 

improved their societal standing but their children's as well. 

It is obvious that Solichah Hasyim had an overwhelming influence on Wahid's 

life particularly after the death of Wahid Hasyim in 1953. She encouraged 
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reading and installed in Wahid a strong sense of discipline and learning. Apart 

from Wahid's male forbearer's significant role within Javanese society, his 

mother also played a similar role. Like the males around her she was a 

significant individual in the NU/Muslimat realms and in her dealings with 

Dutch rule, the Sukarno era and the Suharto regime. Her decision to follow the 

NU Sunni tradition and military against Sukarno in 1965 proved crucial not 

only for herself but for her children's future. She secured Wahid a scholarship 

in 1966 enabling him to study further in Iraq and was there to support him on 

his return from Europe in 1971. Although Solichah Hasyim had espoused ideas 

of democracy (like her husband had done) in the 1950s, she was forced to 

appear accommodationist for the rest of her life via her commitment to the 

PPP, family planning initiative and other government funded community 

development projects. 

Wahid took up academic postings in the 1970s (fast becoming a renowned 

Indonesian intellectual) and in his writings and statements acknowledged his 

devotion to his mother. His criticisms of the regime became more evident after 

his mother left the DPR in 1988. Wahid became a member of NU in the late 

1970s and its joint leader by 1984 on the advice of his mother, a move, which 

acted as a vehicle for his own political aspirations. By disassociating the NU 

from the PPP in 1984 he was openly exposing the regime for what it was-a 

dictatorship, which quashed all facets of democracy including a just electoral 

system. By the early 1990s further examples support the claim that he was 

becoming more active and outspoken in his resentment toward the regime, but 

he made sure never to go as far as to put his own safety in danger. His mother 

was there to temper him until her death in 1994. 

The following chapter attempts to bring to light the other three women who 

have also played a fundamental role in Wahid's life namely Aisyah Baidlowi, 

Sintah Nuriyah and Zannuba Yenni Wahid. Although there is a slight shift of 

emphasis in the next chapter, in terms of it lacking a significant biographical 
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continuum on Wahid, he remains the main focus because the three brief 

biographical portraits on his female inner circle are not viewed in isolation to 

him. Their role in his life comes into play in the next as opposed to this chapter 

because the researcher wanted to highlight his primary and most significant 

female influence, his mother. Even though Solichah Hasyim is not included as 

a study in the following chapter it should be noted that she too is part of 

Wahid's female inner circle and can also be considered a Muslim feminist in 

her own right. 



Chapter Two 

The Female 

Inner Circle 
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Interrelated biographical accounts of Wahid's sister Aisyah Hamid Baidlowi, 

wife Sintah Nuriyah Wahid and daughter Zannuha Yenni Wahid form the 

essence of this chapter. These women, along with Wahid's mother, constitute 

Wahid's female inner circle. All have provided moral support to Wahid at 

different stages of his life. After Wahid's mother died in 1994, his sister, 

Aisyah Baidlowi resided at Solichah Hasyim's house in Jakarta and like their 

mother, continued to provide moral and political support to Wahid. Wahid 

married Sintah Nuriyah in 1968 and they have been loyal and totally devoted 

to each other ever since. Their daughter, Zannuba Yenni Wahid, played a 

decisive role in Wahid's life during his presidency. She was his personal 

assistant and eyes and has afforded unprecedented support to her father. 

These women will be placed within a theoretical framework in terms of gender 

analysis according to Middle Eastern writer Azza M. Karam. As such, their 

lives will be viewed in accordance with Karam's definition of Muslini 

.tnhinists. This chapter also acts as a precursor to Chapter Four, which focuses 

on these women's (and Wahid's) views on gender issues within an Islamic 

framework. 

Indonesian Muslim Feminists 

Karam's assessment of the three different strands of feminist Islamic thinking 

(which she believes was in existence in the 1990s throughout Egypt) will be 

briefly explained and applied to Indonesian society and to Wahid's female 

inner circle. It should be noted, that even though Egypt and Indonesia have 

different histories and societies, the role and impact of Is lam on its people has 

been equally phenomenal. Within these societies Islamic law can be interpreted 

in many different ways by its citizens, hence, the way women view their 

society and their specific cultural milieu influences, how they interpret these 

laws. As such the politics of location is relevant here, which is more tangible to 

one's political or class situation, rather than one's geographic location. Thus 
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Karam's analysis of womens' thinking can be applied to Indonesian women, 

even though she is discussing Muslim women in Egypt. 

Karam constructs a three-pronged analysis of Muslim women in her book 

(Karam 1998) by labeling Muslim women as secular, Muslim or Isiwnist 

feminists. According to Kararn, secular t ,,iinists think in terms of human 

rights only and although these women are religious, they adopt a purely 

western feminist perspective (Karam 1998: 13) (However, she does not define 

the different strands of western feminist thinking). IslamistJèminists view the 

word "feminist" as pro-western and inaccurate and believe it is unnatural if 

women are pro-active within the male pre-dominant society. They support 

compatibility between men and women and condone competition between the 

sexes. For these women, a woman's role should be restricted to the home 

(Karam 1998: 9, ID). 

Contrarily, Muslim J'minists use the Qur'an and Hadiths to exemplify that 

"discourse between men and women is valid, within Islam" (Karam 1998: II). 

They also interpret and reinterpret the Qur'an, Hadiths, Islamic jurisprudence, 

socio-political/ Islamic cultural realities and human rights discourse. Such 

women believe females should actively partake in politics (Karam 1998: 

11,12). It is this latter group to which the women in Wahid's family can be 

identified with, based on their understanding of Islamic law and their lifestyle. 

Aisyah, Sintah and Yenni 

Aisyah Hamid Baidlowi was born on June 6, 1941 in Jombang, only a year 

after her brother Abdurrahman Wahid, and she too was educated at SMP/SMR 

(junior/senior high school) - which are both co-educational schools. They were 

close from an early age, being only one year apart. Throughout the 1940s, 

Aisyah Baidlowi enrolled in one of the pesantren cadres as instructed by her 

mother. Wahid also had a pesantren education, which by 1959 and at the age 
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of eighteen enabled him to teach as a junior assistant teacher in a pesantren in 

Tambakberas, Jombang, when his uncle was absent from the religious 

boarding school. His future wife, Sintah Nuriyah was one of the students in his 

class and his attraction for her grew from that moment on (Abdurrahman 

Wahid, interview, 2001). 

Sintah Nuriyah claims that her parents "never made any difference between the 

boys and the girls" when she was a child. As such, all the children were 

encouraged to be formally educated. Her maternal grandmother had a 

considerable influence on her formative years. First, she worked as a butcher 

and was the main breadwinner in her family. Secondly she was always telling 

her grandchildren to acknowledge that, "the poor can be charitable as well by 

donating time and energy instead of money." She also encouraged Sintah 

Nuriyah to "strive to surpass" her "teacher's knowledge" (Doom-Harder 

2001). From this description it can be ascertained that Sintah Nuriyah's 

grandmother had a strong influence on her and was a strong and independent 

woman. This would have had a bearing on how Sintah Nuriyah came to view 

herself as a woman within Indonesian society. 

Between 1959 and 1964 Wahid held off proposing to Sintah Nuriyah. When he 

left for Cairo in late 1963 they continued corresponding via letter writing. As 

Barton notes, although their parents did not arrange their future marriage, she 

"was under considerable social pressure to accept that Abdurrahman would be 

a good husband" (Barton 2002: 93). In 1966 he finally proposed to her in a 

letter, and her response was "Why should somebody have to fail in everything? 

If you fail in your studies you might at least succeed in romance" (Barton 

2002: 94). They married in September 1967, whilst he was still in the Middle 

East (Barton 2002: 100). 

From 1960 to 1962 Aisyah Baidlowi was a representative of the Fatayat Youth 

wing of NU and from 1962 to 1967 she became treasurer of PP Fatayat NU. 
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Shortly after, she became a member of her mother's organisation, PP Muslimat 

NU Social Division. Her sister in law, Sintah Nuriyah finished studying at the 

Tambakheras pesantren the following year. From the class of forty, only two 

students enrolled in the State Islamic Institute (lAIN) in Jogyakarta, Sintah 

Nuriyah and the wife of Ky Hahtaaktu (second in charge of NU) 

(Ahdurrahman Wahid interview, March 2001). In 1969 Aisyah Baidlowi was 

appointed Deputy Secretary of PP Muslimat NU. The outcome of the NU 

Muslimat congress at Probolinggo Indonesia enabled her to become a 

representative of the 111 PP Muslimat NU (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 152). 

When Wahid returned to Indonesia in 1971 (which was not long after Sintah 

Nuriyah completed a Bachelor's degree at the lAIN) they would meet either in 

Jakarta, Jogyakarta or Jombang, as he traveled frequently within Indonesia. 

After several months they began living together in Jombang. They had their 

first daughter, Alisa Qotrunada Munawwana Wahid, in 1973. On January 27, 

1974 their second daughter Arifah Zannuba Yenni Wahid was born in 

Jombang. Their third child Anita Hayatunufus Wahid was horn the following 

year and during this time "Nuriyah was close to her family and friends and 

busy raising her three young children." Wahid would equally assist in the 

cleaning, and washing of clothes by hand. They spent a lot of time together in 

the first five years of their marriage (Barton 2002: 103, 107, 109). In 1978 

Wahid stated in the Introduction of an article (Wahid 1978) "and to the writer's 

wife, who, in the full sense of the word, endured the various difficulties which 

are faced by somebody who is aroused by notions of building up the 

pesantren" (Barton 1996: 276). This tribute illustrates the appreciation he had 

for his wife (and still does). 

In 1979 Aisyah Baidlowi was appointed Secretary of the Family of National 

Patriots Indonesia-a New Order initiative. She remained in that position until 

1995 (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 153). In 1980 Wahid and Sintah Nuriyah 

moved back to Jakarta just prior to the death of his maternal grandfather, Bisri 
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Syansuri. The following year they had their fourth child Chayatunnufus Inayah 

Wulandari Wahid (Barton 2002: 116). 

Apart from playing a significant role within Indonesia society, Aisyah 

Baidlowi also acquired an international profile in 1980 when she joined a 

Muslimat delegation to Singapore for the Asia Confederation Women's 

Organisation (ACWO). The speeches and discussions at the conference 

focused on fertility issues and the conference was designed to benefit and 

educate Philippine adolescents (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 84). 

In 1981 Wahid made another dedication to Sintah Nuriyah in the latter part of 

the Introduction of a book published in 1981 (Wahid 1981). He remarks "The 

writer's mother and wife are two people who have tempered the writer's 

internal struggle and from the very beginning they have engaged in intensive 

dialogue with the writer, so it is appropriate that this book be dedicated to these 

two women" (Wahid 1981: 4). This displays once again Wahid's appreciation 

of his wife and mother, with specific reference to their close professional 

interactions. 

During Yenni Wahid's forniative years, her mother adopted a conservative 

approach to Islam and as a result, taught her the formality of Islam. On an 

almost daily basis she would teach Yenni Wahid the formality of praying, what 

to pray for, reading the Qur'an in Arabic, the teachings of the Hadiths and 

other Islamic texts, with whom one should interact and other such social 

norms. Wahid did not have time to teach his daughters religious instruction, 

because he was either always too preoccupied with work or frequently absent. 

Compared with Sintah Nuriyah, Wahid's thinking reflects moderation, 

liberalism and consistency and as a result, he encouraged Yenni Wahid to be 

independent, and to assert her beliefs, regardless of the consequences (Yenni 

Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 
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Yenni Wahid believes that culturally, she is a product of her parent's lifestyle. 

Her parents' religious beliefs run deep because they come from a NU 

background, which represents the mainstream in Indonesian society, even 

though many branches of Islam exist within Indonesia and throughout the 

world. As the Wahid family has strong ties to the more traditional strand of 

NU, Yenni Wahid is naturally drawn to this realm. She also asserts that 

middle-class women in Jakarta (which she is) differ from middle-class women 

in East Java (which includes Jombang) in their interpretation of Islamic law. 

The former are not as attentive to religion, but in rural areas it is a way of life, 

it is how a community defines itself. She states, "I guess for me, I am caught 

between two worlds, and I keep coming back to both worlds" (Yenni Wahid, 

interview, September 22, 2001). 

On two occasions Yenni Wahid inadvertently touches on the issue of the 

politics of location in influencing one's views on the religion of Islam. First 

she specifies that many branches of Islam exist throughout the globe, which 

suggests that one's country of birth or citizenship does not determine the 

branch of Islam they follow-as all branches appear (this is why Karam's 

theorization of Muslim women in Egypt can be applied to Indonesia). 

However, Yenni Wahid does make a distinction between where one is located 

within a country (in this case Indonesia)-whether one is living in a rural or 

urban environment- as to how they view the religion. Those in Jombang for 

example, view it as "a way of life" suggesting that Muslims from Jombang are 

more devout. Yenni Wahid does not make clear whether this is due to class 

distinction (although class differences emerge in both rural and urban areas) or 

the result of the influences of modernization. The latter reason would make 

more sense. 

In 1983, Aisyah Baidlowi founded the Family Benefit Institute NU, which also 

facilitated a Family Planning Change House and a Polyclinic for Family 

Planning. She was employed as a social worker for the Department of Social 
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Affairs in 1986. She had adopted similar habits and characteristics of her 

mother by adhering to her customs in extending group support to others in 

need. She was also her mother's assistant for many years, so it was natural that 

she came to reflect Solichah Hasyim's mannerisms and thinking (Ma'shum 

and Zawawi 1996). 

Aisyah Baidlowi was elected chairperson of the pro-Suharto women's 

organisation, Kowani, in 1988, and in 1989 was elected deputy chairperson of 

PP Muslimat NU. Her support base grew further when Kowani acknowledged 

her as a Prominent Indonesian Woman in 1991. By that stage, Aisyah Baidlowi 

was a recognized figure in the circles of other woman's organisations and was 

one of the founders of Al-Islah Institute in Jakarta, becoming its first 

chairperson. The Institute set up Home Care II, a program designed to provide 

care workers with facilities in order to assist the elderly. This organisation also 

established Hope for Adolescent Orphanages, which funded and erected the 

Spiritual Guidance Center, better known as Santi Asih providing information, 

spiritual guidance and a counseling system for people with respiratory 

disorders (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996). 

Aisyah Baidlowi also helped establish Detention and Correctional Institutes, 

and provided funding for social and health purposes, conducive to NU 

Muslimat members. She participated in a function for a health donation, 

attended by representatives from the Central Health Foundation Muslirnat NU. 

She became actively involved in the National Committee for the Position of 

Indonesian Women, which conducted research on women's issues (funded by 

the government). Aisyah Baidlowi frequently attended seminars held by 

Kowani and by others partaking in the Indonesian Women Action of Unity 

(Ma'shurn and Zawawi 1996: 154, 84, 25). She was also present at the Health 

Maintenance Organisation (HMO) and Training on HMO operations seminars 

(held October 10, 1991). Furthermore her presence at the International Council 

of Women 26th  Plenary Conference in Bangkok (September 23-October I, 
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1991) and being a representative at a major international Women's seminar 

held in Korea in October 1991 was invaluable and exalted her international 

profile (Ma'shum and Zawawi 1996: 83 

In the early 1990s, Solichah Hasyiiii and Aisyah Baidlowi were residing in 

Jakarta, due to work commitments, and as Wahid fondly recalls, when he and 

Sintah Nuriyah consulted construction workers to build their new house in 

Ciganjur, Jakarta, Sintah Nuriyah determined the planning and interior design 

of the house. As a result, many of their friends commented that their house was 

very feminine and unlike a house owned by a kvai (Abdurrahman Wahid, 

interview, Jakarta, 2001). Around this same time, Yenni Wahid completed 

high school and informed her father that she wanted to become a graphic 

designer, which meant she would have to enroll in an advertising agency, pass 

the exam and then obtain a graduate diploma. However, after finishing high 

school, she decided to enroll in the Faculty of Technology at the University of 

Indonesia (Science Department) (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 1997). 

In 1993 Solichah Hasyim, Aisyah Baidlowi and Sintah Nuriyah were injured in 

a car accident,' paralyzing them from the waist down. All were confined to a 

wheel- chair. The following year Solichah Hasyim died and according to 

Barton "She, along with Nuriyah, had been a mainstay in his life; now she was 

gone, Nuriyah was undergoing a long and painful course of therapy. 

Abdurrahman was devastated" (Barton 2002: 197). In stating this, Barton has 

indicated that for Wahid, his mother and wife were on a par in terms of their 

importance to him. 

After Solichah Hasyim's passing, Aisyah Baidlowi resided at the house in 

Jakarta where their mother had previously lived and she became consistently 

involved in the general management of Muslimat. At the thirteenth Muslimat 

congress held in Jakarta in 1995, she was elected chairperson of Muslimat and 

Interestingly, Barton fails to mention Aisyah I3aidlowi was also in the car when it rolled. 
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replaced one of her mother's closest friends, Asmah Sjachruni. Not long after 

being appointed to the Muslimat leadership position, Aisyah Baidlowi initiated 

the purchasing of a building designed for Muslimat NU, which was approved 

of and financed by an economic cooperative. This was considered a 

momentous achievement among Muslimat leaders and members (Ma'shurn 

and Zawawi 1996: 153, 106). 

There is no doubt that Aisyah Baidlowi has been greatly influenced by her 

mother (as Wahid has been) and this is evident in her choice of career. As 

Abdurrahrnan Wahid acknowledges 

Thu Aisyah is head chairwoman of the woman's division in NU and was elected as 

such in the 1995 I Muslimall congress. The woman's division is independent and the 

men cannot influence them on who should he leader. My sister served as my 

mother's assistant, when my mother was deputy chairperson of the women's 

division. So knowing her experience and her dedication in assisting her mother, 

when my mother died they decided to put her in my mother's place, but later in the 

congress, she was so popular that she was elected (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 

March 1997). 

After graduating from university in the late 1990s, Yenni Wahid traveled to 

Australia to complete a post-graduate course and then began working as a 

researcher and interpreter for the Sydney Morning Herald and Age. She was 

based in Sydney. She enjoyed her job as a journalist because she traveled often 

but did not see that much of her father during this period (Yenni Wahid, 

interview, September 22, 2001). 

Apart from being influenced by her mother and the pesantren life-style, Aisyah 

Baidlowi also decided to pursue an academic career, but within Indonesia. 

Consequently, she completed a Masters thesis in 1997. The thesis explored 

women's emancipation in Islam in relation to Islamic teaching and the role of 

Islam from the perspective of an ancient Islamic text entitled Nawib. She was 

interested in this theme because she believes, like her mother and brother that 
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education is an inherent and basic hunian right to which everyone should have 

access (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). This thesis (as indicated by the 

title) has a gender component to it, which displays that not only Wahid, but 

also his sister has been writing about issues pertaining to the position of 

women in Islam. 

By 1997 Sintah Nuriyah was a qualified journalist and was completing a 

Masters thesis on women's studies at the University of Indonesia (Yenni 

Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001 and (Daorueng, January 2002). The 

topic of the thesis focused on women, reproduction and health issues relating 

to child marriage. More specifically, she questioned in what ways is the female 

reproductive system affected by early marriage (Yenni Wahid, interview, 

September 22, 2001). A year later she brought together a group of Islamic 

scholars and social activists and required them to conduct research on gender 

bias in a religious text that is used throughout Indonesian pesantrens (Doom-

Harder, 2001). This is further indication of her interest and commitment to 

gender issues. 

Yenni Wahid became close to her father once again after his life-threatening 

stroke in early 1998 and by this stage of her life did not consider herself 

mature, because she was living a care- free lifestyle with few responsibilities. 

Just prior to Wahid's presidential victory she stayed in East Timor periodically 

in August and September 1999. After the East Timor referendum for 

independent elections had been announced she reported on events taking place 

and witnessed atrocities being conducted by Indonesian military personnel on 

East Timorese. Her friend, journalist Sander Thoenes was murdered whilst 

they were there (Barton 2002: 280). 

During the 1999 Indonesian election campaign Yenni Wahid wanted to assist 

and work for her father because she believed he was the most suitable 

candidate for the presidency (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 
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On June 26, 2001 she was selected as a joint recipient of a Walkley Journalism 

Award won by the Sydney Morning Herald for its The Battle of Timor 

coverage. In order to receive the award she traveled to Sydney with her father 

(Eastley 2001). This demonstrated that in her capacity as her father's 

presidential personal assistant, she managed to successfully pursue her own 

career independent from her father's career. 

In October 1999 Aisyah Baidlowi decided not to re-run for the Muslimat 

chairperson position, becoming an advisor to Muslimat instead. She made this 

decision because Wahid merged Muslimat with his new political party the 

PKB, which meant Muslimat members were not permitted to be members of 

the PKB simultaneously. She also became a member of the Golkar party 

(which at the time was led by Akbar Tandjung) and consequently became a 

member of parliament, giving her lobbying power. She confessed in 2001 that 

she joined the Golkar party because it was "appealing and reflected her 

opinions in many respects." She also admitted (half jokingly) that "Now he 

Wahid] comes to me for advice" (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). This 

statement was made during Wahid's presidential term and suggests that he was 

willing to seek advice from his sister. The fact that Aisyah Baidlowi joined 

Golkar does not mean that she opposed Wahid politically. In fact Aisyah 

Baidlowi would have been in a better position to be Wahid's eyes and ears in 

terms of having an insight into Golkar's political strategies. 

Before and during Wahid's presidency, Sintah Nuriyah traveled to various 

Indonesian provinces in an effort to educate women on domestic violence. She 

aimed to inform women of their rights and encouraged them to notify family 

members or friends if their husband or spouse was in any way abusive. In 

effect, her line of work is community-development work (like Solichah 

Hasyim and Aisyah Baidlowi) displaying her dedication to improving the 

plight of women in Indonesia (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 
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During Wahid's presidency Yenni Wahid accompanied her father to most 

destinations. Wahid recalls that his daughter would write letters and articles, in 

her capacity as presidential assistant. Nevertheless, he ultimately determined 

decision-making. They once had a very serious argument on a flight between 

Jakarta and Jeddah. The dispute escalated because Yenni "said this should be 

done like this" but he told her "Yenni, you should remember, I am the 

president not you!" In response she replied "Oh yah, forgive me." Even though 

he believes father and daughter should argue sometimes, he appreciated 

Yenni's response because "otherwise the father will become the young guy and 

the younger daughter will become the older woman. This is not natural" 

(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, September 21, 2001). 

In an interview hosted by Australian journalist Tony Eastley, Yenni Wahid 

confessed 

I guess I'm the toughest of all the daughters and more of the people surrounding 

him and he knows that I'm doing it out of love. We've got this agreement between 

us that I will keep criticizing him and I will keep debating him, but I can't really 

push my opinion on him, you know. He will listen, but, if he thinks that my logic is 

not right, he won't take it (Eastley 2001). 

This statement coincides with Wahid's above-mentioned description of their 

disagreement on the flight to Jeddah. 

An example of the role Yenni Wahid played for her father was when he first 

met American Ambassador Bob Gelbard in Bali. His dependency on her (due 

to his blindness) was obvious. During Gelbard's speech, Yenni was instructed 

to read Gelbard's expression for her father. When Wahid told him about his 

planned state visit to Beijing, Gelbard replied "Oh good, good." However, 

Wahid admitted later "As a diplomat he has to say that. My daughter later told 

me his face was different. Fortunately, I could not see that" (McBeth and 

Murphy 1999: 19). This researcher asked Wahid whether or not Yenni did read 
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the facial expressions and body language of other visiting delegates for him. 

He laughed and replied "I don't know, you will have to ask her that" 

(Ahdurrahnian Wahid, interview, 2001 

Yenni Wahid frequently accompanied her father into the Indonesian parliament 

and escorted him to his car quite regularly during his presidency (researcher's 

observation of the Indonesian news and newspapers). Yenni Wahid expressed 

affection and loyalty to her father when she admitted that she felt she could not 

abandon him because she was too scared as he needed her as his eyes (Yenni 

Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

In 2001 Aisyah Baidlowi attempted to exert her lobbying power in an effort to 

alert other parliamentarians to policy-making decisions affecting children and 

medical practitioners. She attempted to introduce new laws into the Indonesian 

parliament, defending the rights of the child, in an effort to end child 

exploitation in Indonesia. She also wanted to ensure all doctors operating in 

Indonesia were registered with the government. At the time, doctors were 

registered with the Indonesian Doctors Organisation, functioning 

independently from the government. Furthermore, because the majority of 

doctors in Indonesia operated their practices and chemists from home, they 

were selling medicines to patients at a costly price and were therefore profiting 

from this loophole. Aisyah Baidlowi believes this practice should be stopped 

immediately (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). By 2001, Aisyah Baidlowi 

had recovered remarkably from the injuries incurred from the 1993 car 

accident, and as a result was once again able to walk freely. This gave her a 

new sense of freedom and made her feel stronger overall (researcher's own 

observation). 

It is Aisyah Baidlowi's belief that Indonesian women should become more 

self-sufficient and financially viable via proper governmental economic 

planning. As such, she established a credit fund in order to train women in the 
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planting of food crops, such as spinach. By March 2001, she had contributed 

Rp 5 million to this program that currently operates throughout Aceh, iambi, 

West Nusantengara, Sulawesi and other Indonesian provinces. She has also 

participated in educational programs that encourage women to become 

community leaders. As a social welfare worker in Muslimat, she helped 

establish an old people's home in Indonesia and was engaged in problem 

resolving sessions with village/community leaders. This was achieved by 

frequently meeting village representatives, who are usually appointed by local 

governors of regions and parliamentary representatives from the DPR (Aisyah 

Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 

One of the most outstanding examples of Wahid's willingness to listen and act 

on the advice of Sintah Nuriyah was during the last few days of his presidency. 

The evening before he decided to vacate the palace-when he was still 

contemplating calling fresh elections in an attempt to avert impeachment-he 

told Sintah Nuriyah 

"I am prepared to stay on here whatever they might do-let theiri cut off the water, let 

them cut off the electricity, let them conic in and cut me down-I am not going to 

budge", to which Sintah Nuriyah replied: "Well, that is all very well and good for 

you, but what about the people? The people are looking for a leader and as long as 

you remain here in the palace you can't help those wailing for you outside the 

palace". Wahid's response was: "Well, since you put it like that, let's move out, 

let's leave the palace" (Barton 2002: 364). 

One can garner from this conversation that it did not take many words of 

wisdom for Sintah Nuriyah to convince Wahid of the correct action to take in 

their moment of crisis. It is obvious that her influence over him and the trust 

and loyalty existing between them is one of the cornerstones of their successful 

marriage. 
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Even though Wahid is no longer president, Sintah Nuriyah still visits the 

provinces in order to educate women on domestic violence. Yenni Wahid 

states "My mother is not the kind of person to stay at home, she is out there 

doing her own thing, so she complements my father, or they complement each 

other, because one is conservative and the other more liberal and so they make 

good partners." Furthermore, Sintah Nuriyah became a very good public 

relations image for Wahid, because she was and still is working among the 

poor, teaching uneducated women about gender equality, hygiene and other 

issues (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). It is important to also 

note that she does not wear a jilbab (veil) normally, which displays her more 

moderate Islamic leanings (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

Since Wahid's presidential loss, Yenni Wahid continues to accompany and 

support her father. She also defines her future role within Indonesian society as 

a "defender of people's civil rights" and is eager to "maintain her participation 

in the Indonesian civil rights movement." She equates this with being involved 

in the general, rather than gender struggle, because she interacts often with 

men and as such does not view men in a negative light. Yenni Wahid also feels 

men respect her, and thus does not feel discriminated against, an advantage she 

ascribes to her father (because of his societal standing). She confesses that she 

will always support the women's movement, even though she does not actively 

partake in it (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). Yenni Wahid's 

definition of how she views herself is parallel to how her father sees himself-as 

an advocate of the civil rights movement. 

In 2001 Sintah Nuriyah began working on a project that involved re-

interpreting an Islamic text that focuses on the rights and duties of Muslim 

husbands and wives. The text was written at the end of the i  91h century and 

borrows from the Hadiths. Sintah Nuriyah believes that the laws contained in 

this text are unfavorable to women. Research conducted for the project has 
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shown that over fifty percent of the traditions quoted in the text are false and 

unacceptable as a valid source. 

Sintah Nuriyah sees herself as a feminist "according to Indonesia's state 

ideology of Pancasila." As a Muslim she acts upon her religious convictions 

and accepts other religions. She strives "for democracy and equal rights for all" 

and hopes for the attainment of equality between men and women based on her 

interpretation of the Qu'ran. One of her goals is to "make religious leaders 

aware of how gender bias is often constructed by religion, culture and society" 

(Doom-Harder 2001). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to exemplify the type of lives these three women 

have led, in terms of how they have all had a bearing on Wahid's life and have 

made a significant contribution to the social, religious and political realms of 

Indonesian society. All three have been there for Wahid, at different stages of 

his life and like his mother can be classified as his female inner circle because 

of this. They have been just as supportive and loyal to Wahid as Solichah 

1-lasyim once was. This factor would have reinforced his trust in and openness 

to the women of his inner circle. 

One can recognize striking parallels between the career and work pursued by 

Aisyah Baidlowi and her mother. It is important to reiterate that because 

Aisyah Baidlowi was so close to her mother, she can be regarded as a 

replacement for Wahid when their mother died in 1994. This is true in the 

sense that she continued to reside at their mother's house in Jakarta and 

continues to entertain guests there. Apart from Wahid having his own family 

and home by 1994, this particular house in Jakarta was and still is a link to 

their past. Quite frequently men and women visit the house as they did during 

the 1940s,   when his mother was the chief host. 
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Aisyah Baidlowi has also been a confident for Wahid in terms of the personal 

and political choices he has had to make. She has been even more successful 

within Muslimat, than her mother was, in the sense that she became Muslirnat 

chairperson, after Asniah Sjachruni resigned in 1995. This occurred two years 

after Solichab Hasyim's passing, which illustrates the legacy she left among 

Muslimat members and representatives. Like Solichah Hasyim, Aisyah 

Baidlowi also worked for government departments, and received funding from 

the government, in an effort to improve the community standing of Muslimat 

and women within Indonesian society. The very fact that she became a 

member of former president Suharto's Golkar party is indicative of this, 

because she managed to maintain some political lobbying clout within the 

DPR. 

Sintah Nuriyah Wahid has been close to Wahid and the family since the 1960s. 

She too has supported Wahid at decisive moments in his political career. She 

has her own career and is involved with projects designed to assist women. Her 

choice of career reflects what she and Wahid believe in. Although she traveled 

extensively with her husband while he was president, she managed to maintain 

her own profession by educating women on domestic violence issues 

throughout the Indonesian provinces. Wahid obviously finds this independent 

streak in Sintah Nuriyah appealing. Her concerns coincide with his because 

they have both taken an avid interest in issues pertaining to women. 

The role of Yenni Wahid in her father's life has been equally important, 

particularly from 1998 onward. She backed his presidential candidature, was 

his eyes and personal assistant during his presidency and continues to maintain 

a close association with her father. The way she views her own position within 

Indonesian society has striking parallels to her father. Like the other three 

women she too has her own independent career, with a focus on democratic 

principles. 
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If we consider Karam's definition of Muslini kininist, all four women can be 

classified as such (including Solichah Hasyim), because they not only believe 

women should be politically active within society, but they are living examples 

of this. They display an overriding concern for human rights issues, which 

encompasses wonien's rights, the rights of the child and the rights of 

individuals within Indonesian society. More importantly, they have continued 

to actively partake in initiatives that aim at the betterment of all Indonesians. 

Even though this chapter also acts as a precursor to Chapter Four (because both 

chapters focus on the lives and thoughts of these women) the following chapter 

explores the relationship between Wahid and Megawati Sukarnoputri. In a 

sense it is a follow on from chapter one because it focuses more on Wahid's 

life (unlike this chapter-which looks at Wahid through the eyes of his female 

inner circle). It begins approximately from 1984, when the two political 

players first met. It is a necessary chapter because it has a biographical 

component and coincides with the gender theme of this study (due to the issue 

of women as leaders and because of Wahid's perception of Megawati as "the 

emerging opposition" and potential female leader). Furthermore, the 

Wahid/Megawati relationship had a direct impact on Wahid's ascending to the 

presidency and presidential downfall-two major incidences of his political 

career. 
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The issue of gender in the Abdurrahnian Wahid and Megawati Sukarnoputri 

(h.1947) relationship is the main focus of this chapter. It will be argued that 

even though Wahid's interpretation of Islamic law (as opposed to others' 

interpretation) allows him to support women as leaders, he can he unprincipled 

because he used the anti-woman argument against Megawati's presidential 

nomination in the lead up to the October 1999 presidential election. He did so 

as she posed a direct threat to his own presidential ascendancy. Thus, he is 

both an attractive, open, reformist figure but capable of unprincipled action 

when pursuing power. 

Due to the loyalty that existed between Wahid and his female inner circle, he 

thought he could rely on Megawati toward the end of his term in office 

because she is a woman. It never occurred to him that the majority of 

parliamentarians would favor her in 2001 because MPR representatives had 

nominated him in 1999. This chapter is also concerned with discovering why 

Wahid treated Megawati in an off-handed manner when she was vice 

president, which was one of the contributing factors that led to his presidential 

down- fall in 2001. This paved the way for Megawati's own presidential 

success. 

It seemed on the surface that Wahid and Megawati had always been allies, 

especially in their contempt for Suharto. But closer scrutiny of this relationship 

reveals that they had been working quite separately and had been drawn 

together purely by external political forces. Their backgrounds and what they 

have both contributed to the Indonesian democracy movement has been 

profound, but somewhat at variance. 

From the early 1970s, Wahid has been exploring and advocating democratic 

principles in his writing; presenting papers at numerous human rights forums 

both within Indonesia and abroad; and acted as a bridge between differing 

religious and ethnic groups within Indonesia. His significant role within the 
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pesanhren world sets him apart from Megawati. He has also devoted most of 

his life to the Indonesian democracy movement and it is here that their 

commitments meet. Megawati has married three times and as such was 

considered a mere house-wife by most political analysts; but what 

distinguishes her from other Indonesian women is the fact that she is the 

daughter of Indonesia's first president, Sukarno.' Furthermore, hundreds of 

discontented Indonesians and a few military personnel initiated Megawati's 

political ascendancy in 1987. From that moment on she too became a catalyst 

for the anti-Suharto democracy movement. However, there is evidence to 

suggest that both individuals were on a par in terms of making deals with the 

military and pro-Golkar forces in their attempt to ascend to the presidency in 

the late 1990s and 2001. 

Inherent Differences 

Wahid's former presidential spokesman Wimar Witoelar has aptly described 

the overriding differences between Wahid and Megawati Sukarnoputri 

Megawati's nationalism, ethnicism, militarism, bureaucracy, and obsession with 

privacy may he juxtaposed with Gus Dur's respect for the individual, pluralism, 

human rights and openness - revealing vast differences between the cultural make-

up of these two people. Gus Dur has a rich history of being a man of Islamic and 

international culture, and was brought up to play a public role. Megawati had no 

such preparation except to he the daughter of the internationally- known Sukarno, 

from which she probably cultivated feelings of entitlement similar to scions of 

famous people (Witoelar 2002: 150). 

Most Indonesians viewed Sukarno as a national hero throughout the 1930s, 40s and 50s 
because he led the nationalist movement against the Dutch. Apart from having charisma, he 
was not a devout Muslim, even though he used the polygamy law to his advantage. He became 
unpopular when the Indonesian economy went from had to worse and when he played the PKI 
off with the Indonesian military. Megawati was a victim of the military's policy of suppression 
that destroyed her father. She simply used her lather's legend to ride the political wave. 
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Megawati's nationalisni springs from her father's (Sukarno) political platform, 

which aided his chances of becoming Indonesia's first president. He used 

nationalism as a weapon against Dutch colonial rule from the 1930s, and even 

though Indonesia became a sovereign state in 1949, he was first and foremost a 

nationalist until his death in June 1970. Approximately six years prior to the 

communist massacre in 1965, Sukarno courted the PKI, in order to ward off 

the increasing power of the Indonesian military. Furthermore, Sukarno and his 

children were nominal as opposed to devout Muslims. On the other hand, 

Wahid's forebears adhered to the latter Islamic practice and were leaders of the 

largest Islamic organization/party in Indonesia. When Sukarno was politically 

opposed in 1965 and deposed as president in 1968, Megawati and the other 

children became outcasts within their own society. This had a devastating 

impact upon twenty-two year old Megawati in terms of undermining her 

confidence and position within society (McIntyre 1997: 1, 6). Wahid on the 

other hand was in the Middle East during this time and exposed to a very 

different environment. 

The ethnic difference between Megawati and Wahid is only slight, but within 

Indonesian society this is regarded as significant. Although both their fathers 

were Indonesian politicians and Javanese, Megawati's grandmother was 

Balinese. The Balinese, as opposed to the Javanese are an ethnic minority, and 

practice a religion known as Bali-Hindu. Unlike in Wahid's case, Megawati's 

mother left Sukarno and the children when she was young (McIntyre 1997: 4). 

Furthermore, Wahid was born the eldest within the family whereas Megawati 

was the second eldest child after her older brother. Thus, because Wahid was 

the eldest male within the family he was in a stronger position than Megawati 

to become a future leader within Indonesian society because of society's 

construction of gender roles. 

Wahid and Megawati's diliering genders, position within their own families 

and the seven-year age difference led Wahici to view Megawati like a younger 
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sister. Their educational credentials are also at variance. Wahid is a renowned 

intellectual (due to his ability to read and absorb large slabs of information - 

which is a santri tradition and expectation, and because of his study in the 

Middle East). He is a writer and has an innate ability to talk at length without 

written guidance. Megawati on the other hand left university after completing 

first year and prior to 1986 was a housewife only. She also chose to remain 

quiet in times of crisis. In fact Wahid advised her to remain silent prior to the 

1998 elections, to which she complied. But her silences have annoyed many, 

especially since becoming president. 

Their Relationship 

According to Wahid, he first met Megawati after he became joint chairman of 

NU in 1984. He claims they "worked together from that moment on in 

opposition to Suharto." For many years they cooperated, even though in 2001 

there appeared to he differences between them, but he maintains, "it was only a 

difference of personal careers" (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview 2001). In 

1987, Indonesian Democratic Party (PDI)2  chairman Soerjadi (a pro-Suharto 

man) encouraged Megawati to become a PDI candidate for parliament. Her 

husband Tufiek Kienias decided to follow suit. Soerjadi did this to use the 

Sukarno family name during the April 23, 1987 election campaign to bolster 

voting support via PDI's pro-Sukarno orientation. Megawati declared during 

this time that she "had no thoughts of becoming a leader... I felt that since my 

children were already independent, I might as well become active in politics" 

(McIntyre 1997: 8). 

On March 2, 1992, Suharto received a letter from Wahid in which the latter 

complained about "the bureaucratic obstacles" being put in his way in 

The PDI is "a lineal descendant of Sukarno's Indonesian National Party (PNI)" (McIntyre 
1997:8). Historically, PDI is a merging of live political parties. These are the Indonesian 
National Party (PNI), Indonesian Christian Party (Parkindo), Catholic Party, Murha Party and 
the League of Supporters 0! Indonesian Freedoni ( IPKI) (Johns 1987: 217). 
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Suharto's attempt to weaken him politically. I-Ic also believed that "the 

government was putting at risk its own hopes for Indonesia's political future" 

by treating him in this manner (Schwartz 1992a: 32). This letter was significant 

because it was an open admission by Wahid that Suharto was trying to block 

him politically. Perhaps Megawati's growing popularity among Indonesians 

triggered a renewed sense of confidence in Wahid in terms of criticizing 

Suharto. Wahid accompanied Megawati and her family to Sukarno's gravesite 

on June 22, 1992, where he praised the relationship their fathers had during the 

1940s and early 1950s. By reminding her of this, he was attempting to move 

closer to Megawati. By this stage, he was well aware of her growing 

popularity. 

A general election was held in Indonesia a month later, and as a result, 

chairman Soerjadi was reelected to the PDI. However, Indonesian Minister of 

Home Affairs Yogie Memet declared the outcome invalid because he and other 

pro-Golkar forces backed pro-government candidate Budi Hardjono, as future 

leader of the PDI. PDI supporters were also disgruntled by Soerjadi's 

reelection. On September 11, 1992 one hundred PDI party officials visited 

Megawati's home to ask her if she would become a future PDI candidate. After 

some hesitation Megawati complied. Her political thinking at this time was 

expressed in a booklet in which she adopts a human rights slant on the 

Pancasila (Wahid was also very vocal about this at the time) and also defended 

the plight of the poor in Indonesia (McIntyre 1997: II). 

In October 1992 (at a PDI election) Megawati received more party votes than 

pro-Suharto candidate Hardjono. As such she became PDI chairperson. Shortly 

afterward she commenced talks with certain senior military officials. Such 

officials objected to Research and Technology Minister Habibie's bid to 

become Indonesia's next president. They wanted Harmoko to become 

chairman of Golkar (of which Hahibie was also a member) enabling him to run 

for the presidency. In order to achieve their objective they wanted to use 
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Megawati's popularity and so supported her leadership aspirations. In 

exchange Megawati was expected to back their presidential candidate 

Harmoko and the regime's "dual function" policy (McIntyre 1997: 12). 

On December 22, 1993 Major General Radja Kami (a prominent Brigadier 

General), Hendropriyono (Commander of Greater Jakarta Military region) and 

General Agum Gunielar (Special Forces Commander) attended a one day 

National Convention of PDI. They publicly declared that the Indonesian 

Armed Forces (ABRI) favored the PDI above the Golkar party. However, 

Suharto and Feisal Tanjung (ABRI personnel) were disgruntled by this 

suggestion and in retaliation accused Megawati's husband of having past links 

to the PKI (which had been black-listed since 1965). Furthermore, they 

downgraded Hendropriyono and Agum Gumelar's positions within the military 

as a form of punishment (McIntyre 1997: 13). 

The Suharto regime began censoring the Indonesian media throughout the 

following year. For example, Tempo magazine was banned and journalists 

were persecuted. According to political analyst John Sidel, Wahid was not 

immune to the same type of hostility. Sidel maintains "Public figures like Gus 

Dur found themselves virtually under siege, as regime-backed interlopers and 

intrigues worked to undermine their leadership of mass organisations" (Sidel 

1998: 175). Sidel portrays Wahid as a political opponent of the government 

rather than an accommodationist. 

3Throughout the late 1950s, the dual function policy emerged. This was due to the support of 
General Sudirrnan, who hacked Tan Malaka (head of the youth group struggle against Dutch 
occupation). This is regarded as the genesis of dual function in the sense that they wanted the 
military to use force against the Dutch, rather than diplomacy and supported party unification 
as opposed to a multi-party system of government. This idea was further realized when 
Sukarno introduced martial law in 1957, to quash local rehcls wanting to estahlish mini-states 
within Indonesia. General Nasution first coined the phrase in 1958. He believed the military's 
role should activate social, political and security measures, but its members should not he 
civilian tools or advance toward a military regime. In 1965, the military's dual function 
capacity was fully realized in the coup against Sukarno. The military's political, security and 
social role was finally institutionalized, niaking way for the full take over Of Suharto in the 
lollowing year, (Marijan 1998: 231 , 232). I)ual bunction oil icially ended when the then TNt 
commander, General Wiranto, signed Order No.03/I 999 (Tempo, August 20, 2001: 54). 
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Megawati was ousted as PDI chairperson at a party congress in June 1996. 

Soeijadi was reappointed again-via Suharto hacking (Liddle and Mallarangeng 

1997: 170). Some political analysts believed Wahid's criticism of Suharto 

contributed to Megawati's ouster because Wahid and Megawati were 

perceived to he allies by that stage. Wahid's response to her defeat was that he 

was mainly concerned about preventing her from being influenced by radical 

elements within the PDI (McBeth 1997cr IS). Thus, he did not explicitly object 

to her ouster, but was more concerned about her not being able to withstand the 

influence of others within her own party. By this stage Megawati was 

emerging as the opposition figure in Wahid's mind. Because he did not 

criticize Megawati either, his perceived support for her influenced the youth 

wing of NU and other activists to rally behind her (Cohen 1996a: 19). PDI 

supporters then staged a sit-in at the PDI headquarters in Jakarta to protest 

against her defeat as PDI chairperson (Eklof 1997: 1184) and (Liddle and 

Mallarangeng 1997: 170). 

Megawati lodged her own protest by filing two hundred and thirty cases in 

court against the Indonesian government over the reappointment of Soerjadi. 

Although Megawati may have realized she would not be successful, this 

measure merely indicated to Suharto that she was lodging a direct protest 

against her ouster. She was merely challenging the regime by taking such 

action. Wahid told her not to lodge the lawsuits (Liddle and Mallarangeng 

1997: 170). Some political observers believed Wahid was opposing Megawati 

by offering this advice to her. Like an older brother he insisted he was only 

concerned for her political survival. He stated "! want to save her from being 

treated like an outcast. People with hardened positions are unacceptable. They 

are ineffective" (Cohen 1996h: 26). In other words, it was more sensible to 

ignore Suharto's tactics rather than being confrontationist and he expected 

Megawati to abide by this golden rule (after all he had been dealing with 
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Suharto longer than Megawati had). Sidel suggests (based on Fealy's 1996 

analysis) that Wahid deliberately cooled off his relations with Megawati during 

this time and in fact adopted "a more conciliatory stance towards the regime" 

(unlike in 1994 as mentioned above-according to Sidel) (Sidel 1998: 176). 

The lawsuits pursued by Megawati failed to arouse legal sympathy. 

Throughout 1996 Wahid organized support for PDI's 1997 election campaign 

among local-level NU leaders and university-educated NU youth (Sidel 1998: 

176). Notwithstanding his support, on July 27, 1996 Megawati was officially 

ousted from the PD! when Soerjadi's supporters (pro-Golkar) stormed PDI 

headquarters in Jakarta and rounded up her main support base (Liddle and 

Mallarangeng 1997: 170). 

The Tutut Connection 

The relationship between Wahid and Suharto's eldest daughter Siti Hardiyanti 

Rukmana4  (h.1950) (more commonly known as Tutut) further widened a gap 

between Megawati's reformism and the ambiguity of Wahid's own position. 

At this point Megawati had adopted a more militant stance to Suharto where as 

Wahid was viewed as willing to compromise with the regime. This was 

reflected in Wahid's willingness to allow Tutut to campaign in NU strongholds 

in early 1997. This proved detrimental to Wahid's reputation because 

politically courting Suharto's eldest daughter was totally out of step with 

public sentiment and this was made worse by his guarded manner when 

4Siti Rukmana (Tutut) was a meniher of the Indonesian Red Cross (PMI) and in the 1990s 
became its Head. She was also actively engaged in other social organizations. Although she 
lacked a formal education, she enrolled at the University of Trisakti in Indonesia, dropping out 
before completing studies due to family commitments (Cohen 1998d: 20) She had an 
increasing iniluence as one of her father's key advisors, particularly after her mother died in 
1996 (Sidel 1998: 176). By 1997 she was one of Golkar's seven deputy chairpersons, and was 
being encouraged by other Golkar representatives to run for the vice-presidency at the May 
1997 election (Eklof 1997: II 85). By that time Tutut had secured links to various financial 
institutions and had amassed for herself much wealth. One example of this was her association 
to the Citra Lanitoro Gung Group. Prior to the general election, she was assigned by her father 
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questioned over the issue. However, this sttidy will prove that Wahid was 

economically motivated and was influenced by attacks against him that had 

been backed by Tutut and Hartono (as Barton suggests). 

On January 7, 1997 Wahid and Tutut met at Dr H. Tarmizi Taher's (Minister 

for Religious Affairs) office. Wahid asked Tutut if she would like to extend her 

1997 election campaign to NU strongholds in Central Java, East Java and 

Jogyakarta. In the February 22, 1997 edition of the popular Indonesian Gatra 

journal there were six articles written and published by journalists on this issue 

alone. In an article entitled 'Manuver Gus Dur' (1997) Indonesian journalist 

Himawan believed that Wahid's action was not radically controversial 

considering he had met with ABRI5  personnel only months before meeting 

Tutut (Himawan 1997: 21 and Sumbogo 1997: 26). She too had various 

military connections. 

Indonesian journalists Himawan et al claimed that the meeting transpired 

because NU needed money from Tutut in order to complete construction on a 

Muslimat/NU building. Apparently the organisation could no longer fund it. 

The NU needed Rp.1.2 million but Tutut forwarded Rp. 700 million instead 

(Sumbogo 1997: 22, 24, 25). Wahid's sister Aisyah Baidlowi confirmed this 

because Muslimat representatives had asked Tutut (via a letter) for financial 

assistance and according to Aisyah Baidlowi the letter lacked a political 

agenda (Sumbogo 1997: 24). 

as the party's coordinator for the provinces located throughout Central/East Java and 
Jogyakarta (McBeth 1995: 48). 
5Wahid met General R. Hartono (Head of Staff of Land Forces), Major General Budi Harsono 
(Assistant Head of Social and Political Staff-Kassospol) and Brigadier General Amir 
Syarifudin (Head of the Information Centre for the Indonesian Armed Forces (ABRI) on 
January 25, 1996. He did likewise with President Suharto in November 1996 (Himawan 1997: 
24 and Sumbogo 1997: 25). In an interview, Wahid claimed he only shook Suharto's hand; he 
met Hartono to clarify the position of the ulanuis in Situhondo and the meeting with Syarifudin 
focused on Ramadan and the relationship between NU and Muhammadiyah (Anam and 
Khudori 1997: 29). It should also he noted that Tutut was close to Hartono, particularly 
throughout 1994 and 1995. He invited her to tour pesailtrens in East Java and Madura as a 
means of strengthening her own political platform (Cohen 1998: 20). 
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Prior to February 22, 1997 Wahid claimed he met Tutut on the request of Dr H. 

Tarmizi Taher and that Taher wanted her to attend the next Muslimat meeting. 

Wahid also claimed that it was Taher who asked her to provide money for the 

completion of the Muslimat building. Interestingly, Wahid's version of events 

slightly contradicts his sister's claim. He also stated that he had invited Tutut 

to visit NU pesantrens two years beforehand "but journalists had only realized 

this recently." He attended the meeting because others criticized him of 

inviting Dilly Megawati to the pesantrens, so he "needed to balance things." 

Wahid felt obliged to meet Tutut because representatives from the 

Organisation for the Participants in the General Elections, to which Tutut was 

aligned, had asked him. He also claimed that because they were the eldest 

within two influential families this was a further incentive to invite her to NU 

strongholds. He did admit that in so doing she would be in a better position to 

form strong ties to NU members prior to the 1997 general election. The 

popularity of both individuals became evident during an election rally that was 

attended by ten to twenty thousand people (Sumbogo 1997: 28 -29). 

In 1997 Wahid referred to Tutut as "one of the leaders of the future" (Eklof 

1997: 1186) because she had been "in training" and had "now passed the test 

of her leadership skills" (Earl 1997: 10). Furthermore Indonesia was subjected 

to "perilous times" due to the stagnating economy and someone like Tutut was 

needed (Williams 1998: 8). However, in 2001 he claimed that he campaigned 

1 attended one of these rallies, which was held in Surayahaya in January 1997. It was held at a 
large sporting field; the crowd was massive and women, men and children were present. There 
was also a large military presence lorming a line at the loot of the podium. Before the speakers 
began the military exhibited their might by engaging in a series of exercises. I sat with the NU 
wonien near and helìind the speaker's podium on the main stage. The first speaker was Tutut. 
Her speech was ordinary, passive and unconvincing and as a result she failed to evoke a 
response from the crowd. Alter she finished, Wahid emerged from the hack of the stage and 
headed straight for the microphone. He was heavily guarded and a crowd descended upon him 
as lie made his way to the podium. People in the crowd also hustled to the front of the stage 
and their faces lit up with happiness. He gave a lively speech, niade jokes and sounded much 
more convincing and stronger than Tutut. At the end of the speech he sang a short song to 
which the crowd joined in. The atmosphere became almost electric. He was certainly in 
command and I left thinking that lie had done more damage to Tutut' s election campaign by 
illustrating first hand to the crowd how weak she was as a public speaker. Furthermore when I 
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with Tutut in 1997 in order to create "a balance" because NU supporters were 

going to vote for the PPP and consequently he aimed to neutralize their 

political persuasion. He believed that even though other female leaders become 

presidential candidates, Tutut possessed more money and is the daughter of 

Suharto "so she used her metal in this regard." Wahid believed Tutut had the 

opportunity of becoming president in 1997 although he stated this with much 

apprehension (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). Barton explains that 

Wahid agreed to the arrangement because he was aiming to secure "some 

concessions." He wanted Tutut and Hartono to stop backing the attacks made 

on him by representatives from the Centre for Policy and Development Studies 

(Barton 2002: 222-223). 

After the 1997 Indonesian general/presidential elections (which witnessed 

another Golkar/Suharto victory) Tutut was appointed Minister for Social 

Affairs. According to Wahid's former presidential spokesman Wimar 

Witoelar, Tutut in this capacity "transformed the ministry into an institution to 

which other ministers had to pay allegiance on the pretext of mobilizing funds 

for social affairs" (Witoelar 2002: 28). This statement adds to speculation that 

her role in the political arena was more financial than political. Tutut's 

relinquishing of economic power began with the political demise and physical 

deterioration of her father in 1998. 

asked Wahid why he was courting Tutut politically, he replied, "You will see later" 
(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, January, 1997). 
7With the loss of Golkar party votes, after the 1999 general election, Tutut was no longer a 
minister, which witnessed her exit the political stage indefinitely. Approximately two months 
alter assuming the presidency in 2001, Wahid consented to Indonesia's hank restructuring 
agency to seize assets from debtor companies. As a result it seized fourteen hectares of land 
situated in West Jakarta from a property company called Sinar Stipi Sejahtera, which was 
controlled by Tutut. This displayed Wahid's seriousness in attempting to recover huge debts 
from the Suharto family. This indicates that in the past he never supported Tutut politically. It 
seems more than likely that he needed financial support for the completion of the Muslimat 
building in January 1997. During Wahid's presidency he maintained he was instructed not to 
conimunicate with her because she was under indictment over her alleged involvement in a 
major financial scandal (Ahdurrahman Wahid interview, 2001). Wahid's presidency brought 
about the termination of his relationship with Tutut, which worked to his advantage and 
detracted somewhat from his past involvement with her. Interestingly, Barton portrays the 
Siti/Wahid connection in 1997, not as co-dependency, but merely that Tutut needed Wahid to 
holster her political platform (Barton 2002: 222). 
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The Ciganjur Declaration 

In January 1998, Wahid suffered a series of strokes leaving him hospitalized 

for several weeks. Many perceived this as the end of him politically coupled by 

the fact that his eyesight had become worse due to diabetes. According to 

Barton, in the lead up to the May 1998 presidential election, Wahid 

discouraged Megawati to run for the presidency because he believed the 

regime aimed at ending her political career (Barton 2002: 214). However, 

neither Wahid nor Megawati stood a chance as Golkar representative and vice 

president Habibie was entrusted to the presidential position by Suharto. 

By the end of the year Wahid had displayed a remarkable comeback. On 

November 10 1998, Wahid, Megawati, Amien Rais (leader of the National 

Mandate Party-PAN) and the Governor of the Special Territory of Yogyakarta 

Sultan Hamengku Buwono X, went public with The Ciganjur Declaration. The 

Declaration called for the abolition of dual function, the holding of honest 

general elections, a new government, the eradication of corruption, collusion 

and nepotism (Korupsi, Kolusi (lan Nepotisme-KKN) and a legal investigation 

into Suharto's hidden financial assets (Darusman 1998: 23). In effect, they 

were demanding social justice for all Indonesians. It appeared from the onset 

that any bitterness or misunderstandings that had transpired in the past between 

Megawati and Wahid was of little consequence because of their renewed 

public display of unity. 

Despite these efforts Wahid met president Habihie, Suharto, General Wiranto, 

and retired General Moerdani within the space of twelve days. Wahid declared 

"the four [of them] should sit together around one table, because a national 

dialogue did not need to he attended by many public figures, only by those 

who were considered to represent the people" (Image, January 1999: 6-7). If 

Wahid did state this then he obviously felt that Megawati did not represent the 
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people, even though her support base among Indonesians was significant. Or 

he may have felt that he represented Megawati anyway and stated this in an 

inclusive rather than exclusive manner. 

it was implied that Wahid visited pro-Golkar personnel because he wanted to 

be the next Indonesian president and that he participated in the Ciganjur 

Declaration in order to compete with Amien Rais because the latter had overtly 

displayed pro-democracy leanings. Another damning allegation made against 

Wahid was that his perception on the on- going clashes between different 

Indonesian ethnic groups-to which Kopassus (military special forces) and 

Suharto had a role in inciting - had become much more lenient (Image, January 

1999: 8). However, it was reported in April 1999 that on March 22 Wahid had 

openly blamed pro-Suharto forces for initiating civil unrest among different 

ethnic groups in West Kalimanatan and that his prior visits to Suharto were 

arranged in order for him to discuss the conflict and to try and make Suharto 

"see the light and advise his followers to cease" (Image, April 1999: 9). 

The first three above-mentioned allegations suggest Wahid was attempting to 

shore up a future presidential victory by engaging in political horse-trading 

with pro-Golkar forces. If this was achieved then there was little need for him 

to feel threatened by a potential future Megawati presidential victory, despite 

her popularity. However, the April report portrays Wahid as a critic of the 

regime, which contradicts comments that allude to his softening approach on 

the government's role in inciting inter-ethnic violence. 

In early 1999 the Ciganjur group's goal was realized when president Habibie 

announced that general and presidential elections would he held in June of that 

year (McBeth 1998: 24). However, on May 17, 1999 Megawati failed to 

appear at a press conference, which was supposed to be attended by herself, 

Wahid and Rais. Instead the latter two faced the press alone. This conference 

was part of the 1999 pre-election campaign and her inaction displayed an 
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unwillingness to cooperate with the other two influential pro-democracy 

players (Barton 2002: 269). Prior to the general election Wahid stated that 

Megawati was "honest but stupid," but according to Barton "In private 

Ahdurrahman often spoke of Megawati with great affection and respect, so it is 

difficult to account for his cavalier attitude to her in public" (Barton 2002: 262, 

263). One may question why it was "difficult" to understand Wahid's 

ambiguous behavior: after all he was attempting to demolish her as a political 

rival in the public domain. Such behavior should come as little surprise given 

the situation. 

Despite Megawati's absence at the press conference and Wahid's negative 

commentary of Megawati, on May 20, 1999 he proclaimed in front of an 

audience of about 6,000 people that "the new alliance between his party 

and.. .PAN and PDI-P was the only way to block the status-quo forces" 

(Iniage, June 1999: 8). This does not necessarily mean that he was directly 

supporting Megawati, but was seeking support from the other two political 

parties in an effort to bolster his own popularity in preparation for the 

presidential election. 

Shortly after the June 1999 Indonesian general election' conservative Muslim 

clerics claimed Wahid lost approximately twenty percent of PKB votes 

because of his perceived support for Megawati. According to Indonesian 

political analyst McBeth, twenty percent of the right-wing Islamic 

representatives who opposed Megawati did not vote for Wahid (McBeth 

1999e: 19). Wahid's overt support for Megawati often seemed ambiguous 

because at this time he referred to her as "stupid, but fond of people." 

However, despite the insults, Megawati felt confident in becoming the next 

Indonesian president (based on the party election results) and as a result of her 

As a result of the June 1999 Indonesian general election the PDI-P (est. 199) received 34% 
of ihe vote, Golkar 21 % and Wahid's PKB only I 2.5% (McBeth and Murphy 1999: I 
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renewed optimism, informed Wahid that only one cabinet position would he 

allocated to his PKB party under her new future government (McBeth and 

Vatikiotis 1999c: 13). This response would have no doubt incensed Wahid. It 

has been alleged by Barton that Rais then suggested to Wahid that he too 

should run for president in the October presidential election. Wahid took this 

suggestion up, which according to Barton was thought of by others as "the 

ultimate betrayal of Megawati" (Barton 2002: 276). However, this undermines 

the belief that Wahid intended to run for president all along, which no doubt he 

did. In hindsight, it can be said that Wahid was personally relaxed about a 

female president but determined to destroy a female rival for a presidency he 

planned to win. 

Tension between Wahid and Megawati arose again when in late June and early 

July 1999 she kept him waiting up to an hour or more, and on one occasion she 

prolonged meeting him for two hours, despite being in the same house at the 

time (Barton 2002: 275). She may have done this because of his prior open 

insults and decision to run for president. She may have also felt that she now 

had the upper hand politically (due to PDI-P receiving the largest number of 

votes in the party election) and felt in a position to belittle Wahid. 

Nevertheless, Megawati was naïve to think that she was guaranteed a 

presidential victory because MPR members (as opposed to the public) 

determined this outcome, via a vote. 

Even though it appeared that Megawati was snubbing Wahid in early July, she 

attended a prayer meeting with Wahid and other key political figures and 

military personnel on July 25, 1999. At that meeting Wahid asked the public 

and officials in attendance to pray for the recovery of Suharto, following a 

stroke he incurred prior to the meeting. However, people from the crowd 

booed Wahid for making such a suggestion (Image, No. 8 August, 1999: 8). As 

with the Tutut relationship, Wahid once again appeared out of step with public 
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sentiment. Such political blunders would have also made Megawati look more 

politically sophisticated by comparison. 

A Female President? 

In March 1999 Wahid was asked if Megawati had the potential to be president. 

Instead of giving an honest opinion he skirted around the issue by focusing 

more on the views of his party members 

She has the capability but I don't think she has the support. She depends on the 

support of the PKB people, and many of the elected PKB people will follow Islamic 

law. Although I think it's wrong, it needs reinterpretation, but the fact is that Islamic 

law as it is now forbids Muslims from electing female leaders (Williamson 1999: 

28). 

When questioned it' he believed Megawati would step aside for him (for the 

October presidential election) he replied, "Yes, yes." He also admitted he did 

not think she was "presidential material" but nevertheless insisted his party 

would support her as president. In late June and based on their interpretation of 

the Qur'an PKB party members again made it clear that a woman should be 

prevented from becoming president (McBeth 1999b: 24). 

Contrary to his March statement Wahid argued at the opening of a three-day 

seminar held on July 16, that Islam was not opposed to females becoming 

presidents and because of this, NU would support Megawati (Image, August 

9Even though it is slated in the Qur'an and Hadiths, "don't leave important matters to women" 
Wahid argues this order was only valid during the time of its inception. Therefore, these laws 
should he applied differently now. In the past, the governmental system ruled a tribal society. 
In a tribal society, the chief of the tribe was everything. He was the legal advisor, leader of 
war, ttìe economic authority, and headed the monetary and security sectors among other things. 
In other words, leadership was personalized, as it was inherent within the personality of the 
leader. It is logical that such Hadiths were issued because the tribes fought with each other, and 
confiscated each other's properties. The men were killed and the women were taken, etc. 
Nowadays, stale leadership is not personalized anymore as leadership is institutionalized and 
often luiìctions as a collective leadership (Wahid 1994: 35-36). 
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1999, No.8: 7). Wahid also declared in July "Privately, I still support Mega" 

(Kompar, July, 1999). However, in early July Wahid told Barton 

If I contest her, then I will do it seriously. Ii she wins, good, then she will have 

learnt some important lessons ahout democracy. III win then that's line also. Either 

way, once the contest starts I'll he serious (Barton 2002: 27). 

Throughout late July and early August leading representatives from the NU 

and PKB declared they were seeking some justification as to why they should 

support Megawati and warned it was too premature for their parties to support 

her as president (Image, August 1999, No.8: 7). On the other hand, pro-Golkar 

representatives such as Lieutenant-General Bambang Yudoyono supported 

Megawati, claiming, "In democracy there is no discrimination." Wahid was 

worried that if Megawati failed to include a generous number of Muslims in 

the new cabinet, this would he detrimental to Indonesia's social and political 

Iabric because it would create civil unrest (Barton 2002: 278). 

Furthermore, Megawati had secured the support of at least half of the Golkar 

representatives just three weeks prior to the presidential election, many of 

whom were previously loyal to Habihie (The Age, October 15 1999: 14). In the 

lead up to the October 1999 presidential election, Muslim party representatives 

again questioned Megawati's leadership capabilities, because of her gender. 

Despite Wahid being one of the three candidates in the presidential election, he 

claimed that he would withdraw in favor of Megawati (Jenkins, 2000). 

However, when the moment came his actions proved otherwise, a clear 

indication that he was determined to he the next president. 

If Wahid had already secured deals with pro-Suharto loyalists eleven months 

beforehand, his remarks on whether Megawati should become president were 

superfluous. His own MPR presidential selection was already guaranteed. 

Furthermore, he was well aware that Megawati did not support him as 



president (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001), so perhaps he thought it was 

only proper not to hack her. 

Wahid's Presidential Ascendancy 

After MPR representatives elected Wahid as Indonesia's fourth president on 

October 20, 1999, Megawati's devoted followers protested on the streets. This 

displayed her popularity, which impacted negatively on Wahid's leadership 

image. In retaliation he quickly formed the National Unity Cabinet, which 

brought calm, as Megawati was included (Ko,npas, 1999, October 27). It was 

reported shortly after that he was nominated president because of the Golkar 

and Islamic party representatives' votes. In fact he openly admitted Golkar 

members would have to be included in his new government as a reward for 

voting him in "to attain the presidency, I had to make compromises" (Maher et 

al 1999: 24). This gives further weight to the argument that he had already 

struck a deal with certain pro-Golkar/military elements well before the 

presidential election, thus he could ill atThrd to negate his promise. 

Megawati as Vice President 

Considering the previous reaction of Megawati supporters, it was expected that 

after Wahid was voted president, he would ask Megawati to be vice president. 

She was reluctant to agree to this after feeling being cheated of the presidency 

and was aware that she had to compete with Golkar leader Akbar Tandjung 

and General Wiranto for the position. Wahid then informed Tandjung and 

Wiranto that he was worried about the reaction of her supporters if she was not 

elected vice president. As such, they immediately withdrew their candidatures. 

Wahid then explained the new situation to Megawati and she agreed to run for 

the position. On October 21, 1999 the MPR voted and appointed her as the 

new vice president (Loveard 1999: 28). Wiranto, with the backing of the 

military voted for Wahid and accommodated Megawati, so in exchange Wahid 
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to mounting external pressure by pro-democracy advocates to have Wiranto 

removed from the cabinet (because of his complicity in massacres in the 

former Indonesian province of East Timor) Wahid was forced to retire him 

(Ti,iie, 2000, February 28: 48, 49). 

One month after Wahid and Megawati had finalized the new cabinet one 

political commentator stated 

It should he known that Gus Dur and Megawati have ascended the throne on 

national leadership through the process of coalition and conipronilse among 

political parties represented in the MPR. Such being the case, the two had no choice 

but to accommodate. Apart from political accommodation there was regional 

accommodation: the inclusion of figures from Irian Jaya and Aceh, for instance 

hnage, November 1999: 48) 

This statement adds to speculation that Wahid and Megawati made deals with 

certain individuals that backed their ascendancy to the two most important 

political positions within the Indonesian political system. Including political 

representatives from the provinces of Irian Jaya and Aceh was necessary in 

order to prove that they were serious about representing ethnic minority groups 

within Indonesia. 

The New Government 

In January 2000 Barton believed 

Megawati recognizes that, as leader, Wahid is able to of ler something that she 

simply could not do. This is Megawati's great strength. She is graciously willing to 

play the minor and supportive role alongside Wahid. And as a consequence, 

relations between her secular-nationalist party, PDI-P, and Wahid' s moderate, 

traditionalist Muslim —supported party, PKB, remain excellent (Barton 2000:10). 
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In hindsight it was obvious that Megawati had no intention of playing "the 

minor and supportive role alongside Wahid" forever. Even though she had 

been allocated the vice presidency, she wanted the top job. Like Suharto in the 

1980s and 1990s she made efforts to increase her support base further by 

moving closer to Islam. For example, in the same year, she made the 

pilgrimage to Mecca. This appeared to have benefited the Megawati/Wahid 

alliance because it looked as if she was moving closer to Islam and Wahid. 

This was conducive for Indonesia because such acts iimde people from 

different ethnic, regional and religious persuasions feel united. However, 

because PDI-P representatives had the largest number of seats in the MPR, 

some political analysts noted that Megawati had considerable power within the 

political system. This also meant that Wahid might be forced (at a later date) to 

rely on her support base, rather than the other way round (Maher et al 1999: 

24,25,26). Throughout 1999 and 2000, it appeared on the surface that Wahid 

had received and secured Megawati's support, but their differences were 

becoming increasingly apparent once again. 

Just days prior to Wahid's sixteen-day journey abroad in late January 2000, he 

stated to journalists representing the Jakarta Post that he felt Megawati had the 

capability of tending to Indonesia's security and political apparatus in his 

absence. He implied their relationship was cordial by explicitly admitting: 

"Whatever necessary policies she will take, in security and other fields, is up to 

her. Nothing is hidden between me and her." At that stage there were rumors 

circulating that a military coup maybe lodged against him whilst out of the 

country. As such, he said of the military "They are cowards, the ones who say 

they are loyal in front of me but behind my back say something different" 

(Jakarta Post, January 28, 2000). This statement highlights the growing rift 

between Wahid and certain elements within the Indonesian military. 

Two months later, Megawati's bitterness over the running contempt of the 

October 1999 presidential election became evident when she claimed PDI-P 



103 

representatives and supporters wanted the next leader of Indonesia to be 

elected directly by the people rather than by an "electoral college" (Jakarta 

Post, March 28, 2000: 28). She was referring specifically to MPR members. 

She also stressed the need for the PDI-P to devise a plan in dealing with the 

nation's challenges 

PDI-P has both a moral and political obligation to come up with a plan for the 

implementation of' regional autonomy, for resolving the conflicts in numerous 

regions and for dealing with escalating disharmony between the central government 

and several local administrations. As the party that won the most voles in the 1999 

general election, PDI-P should remain close to the people and seek solutions instead 

of being conirontational. We should develop into a modern party without losing the 

old spirit that has always enabled us to sympathize with the needs and aspirations of 

ordinary citizens (Jakarta Post, March 28, 2000: I). 

Megawati's reference to the "old spirit" of the party alludes to the old PNI, 

which her father represented and to which PDI-P was partially reinvented at a 

much later date. She also referred to party executives as "old-fashioned" and 

"arrogant" and urged PDI-P members to take initiatives in seeking solutions to 

various human rights abuses, ineffective law enforcement and gender issues 

(Jakarta Post, March 28, 2000: 1). Wahid retaliated by declaring that the 

government would propose a system of direct elections for the presidential 

election in 2004 and that this proposal would be made to MPR members when 

they convened for the general session in August 2000. He further stated, "We 

should respect the people's aspirations, which are channeled through elections. 

An anomaly has happened because of the existing political system." He added 

that all political elements were expected to agree to such a change (Jakarta 

Post, March 28, 2000: 2). 

Wahid continued to ignore Megawati's plea to change the way in which the 

Indonesian president was voted into office. He chose to do so because if 

Megawati's proposition were to be initiated then this would have posed a 
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direct threat to his own position of power. The public, rather than the MPR 

would have the power to decide who the next president would be and based on 

the June 1999 vote, there was a chance that she would be favored above 

Wahid. He was not going to risk throwing away all previous efforts he had 

made to get to the position, which for him meant an opportunity of a life-time - 

to implement a democratic system of government within Indonesia. 

Megawati's suggestion must have disappointed him. 

Their relationship faltered further when in April 2000, Wahid fired one of 

Megawati's confidants, Laksamana Sukardi. According to Barton, this marked 

the "beginning of the end for his political relationship with Megawati." Four 

months afterwards he failed to inform Megawati of the new cabinet line-up. 

Barton claims "Without the support of Megawati and PDI-P in parliament, 

there was no way that he could escape constant hounding by the legislature, 

much less advance his reform agenda" (Barton 2002: 380). 

Friends? 

On July 12, 2000 Megawati failed to attend a meeting with Wahid, Rais, and 

the Sultan of Yogyakarta and eight days later she refused to read a speech to 

members of the Indonesian parliament, which had been prepared by Wahid. By 

late July, Wahid had made more cynical remarks and jokes about her to others 

and when they did meet they rarely discussed matters of political substance. 

On August I, 2000, a special parliamentary session was held in order to begin 

impeachment proceedings against Wahid and if Megawati supported this, it 

was more than likely that the majority of parliamentarians would do likewise. 

Wahid met Megawati, Rais, the Sultan of Yogyakarta and Akbar Tandjung at 

the palace in Yogyakarta that evening. However, Rais left the meeting early 

and Megawati followed suit only half an hour later. This was damaging for 

Wahid in terms of his image as president because the remaining three had to 
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face the media at the palace gates, without Megawati and Rais. By the 

following day it was public knowledge that there was a division within the 

political ranks. Wahid was obviously affected by this affront and told the 

media only nine days later that he was considering delegating daily political 

tasks to Megawati. This was interpreted by a broad spectrum of people as 

Wahid's declaration that he was incapable of coordinating governmental 

affairs and/or was a tactic he employed in order to maintain his presidency - by 

keeping Megawati on side (Barton 2002: 311, 313, 314, 315, 316, 317, 321, 

361). 

By this stage Wahid was feeling his position as president was slipping from 

under him and Megawati, in her capacity as Indonesian vice president, was 

gaining political momentum. Barton notes that around this time many 

parliamentarians were commenting that 

Wahid had dilTicuhy to work out what it was that she wanted from the cabinet. 

Many Irom Megawali's side would say that she experienced dilTiculty in persuading 

the president what she wanted (Barton 2002: 325) 

Again, this is a clear indication that communication between the two was at an 

all time low and they were finding it hard to agree on cabinet line - ups and so 

forth. Furthermore, on August 23, 2000, Wahid publicly announced the new 

cabinet to journalists. However, Megawati was disappointed over Wahid going 

public because he had not notified her before the press release. As a result, 

Megawati left the media session in an abrupt fashion (Barton 2002: 327). 

Journalists asked Wahid why he failed to consult her first - when the new 

cabinet was declared - he responded jokingly "she had said she wanted to take 

a bath" (Barton 2002: 329). More to the point, Megawati felt thwarted by 

Wahid because not many PDI-P representatives had been included in the new 

cabinet. By October 2000 the growing rift between the two was widening 

further when key military personnel began politically courting Megawati 

(Barton 2002: 328, 343). She did not reject these political advances and in 



106 

December 2000 attended the "anniversary celebrations of the army's elite 

Kostrad (Army Strategic Reserve Command) unit" without Wahid (Barton 

2002: 343). 

Politicians representing various political factions continued to hound Wahid. 

On February 1,2001 he was subjected to the MPR's memorandum of censure 

because he was accused of being the recipient to a donation of US $2 million 

from the Sultan of Brunel (he failed to declare the money to the state) and of 

embezzling money from Bulog'° (National Logistics Agency) (Jakarta Post, 

March 23, 2001: 2). Certain PDI-P representatives wanted him reprimanded 

and as such she too had to agree to this-in terms of approving the censure 

motion (Barton 2002: 349). 

From these allegations came the decline of Wahid's legitimacy as president 

(bad press was the strongest indication of this). Nevertheless, in March 2001, 

he said of Megawati "1 like her because she is blunt. She is nice, but she 

idealizes Sukarno too much, but in due time she will change. She supports me 

and we have a political dialogue" (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

Those in the MPR who voted for Wahid as president, as opposed to Megawati, 

increased their call for his resignation, and for Megawati to replace him. 

Proceedings to impeach Wahid were activated, with the first memorandum 

statement issued to him by members of the Pansus (the special DPR 

investigating committee) (Tempo, March 26, 2001: 70). 

'°Bulog was established in the 1960s and was responsible "for the price stabilization of Un-
husked rice and the distribution of rice" and before the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
intervened, it once held the "monopoly on the importation of rice, wheat, sugar, soybeans, and 
several other basic commodities" (Jakarta Post, March 24, 2001: 12). Bulog representatives 
also donated Rp90 million to the Golkar party br the 1999 election campaign (Tempo, March 
26, 2001: 70). In 2001, Sapuan, a former deputy chairman of Bulog allowed for the 
disbursement of Rp37 billion, belonging to Bulog's employee foundation, Yanatera. It was 
President Wahid's masseur who requested the money. He claimed Wahid wanted the money 
for humanitarian aid in Aceh. Rp 5 billion was given to Siti Farikah, a female friend of the 
president, which she claims she later handed hack to the government (Jakarta Post, March 27, 
2001: 2). 
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The corruption and incompetence allegations changed the dynamics between 

Megawati and Wahid. Even though Megawati previously declared that she did 

not support Wahid as president, he nevertheless attempted to sure up 

Megawati's support by meeting with her frequently for breakfast at her official 

residence during March (7'nipo, March 26, 2001: 16). This was a desperate 

measure. Strangely enough Wahid's younger brother Sholahudin Wahid, was 

under the impression that Megawati and Abdurrahman were still like "older 

brother, younger sister, Mega will not have the heart to oust her older brother 

herself, so she chose a safe route by taking the side of the constitution." A 

statement further backing this claim came from Megawati when she declared 

"Even if I have a difference of principles with Mas Dur (Wahid) I do not want 

people to try to break us apart" (Tempo, March 26, 2001: 17). Thus, even 

though he was under mounting pressure to resign, it appeared that the two were 

trying to reconcile their differences, or perhaps this was merely a public 

relations exercise on Megawati's behalf. 

On March 28, 2001 Wahid responded to the MPR's memorandum of censure, 

regarding the two financial scandals. He maintained his innocence and rejected 

the memorandum claiming it was unconstitutional and that he had been 

"cornered from the beginning." He alleged Pansus was illegal because it was 

not registered at the State Gazette as required by a 1954 law. He also pointed 

out that the Pansus report "had only concluded that the president could be 

suspected of having played a role in Bulog scandal and had given inconsistent 

statenients on the Brunei scandal." However, a secretary to the PDI-P stated 

that Wahid's response was unsatisfactory and that it was nothing more than 

"meaningless rhetoric." Furthermore, Indonesian political observer, Arbi Sanit 

asserted that apart from the problems facing Wahid "Megawati is not ready to 

become president. She doesn't want to take the post now, and we can do 

nothing about that" (Jakarta Post, March 29, 2001: 1). 
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In order to save the Wahid presidency a power sharing arrangement between 

Wahid and Megawati was suggested by several people, namely Akbar 

Tandjung and Megawati's husband Taufik Kiemas (who was also a PDI-P 

legislator at the time) (Jakarta Post, April 2, 2001: 1). They requested that the 

day-to-day policy-making he handed over to Megawati. Wahid rejected this 

outright on the grounds that "the separation of powers between the head of 

state and head of government must he based on the constitution." He claimed 

that this arrangement could only transpire if the constitution had been changed 

after the 2004 elections (Jakarta Post April 1: 2). As Wahid continually made 

clear his determination not to make any such amendments (which would have 

placed his own presidency in jeopardy) some key military personnel continued 

to display their increasing support for Megawati in an effort to unseat Wahid. 

The memorandum of censure definitely forced Wahid to rethink his 

relationship to Megawati. Evidence of this has been included in Barton's book. 

Barton states 

In a live television address to the nation on the evening of 27 April... Wahid spoke 

warmly of his admiration br Megawati, of his gratitude for her patient support, and 

of tlìe need to move ahead and work together (Barton 2002: 357). 

Nevertheless, a second memorandum of censure was issued to Wahid on May 

30, 2001. The following month, Indonesian Attorney General Marzuki 

Darusman, cleared Wahid of his alleged involvement in the Brunei and Bulog 

gate scandals. However, those opposing Wahid then claimed he was an unfit 

leader due to his deteriorating health and because of his inability to steer 

Indonesia onto a path of economic, social and political recovery (even though 

he was traveling the globe in order to attract foreign investors back to 

Indonesia). His opponents believed they still had the right to activate 

impeachment proceedings, based on presidential incompetence. Therefore, a 

new deadline was issued for August 1, 2001 (Jakarta Post, June, 2001). 

Presidential Decree 121/2000 maintains that the vice president automatically 
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becomes the president if the latter is impeached, resigns or falls ill (Tempo, 

March 12, 2001: 29). 

On July 12, Megawati finally openly declared that she too was siding with 

other parliamentarians and elements of the military when she stated, "The 

party has been observing the president and concludes that the special session 

cannot be avoided" (Tempo, March 12, 2001: 29). Barton believes that she 

finally came clean with her opposition to Wahid because of her "own personal 

grounds for annoyance" and because she was under the influence of the 

"clique of personalities" in the PDI-P who wanted him ousted (Barton 2002: 

317). In mid-July, Wahid suspended and sacked National Police Chief General 

Surojo Bimantoro (due to corruption allegations). However, the latter refused 

to be stood down; marking the first time an employee of the Indonesian 

administration refused to adhere to a president's marching orders. On July 22, 

2001 eight thousand military personnel gathered outside the presidential palace 

in order to exhibit their support for Bimantoro and opposition to Wahid 

(Jakarta Post, July 12, 2001). This bloodless coup marked the end of Wahid's 

presidency. 

Megawati had previously declared that she would sign the paper, in order to 

impeach Wahid and therefore remove him from the presidency and she did so 

between July21 and July 23, 2001. Considering the army's tanks were aimed 

at the palace, Wahid was forced to resign as Indonesia's fourth president on 

Monday July 23, 2001 and was automatically replaced by Megawati 

Sukarnoputri. Based on accounts at the time, Wahid remained in a state of 

''Yenni Wahid believes Megawati was angry with her father because he made some personal 
remarks about her, but he did this because he wanted her to put her emotions aside. He wanted 
to prevent the nation being dragged into their conflict, because they are both public figures and 
whatever they did would have adversely affected the nation. He thought she was mature 
enough to put her emotions aside but she was not (Yenni Wahid, in(erview, September 22, 
2001) 



shock, which was reflected in his refusal to leave the presidential palace (but 

did so after several days). 

Enter Megawati 

Immediately after being sworn in as Indonesia's fifth president, Megawati 

began to form her "newly aligned rainbow cabinet" (Greenlees 2001: I). She 

wanted General Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (a military man, who had backed 

her vying for presidency even prior to October 1999) to become vice president, 

but instead PPP chairperson, Hamzah Haz'2  was elected by the majority of 

MPR members to the position - which also displayed that unlike Wahid, she 

did not try and persuade others to relinquish their candidacies. The fifty-seven 

legislators from Wahid's PKB faction abstained from the parliament when 

Megawati presented her state of the nation speech. They espoused that they 

were visiting the outer provinces on the same day (Jakarta Post, August 18 

2001). In fact, it took several weeks for members of the PKB to acknowledge 

Megawati's new government, because they believed the ousting of Wahid was 

unconstitutional (Jakarta Post, August 22, 2001). 

On Reflection 

Apart from the scandals and impeachment proceedings imposed on Wahid, 

what is of interest is the way in which those who supported Wahid as president 

in 1999, later stated (unlike previously), they did not object to a female 

becoming head of state. As such they supported Megawati as president the 

second time round. For example, when Amien Rais was asked why he did not 

support Megawati as president in 1999, he replied, "Nobody knows how her 

supporters would have celebrated" if she had become president. He denied it 

121t should he acknowledged that in the first month of Wahid's presidency, Haz resigned from 
the cabinet following allegations of his involvement in corruption (The Age, July 27, 2001). 



was because she is a woman and later claimed, "If you can prove that any PAN 

figure rejected Mega as President I'll give you Rpl000" (Tempo, March 26, 

2001: 21). Rais previously openly admitted that he rejected Megawati on the 

basis of her sex so on this occasion he was being untruthful.13  

Yenni Wahid maintains that her father felt Megawati had let him down 

because she abused the trust he had in her. He believed she would be strong 

enough to withstand the temptation of the presidency, but she weakened. 

According to Yenni Wahid "The presidency was like a glittering jewelry on 

the table, very glittering and very tempting but once you touch it, it is 

poisonous and she decided to take it and I guess it's also a tragedy for the 

nation because if she goes then there won't he anyone else there." Ideally, her 

father wanted to prepare Megawati to "take the baton and go forward" (Yenni 

Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). In other words, Wahid felt that in 

time, Megawati would become president. This statement reflects Wahid's 

support for women as presidents, providing this does not interfere with his own 

political ambitions. 

The Aftermath 

Approximately two months after Wahid's defeat, his bitterness toward 

Megawati was made clear during an interview 

Before, we were in the same channel [in the sense that] we were persecuted by 

Suharto. But when we campaigned for democracy it was beginning to he evident 

that she was not moved by the idea of democracy but by her own ideas. And when I 

was in power it became clear that she was less democratic than the others. She 

' 3Yenni Wahid maintains that because of the amount of sexism still existing within Indonesian 
society, this has had a hearing on the politics. She states, "for example Megawati, almost did 
not become president because she is a woman." She maintains her father supports women as 
leaders and this was made apparent when all of the politicians stated in 1999 that Megawati 
could not run as president because she is a woman. Wahid was the only one who defended her 
and as president "he put the nation's interests lirst before his own but Megawati did the 
opposite" (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 
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!ollovvcd Suharto's examples, look how she runs to the PDI-P and others. I don' 

want contact with Megawati because for me she was one of the engineers of the 

violation of the constitution. I have cut completely from her. That is personal, hut 

for the nation, she sends her letters to me. I sometimes send my own opinions to 

her, to quote my own stance, which becomes common stance, because Megawati 

has no rule of the law (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, September 21, 2001). 

By stating this Wahid alludes to Megawati being undemocratic in her 

motivation. Even though he felt like cutting from her completely in September 

2001 (when defeat was still very fresh in his mind) he has difficulty doing so, 

as he is still an important figure within Indonesian society. The very fact that 

Megawati was writing to Wahid (as suggested by Wahid) indicates that she 

was still seeking his advice (perhaps) or feeling slightly guilty about what 

transpired in July 2001, or aware of his on-going influence among the 

Indonesian Muslim majority. 

Approximately one year after Megawati was appointed as Indonesia's fifth 

president, Indonesian journalist Muhammad Nafik stated in the Jakarta Post 

that a newly aligned Islamic alliance (which included Wahid) "could lead to 

an anti-Megawati plot." Nafik claimed that Islamic leaders held four meetings 

prior to May 2002. The meetings focused on pressuring Megawati to make 

additional amendments to the 1945 constitution, prior to the 2004 elections. 

Such individuals represented several parties, not just Wahid's PKB. On June 4, 

2002 Megawati's husband met Wahid in an effort to end such meetings. The 

following day, Megawati held a meeting with one of her leading men, 

Bambang Yudhoyono and with the chief of the army, navy and air force. Just 

prior to July 13, 2002 Wahid visited NU chairman Hasyim Muzadi to discuss 

the NU congress (which was held July 24-28) and to brief him on the growing 

influence of ABRI on Megawati. However, Wahid did not comment on the 

meeting to journalists, claiming he had promised Mr. Paul Wolfowitz (US 

Department Secretary of Defense and former US Ambassador to Indonesia) 
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that he would not display any antagonism toward the Megawati administration 

(Nafik 2002b). 

On July 16, 2002 Indonesian journalist Nafik claimed that on July 15, 2002 

eleven senior politicians niet again (Wahid was not in attendance) to discuss 

the implications of a newly formed coalition (between PDI-P and Golkar 

representatives), a meeting fully endorsed by Megawati. They discussed issues 

pertaining to the 1954 constitutional amendments (Nafik 2002b). 

Three days later Megawati was criticized for encouraging the reelection of 

Jakarta governor Sutiyoso instead of supporting one of her own PDI-P 

members (who also contested for the position). Sutiyoso was accused of direct 

involvement in the pro-Suharto attack on PDI-P Headquarters in July 1996. 

One critic thought that Megawati's support for Sutiyoso was astonishing and 

stated "Megawati is keeping authoritarianism alive" (Jakarta Post, July 19, 

2002). As Indonesian journalist Moestafa claimed 

Critics say there appears to he no end to the political horse-trading that takes place 

at the expense of the public interest, corruption remains as fragrant as ever, and the 

military is making a come hack into politics (Moestafa 2002). 

Statements like this do not bode well for Megawati's political future in terms 

of trying to please others who are attempting to extricate corruption from elite 

political ranks. Furthermore, it was reported that chairman of the Bung Karno 

Nationalist Party (PNBK) Eros Jarot,'4  met with members from other various 

political party and NGO representative. The majority agreed to establish a 

national presidium to replace Megawati and Hamzah Haz. Coordinating 

Minister for Political and Security Affairs reconfirmed this claiming, "there are 

some movements trying to topple the government" (Jakarta Post, January 13, 

2003). Those attending the meeting asked Rais and Wahid to partake but they 

14Eros Jarot is one of Megawati's former "close" aides and used to he the executive of PDI 
(pre- 1998)   (Jakarta Post, January 13, 2003). 
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declined. Wahid later admitted meeting former General Wiranto and Rais 

several times (separately) but denied they discussed the presidium issue 

(Jakarta Post, January 13, 2003). 

In a separate article published on the same day, it was reported that Rais had 

declared "I will not sacrifice myself for Mega" (Jakarta Post, January 13, 

2003). Rais' admission resulted from price hikes imposed on the country's 

utility supplies and from the government's decision to exonerate corrupt 

debtors. Criticism of Megawati further intensified because she agreed to sell 

off the state owned telecommunications firm PT Indosat to Singapore 

investors. She then declared to a public audience on January 12, 2003 that, 

"People must work harder and understand this unpalatable policy (of 

increasing prices)" (Jakarta Post, January 13, 2003). This was an open insult 

to the majority of struggling Indonesians. Wahid's response to the price hikes 

crisis was 

Megawati made several decisions such as the electricity, telephone and fuel price 

hikes, in which only the people sulTer . .. and the worst of all is Megawati still insists 

on maintaining the policy despite rallies across the country against the decision 

(Jakarta Post, January 19, 2003). 

Yenni Wahid predicts that preceding the June 2004 Indonesian party election, 

other political party representatives will have a vested interest in "torturing 

Megawati by making her look had" and she will not be reelected president 

because of this. Yenni poses the question "If [her  party] doesn't win the 

election then who is going to win the election?" She then surmises, "It's going 

to be Golkar, it's going to be the old party and that's a tragedy for Indonesia" 

(Yenni Wahid, interview, September22, 2001). 
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Conclusion 

Gender as an issue (which is the predominant theme in this study) is evident 

within the Wahid/Megawati relationship and in the gender leadership issue 

(based on interpretation of Islamic law). Although Wahid has often said that 

he supports women as leaders (which was an opposing view to some of the 

other male Muslim politicians and PKB representatives pre-October 1999) he 

in a sense blocked Megawati from becoming president due to his own political 

aspirations. He did not step aside for Megawati when he was elected (as he 

said he would prior to the presidential election). This showed that in reality he 

was on a par with those PKB Muslim representatives who opposed Megawati 

as president in October 1999. This says a lot about how Megawati was 

politically thwarted due to Wahid's political ambition to beat a rival. 

Furthermore, Megawati admitted she would not vote for Wahid as president. 

This displayed that they were both aiming to be the next president after 

Habibie. Thus, they could he considered as anything but friends by October 

1999. When Wahid was president and Megawati vice president, they had to 

work together because without some display of cooperation within cabinet; this 

would have spelt disaster for Indonesia, but in fact they never did from that 

time on. 

Due to Wahid and Megawati's differences: sex, their understanding of gender, 

age, position within the family, educational credentials, life experiences, and 

their fathers differing religious/political orientation, their thinking and 

approach to politics has been quite disparate. On the other hand, similarities 

between the two emerged primarily from their ability to court the Indonesian 

military at different stages in their political careers and in their common aim to 

end Suharto's rule, paving the way for their own political ascendancy. Apart 

from the inherent differences between them (as mentioned above) this latter 

factor led to the ultimate demise of their relationship at a later date because 
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their antagonism for each other intensified due to the political contest they 

lund themselves embroiled in. They both wanted the presidency. 

Even though Wahid espoused in early 1999 that he would support Megawati's 

presidential aspirations he later placed himself in opposition to her by running 

for the position as well because this was a once in a lifetime opportunity - to 

run for president and if successful, put his democratic ideas into practice. Thus 

he only engaged in deals with the military in order to achieve his objectives. 

Wahid's position within his family (the eldest male) and the age difference 

between himself and Megawati impacted on how he viewed the latter - as a 

younger sister. Examples of this were when he advised Megawati to remain as 

silent as she possibly could, told her to drop the lawsuit against Suharto, did 

not consult her with cabinet reshuffles, sacked one of her closest confidents, 

joked and made insulting remarks about her to others, disputed her views on 

the system of presidential elections and did not press hard enough for open 

dialogue with her (until the very end). Treating Megawati in this manner 

merely galvanized a lingering distrust and anger that she was harboring against 

Wahid, from the moment he decided to run for president. 

Their relationship cannot he viewed in isolation, as MPR members contributed 

to hostilities between them because they ultimately dictated who the president 

would be in October 1999-due to the MPR vote. But such individuals were 

merely adhering to constitutional law, which allowed the president to be 

elected in this manner. This was unjust because Megawati had secured a 

majority vote for her PDI-P party in June 1999, via the Indonesian populace. 

As Wahid once admitted, the system of voting for president resulted in an 

"anomaly." 

Wahid obviously presumed Megawati would not side with parliamentarians 

and the military (in eradicating him from office) because he thought he had and 



117 

could maintain her trust, by inviting her to meetings (which she rarely 

attended). It was a miscalculation. It obviously came as a shock that not even 

offering her a power-sharing role (which he later refused to put into practice) 

or meeting her for breakfast on numerous occasions, could dispel her from 

believing that she too was destined to he president. He did enforce changes 

whilst he was president, but considering the complexities of the challenges, 

and the amount of opposition he was faced with, not even the most virtuous 

individual would have been able to implement rapid change within a twenty-

one month period. 

Megawati's presidency will remain secure for some time to come. However, 

this can only continue at the expense of democracy. What political analysts are 

now asking is which president did or is doing the most for democracy in 

Indonesia. Some political commentators are claiming that under Megawati, 

democratic principles are not being adhered to and the military's role within 

Indonesian politics (with US backing) is making a comeback into political 

decision-making. 

Unlike Megawati, Wahid's female inner circle have acted as catalysts to his 

own understanding of gender issues, within the context of Islam. Thus the 

following chapter will explore the ideas of Wahid and his female inner circle in 

relation to such issues. This is to illustrate that as a Muslim male, Wahid is 

capable of recognizing some of the problems and issues affecting Muslim 

women, and as such has a deeper understanding of his female inner circle 

because they are Muslim women. His willingness to speak freely and 

incorporate gender issues into his writings (particularly in relation to fIqh and 

democracy) over the years displays that from an early age he has been aware, 

and willing to comment on such issues; and has been influenced by these 

women's views, particularly by his mother. The following chapter will show 

that this has brought them closer together because these women act as 
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sounding boards to Wahid's own understanding of gender issues within a neo-

modernist context. 



Chapter Four 

Wahid 

and the 

Neo—Modernist 
Construction 

of Gender 
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This chapter begins with brief commentary on Islamic texts (Qur'an in 

particular), gender interpretation of Islamic laws and the emergence and 

meaning of neo-modernism. It is necessary to explain the interpretation of 

gender in the Islamic texts and the emerging neo-modernist construction of 

gender in Indonesia in order to contextualize in a comparative way the 

developnient of Abdurrahman Wahid's own understanding of gender and that 

of the women in his inner circle Aisyah Hamid Baidlowi/Solichah Wahid 

Hasyim, Sintah Nuriyah Wahid and Zannuba Yenni Wahid. The chapter 

attempts to argue that their thinking on gender issues has influenced Wahid's 

outlook on such issues and this has brought Wahid closer to these women and 

vice versa. 

This chapter provides some insight into Solichah Hasyirn's thinking on these 

issues as well. Aisyah Baidlowi maintains that her thinking on gender issues is 

similar to her mother, except on the issue of child marriage (Aisyah Baidlowi, 

interview, 2001). Thus, Aisyah Baidlowi's views reflect her mother's stance 

and vice versa, which is highly relevant in understanding Wahid's perspective 

on gender issues, and the impact their mother had on both of them. It also 

makes this chapter highly relevant to chapter one in the sense that it provides 

further insight into Solichah Hasyim. It also enforces the belief that Wahid's 

mother's views on Islam and gender issues had a bearing on Wahid's outlook. 

Unlike the previous chapters this chapter takes an ideational rather than 

biographical approach to understanding Wahid's thought. Nevertheless, it will 

become clear that an analysis of his conceptions of gender within an 

Indonesian, neo-modernist Islamic context reflect the deep influence of his 

female inner circle, confirming the argument running through this study that 

his female inner circle is a solid component in his life. Not only do their lives 

reflect this (detailed in Chapter Two) but so too does his ideas on women and 
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the way they all interpret issues pertaining to women within a neo-rnodernist 

framework.' 

Neo-Moderni sts 

Wahid's views of gender begin with the core of Qur'anic teaching in Islam. 

Hence, it is necessary to understand the nature of contemporary neo-modernist 

Islamic thought in its Indonesian context, in order to place Wahid's views in 

this religious context. In explaining neo-modernism, it was necessary to 

ascertain the views of Pakistani intellectual Fazlur Rahman as he first coined 

the term. Barton also analyses Rahman's thinking in relation to the neo-

modernists and Indonesian intellectuals in his PhD thesis (1996). 

In an article entitled 'The Qur'anic Teaching' (Rahman 1993), Fazlur Rahman 

poses the question "What is the Qur'an?" He maintains it is the word of God 

but that during the second and third centuries of Islam differences of opinion 

arose concerning the nature of revelation. Prophet Muhammad's revelation of 

the Qur'an was the essence of the Hadiths, which is defined as traditional 

Islam. The basic principle of the Qur'an is moral, with an emphasis on social 

justice. Individuals must submit to this because it is God's command (Rahman 

1993: 388, 389). 

It is important to recognize that Wahid, as a Muslim intellectual, was not 

therefore confined within a narrow and monolithic social teaching. Abdulaziz 

Sacedina, in an article 'Freedom of Conscience and Religion in the Qu'ran', 

claims there is "a deep tension in Islamic experience between a tolerant, 

pluralistic spirit, on the one hand, and a more regimented, exciusivist stance on 

the other" (Sachedina 1988: 54). This summarizes the main two differences 

within Islam, that between the modernists and traditionalists. 

Unfortanately Sintah Nuriyah declined an interview but thankFully she has been interviewed 
by Nelly van I)oorn-Harder From the Christian Science Monitor (2001) and others. 
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Barton concludes that because Indonesian proponents of neo-modernism were 

not subjected to political oppression, they were afforded the opportunity of 

adopting a new strand of Islam (a development occurring in global terms). He 

maintains "Ironically, it was in part because the New Order regime was so 

authoritarian that Islamic liberalism had an opportunity to develop freely in 

Indonesia" (Barton 2002: 127). 

In the late 1960s Fazlur Rahrnan concluded that in order for Islam to adapt to 

changes taking place within society, a blend of Islamic traditionalism and 

modernism was necessary. By the end of the third century (Islamic calendar), 

individual interpretation of Islamic text had stagnated throughout the Islamic 

world. Muslims were forced to only consider the four Islamic schools of 

thought (to which NU adhered to from its inception-see Chapter One, p.  1 of 

this study). The revivalist movements Wahahi and Sunni did not modernize 

Islam because such Arabian and North-West African movements were merely 

interested in seeking a purer form of Islam. At the turn of last century, 

modernism emerged because kvai began to encourage the reinterpretation of 

Islamic texts once more. This coincided with new technological advances in 

society (Barton 2002: 128, 129). 

The "intellectual decline of modernism" occurred during the second half of the 

twentieth century and from this sprang a "re-emergence of revivalism." This 

period differed from the previous revivalism period in that it "was linked 

organically to the modernist movement." In essence, it was a combination of a 

concern with technology and science, and a "backward-looking nature of 

earlier, more puritan revivalist movements." The movement eventually 

stagnated intellectually (Barton 2002: 129). A popular Pakistani preacher, 

Maulana Maududi, endorsed this movement and according to Barton, Rahman 

viewed Maududi's thinking as having a tendency "towards reductionism and 
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the simplistic application of narrowly conceived Islamic concepts to an ailing 

society" (Barton 2002: 130). Mohammad Natsir (former Masjumi leader) 

adopted this outlook and in this sense symbolizes its emergence in Indonesia, 

but after several decades "Islamic intellectuals began to believe that something 

more was required" (Barton, 2002: 130-131). 

According to Barton, Rahman's understanding of Islam gave rise to "neo-

modernism" as is explained by Barton in his 1996 PhD thesis and in his 

biography on Wahid (Barton 2002: 130,131) (discussed further in the 

Introduction of this study). He maintains that by the 1950s, the practice of re-

interpreting Islamic texts stagnated because intellectuals were becoming a 

dying breed and it was also due to the domination of party politics (Barton 

2002: 128, 129). Barton describes the way neo-modernist thought fed into the 

renewal of Islamic thought movement in Indonesia. The key point made by 

Barton comes on p.  13 1 

The UCW ITa)VCI11Cnt of thought that emerged with Nurcholish, Djohan and 

Ahdurrahnian was indeed essentially a synthesis of classical Islamic learning and 

ITR)dern western thought. They sought to combine the best of modernism and 

traditionalism to produce something new, something that would exceed the 

boundaries inherent in hotlì traditionalism and modernism (Barton 2002: 131). 

There is a direct link between Rahman and (possibly) Wahid through Natsir 

and other Indonesian Muslims who came to be influenced by the school of 

thought promoted by Rahman and Maududi. 

In Barton's article 'The Response of Neo-modernity to concepts of democracy 

in Indonesia' (Barton WWW 2001) he defines Indonesian Muslim intellectuals 

Wahid and Nurcholish Madjid as neo-modernists in the context of democracy 

and the role of Islam to the Indonesian state. He also locates them according to 

the Indonesian experience by attributing their neo-modernist leanings to the 

intellectual atmosphere that was apparent whilst they embarked on study in the 
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Middle East during the 1960s and 1970s. As such, "their thinking is not 

grounded in an apologetic basis, either consciously or unconsciously" (Barton 

WWW 2001: 1). Barton provides further insight into Wahid's neo-modernist 

thinking 

Wahid accepts the concept of popUlar sovereignty in national life. Popular will must 

he controlled by state constitution, while the lunction of the Shari'a is reduced to a 

complimentary role within the matrix of l'actors that constitute national life... Islam 

is understood through the process of contextualized Ijtihad, where the social 

teachings of Islam are (to he) reinterpreted in accordance with the demands of a 

rapid changing society and in response to modernity (Barton WWW 2001: 8). 

Barton believes Wahid's main concern (in his capacity as former leader of the 

NU) is to see the emergence of religious autonomy and religious reformation 

within Itidonesia (Barton WWW 2001: II). 

On the other hand, and as mentioned in the Introduction, Indonesian writer 

Istiadah uses neo-modernism2  to explain gender theory in an Indonesian 

context. She espouses that neo-modernists believe "the conventional 

interpretation of the Qur'an is based on textual interpretation" (this coincides 

with Barton's view). They also differentiate between "verses that contain law 

and verses that explain the situation at the time of its revelation." She explains 

that women's required dress code, or inheritance rights, should be interpreted 

according to the time and place because these laws are never "fixed." Istiadah 

claims that Wahid believes this reflects an anthropological perspective because 

certain verses of the Qur'an and Hadiths are "not the norm" but "explain the 

situation at the time [the] verse was revealed" (lstadah 1995: 7). 

2However, it should he mentioned that Wahid admits: "Neo-modernism is a good word but 
there are people who use it to put people in brackets" (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 
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Neo-modernists, like Wahid, also claim that some Hadiths fail to reflect what 

is stated in the Qur'an because these Hadiths are invalid. For example, 

Indonesian neo-modernist Ali Yafie applied this reasoning to the Hadith that 

promotes the view that "A group of people will not be successful it' they are led 

by a woman" (Istadah 1995: 9). Wahid adopts the same posture as Yafie 

(Wahid's views on this issue are discussed in the previous chapter relating to 

the leadership issue that surfaced when Megawati ran for president). On the 

subject of male Indonesian neo-modernists, Istiadah asserts 

These male scholars not only recognize the fact that the patriarchal system has 

played an important part in the interpretation of the Qur'an but also encourage 

raising the consciousness of women. They argue that it is crucial to campaign about 

the rights of women in the family and in the society. Without women's awareness of 

their own rights, it is hard to eradicate inequality between the sexes (Istadah 1995: 

9). 

Istiadah brings to light the role of women in contemporary Indonesia by 

referring to various women's organisations, including Muslimat. She mentions 

the efforts of the organization by drawing on a paper written by Aisyah 

Baidlowi in 1993. In this paper Aisyah Baidlowi stresses the fundamental role 

played by Muslimat in pressing for the abolition of child marriages prior to the 

introduction of the 1974 Indonesian marriage law, improving education for 

women, establishing health care centers and assisting women in their earning 

capacity, among various other activities (Istadah 1995: 10, II). These 

initiatives reflect neo-modernist thinking because these women (including 

Wahid's mother and sister) have been responding to modern realities. 

In brief, Istiadah mentions the efforts made by neo-modernists and by certain 

women in improving the plight of women in Indonesia. Based on her 

description, it can be asserted that the accomplishments of male neo-

modernists are reflected in the way they interpret Islamic doctrines and write 

or talk about such doctrines. Women on the other hand have tended to directly 
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partake in development programs specifically designed to assist women and 

children. Hence, women have been more pro-active than men in this respect. 

Another contemporary Muslim/Harvard Scholar, Seyyed Hossei n Nasr, claims 

in an article Male and Female in Islamic Perspective' 

Traditional Islam, basing itself on the explicit teachings of the Qur'an and the 

guiding principles of the life of the Prophet, has developed the doctrine of the 

relationship between the male and the female and lorniulated the norms according 

to which the two sexes should live and cooperate in the social order (Nasr 1993: 

410). 

Nasr stresses the importance of doctrine in determining social norms between 

men and women within the "social order." It is this very point that explains 

why one's interpretation of Islamic doctrine governs the way one views gender 

as well. This point is relevant to the following analysis because this chapter 

deals with Wahid and his inner circle's views on Islamic law, which reflects 

not so much the traditionalist way of thinking but is more akin to the neo-

modernist perspective. Their way of viewing the relationship between males 

and females is based on their interpretation of Islamic law. 

Different Strands of Islam 

Wahid has written numerous articles (Wahid 1981a; 1981b; 1978; 1986) on the 

emergence and differences between the three strands of Islam (traditionalism, 

modernism, fundamentalism) existing within the Middle East and Southeast 

Asia. He explores the emergence of Islamic modernism in Indonesia and 

discusses this according to the perspectives of NU and other Islamic 

organisations. He also explains traditionalism in a broader context but his 

views on this are not as apparent throughout his writings. 
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Wahid describes militant Islam in terms of fundamentalism. He believes 

individuals take to Islamic militancy as opposed to fanaticism because they are 

seeking a self-identity. An appropriate example of this is exemplified by, 

"women university students covering their head, men growing beards." He 

contends "But it doesn't amount to fundamentalism. These people are willing 

to work within the existing social system" (Wahid, inside Indonesia, October 

1986: 3). In an article published in 1981 entitled 'Kehidupan Beragama: Kasus 

Kaum Muslim Indonesia' 'Religious Life: General Muslim Case in Indonesia', 

he claims that among the Indonesian community, militant groups exist, guided 

and influenced by those at the top. People within these militant extremist 

groups have directed an element of physical terror and are aggressive toward 

women, particularly women who fail to adhere strictly to the prescribed 

Islamic dress code (Wahid 1986: 49). 

Although Aisyah Baidlowi does not discuss militant Islam (like Wahid does), 

she nevertheless refers to the differences between female modernist, 

traditionalist and fundamentalist Muslims in that all women play a role within 

the home and within society. However, the traditionalist and fundamentalist 

women are more domesticated while modernist women are more educated and 

politically minded and therefore progressive, like Muslimat members (herself 

included) (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 

Yenni Wahid believes that Indonesian traditionalist Muslims, who are 

members of the NU, are more tolerant of other cultures and this in turn 

enriches their teachings. They readily interact with other cultures and 

incorporate symbolism and values in their teachings, which are quite 

influential. In Arab nation states, Muslims establish loyalty with the leaders, 

but citizens instigate coups against the leaders in order to attain power. In 

contrast, NU leaders and/or members possess a strong sense of loyalty, which 

is binding on the leaders (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 
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The position between the modernist and traditionalist paradigms recently has 

shifted because the definition of traditionalist is no longer the same as in the 

past. Furthermore, modernist thinking is no longer associated exclusively with 

the Muhammadiyah social/religious organisation. She admits that she is not an 

expert on this issue, but believes there are two mainstreams of Islam currently 

existing. The lirst is the fnna/ists. The tnixa1ist women wear the jilbab 

(veil), wear clothing that covers their bodies (she fails to specify if this 

includes covering hands, face and feet) and because they lack basic knowledge, 

their interpretation of religion is rather narrow. The substantialists or 

essentialists have a deeper insight into Islam, enabling them to be more 

flexible and open-minded in terms of interpreting Islamic law. They also adapt 

and acknowledge the relevance of other religions more readily. Yenni Wahid 

believes that the dichotomy between traditionalists and modernists is greater 

than in the past (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

According to Yenni Wahid, the Indonesian province of Aceh has had a 

fundamentalist stigma attached to it, but Indonesian Muslims wanting an 

Islamic state for the province did not start on a fundamentalists footing. 

Originally they promoted secular ideas that upheld the way of life there. The 

people of the region have been suppressed for many years by the Indonesian 

military, people have been tortured, killed; and their natural resources have 

been pilfered. As a consequence, they have had no other alternative but to 

defend themselves against the military and government and are also 

demanding respect and a better way of life. Furthermore, because the majority 

of Acehenese are Muslim, they are now using Islam as a symbol for their 

struggle for independence because this helps unite people. Therefore, the 

Acehenese are not engaging in a religious war, unlike in other Indonesian 

provinces such as Ambon, where tension between Muslims and Christians is 

more overtly religious (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 
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The responses on this topic from Wahid, Aisyah Baidlowi and Yenni Wahid, 

varies. Wahid makes little distinction between the three different strands of 

Islani in relation to gender. The researcher could only cite two references in 

which Wahid discussed gender in the militant context (closer to the 

fundamentalist stream). Aisyah Baidlowi believes education has led those 

within Muslimat (for example) to adopt a more modernist way of thinking and 

Yenni Wahid relays that the NU still reflects traditionalist Islam. The reason 

for these discrepancies is perhaps due to the magnitude of the topic, which can 

be viewed from differing angles. 

Dress Code 

In an article entitled 'Pesantren Sebagai Subkultur' 'Pesantren as a Subculture' 

(Wahid 1974) (which is predominantly an article relating to the role of the 

iilaniii and kvai within the pesantren (Islamic boarding school) environment) 

Wahid comments 

For example the way women are expected to dress: covered except for their feet, 

hands, ankles and face. This is different to what is expected in the broader 

comniunity. Based on tlqh, loyalty and morality are displayed by these women. 

According to the •tiqli law of f'ada 'ii cu-a 'mat "good deeds come first". If these 

deeds are not adhered to, the soul can become unbalanced (Wahid 1974: 51, 52). 

In other words, women will receive a greater degree of respect by others if they 

practice "good deeds" by dressing according to Islamic law. 

Aisyah Baidlowi believes that traditionalist and fundamentalist women dress 

similarly, whereas modernist women are not as strict. She infers that when 

women dress appropriately they always cover up (except for their hands and 

face) and wear clothing that is not worn too tight. She claims that women in 

her family adhere to this dress- code within the home, particularly if there is a 

male present. In her view this is important as it benefits females because when 
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women dress in this fashion, men treat them much more respectfully, 

guaranteeing their safety (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 

Yenni Wahid maintains that traditionally the Islamic dress code materialized 

because women and men believed it was essential to protect themselves from 

harsh weather conditions in the Middle East (particularly those residing in 

desert regions). Whereas, today, Muslim women dress in this manner because 

they feel it protects them from the pre-dominant male culture. If a woman 

dresses inappropriately she is jeered at and openly harassed. According to 

Yenni Wahid, this should not occur anymore in the modern world where males 

and females are supposed to be treated equally. Based upon recent research 

conducted, some Muslim men believe that women who fail to cover 

themselves are in danger of being harassed or raped. However, this is a 

predominately male view, which has been accepted by society. She believes 

that other recent surveys dispel this notion, as most rapes occur because the 

victim is viewed as being vulnerable, not because she dresses in an unorthodox 

manner (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

Wahid, Aisyah Baidlowi and Yenni Wahid all feel that women should dress 

appropriately. Wahid believes that women who dress in this manner are 

adhering to jiqh and by doing so display a sense of loyalty and morality to the 

faith and to others. This thinking reflects his pesantren upbringing. Aisyah 

Baidlowi defines the Islamic dress- code in terms of the three different strands 

of Islam stating that modernist women dress less conservatively than the 

traditionalists and fundamentalists. Like Wahid, she believes that women 

should cover most of their body, but not their hands, feet and face. Yenni 

Wahid asserts that in the past women were expected to dress appropriately, but 

this should not apply as readily now. She also dispels the myth that women 

who dress inappropriately run a higher risk of being harassed or raped. 
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Polygamy 

Wahid acknowledges the important role and influence his parents played in 

shaping his views on polygamy 

Both lily mother and father had a very large impact on me, especially when I 

reahzed my father WS nionoganious. This was very different from ihose families 

where the father is polygamous. So we saw total devotion of our father to our 

mother. We never saw the family separated. The family is the father, mother and 

children. That is the basis of my view (Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

He notes that in the past there has been an attempt by Islamic scholars to apply 

the correct interpretation of laws pertaining to polygamy 

Take, for example, the case of Qur'anic verses allowing men to have more than one 

wife. The Qur'an says you may marry more than one wife, but should you feel you 

cannot do justice to them all, then marry only one. Now, how should we interpret 

this? What's the meaning of justice here? Allocation of tulle, income? (Wahid, 

Inside Indonesia, October, 1956: 3). 

Wahid asserts that the requirement for justice in relation to polygamy must be 

considered from the object's (the wife's) perspective. Therefore, a man should 

obtain written approval from his first wife if he wants to marry another woman 

(Wahid 1986: 5). 

He maintains 

My demand of social justice became something that was fixed in my political 

career. I learnt the ideology not lronl Islam, because it does not give social justice, 

only the name. I learnt from communism and nationalism about that and now I am 

interested in western civilization because of that. But western democracy has been 

unable to establish social justice. If you look at the blacks in the US and the 

HIspanics, the worse thing was western development. So only the whites rule 

American society, so that's why this keen sense of social justice has been violated. 

So my hero now is Sharif from Israel, who single handedly now tries to establish the 
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rule of the Indians after two liuiidred years of western democracy in Latin America 

(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

The 1974 Indonesian marriage law implied that the first wife must submit her 

written approval if her husband wanted to marry another woman. Wahid 

maintains that sometimes this was not logical because the woman was often 

forced by her husband to accept the second marriage (Wahid 1986: 43). 

Furthermore 

If necessary, we should have a plebiscite among women as to whether it is just for a 

man to have more than one wife. I am convinced that they will say no. And then in a 

democratic way we will decide that having more than one wife is prohibited. But 

when I say this I am attacked by the Muslim Women's Organisation! (Wahid 1986: 

4). 

At a 1994 workshop held in Indonesia Wahid focused on the subject of 

polygamy in the context of human rights. He alluded to what is stated in the 

preceding paragraphs but asks, "Therefore, if the government evicts small 

people's houses, we protest, because the people as the object are not involved 

in the decision-making process. Why can't we apply the same thing to 

polygamy?" (Wahid 1994: 43). 

Aisyah Baidlowi is not in favor of polygamy, but does not rule it out 

completely. She maintains that if the wife is ill and/or cannot bear children, 

then it should be considered and only sanctified with the first wife's 

permission. She also states that a marriage is stronger if monogamy is 

practiced, as long as the husband can financially support the wife and 

child/children (Aisyah Baidlow), interview, 2001). 

Sintah Nuriyah maintains that polygamy 
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Happens a lot in Indonesia, especially in circles that are financially well off. In 

principle the Koran allows a Muslim mail to marry up to four wOilleil. This rule was 

revealed in the Arab society at a time when men married far more than lour women. 

So the rule originally curlai Is the number of wonien allowed. Yet there is the 

inpunction that the husband has to he fair and just to all his wives. If a man fears that 

he cannot treat his wives equally, he is advised just to take one wife. The teaching 

can he interpreted in a material and a spiritual sense. Traditionally, justice here is 

interpreted in a material sense. If you can provide a house and a car for all your 

wives, you are OK. But that interpretation ignores other verses in the Koran that call 

for harmonious living between spouses and their children. This includes giving love 

and affection. It is difficult to he fair in dividing one's love, so here a man would he 

unjust. This creates great suffering for women and can he considered a farm of 

psychological violence (Doom-Harder 2001). 

She further states that when men practice polygamy they are in fact 

committing a sin because they make women suffer "to the point of committing 

suicide" and cause "great harm to their children" (Doom-I-larder 2001) 

Yenni Wahid maintains that many people forget that when the laws of Islam 

were first contrived, there was a certain pretext attached to these laws. For 

example one may ask why polygamy was introduced. According to Yenni 

Wahid, this occurred because at the time many women became widows 

because of war. As a result the ratio between women and men became 

imbalanced. This important prerequisite was later omitted from the original 

article of the Qur'an. The condition attached to the marriage law at a later date 

was that a male could marry more than one wife, providing he could be fair to 

all his wives. Men only acknowledged this specification because it placed them 

in an advantageous position. Furthermore, it was sanctified as law because men 

had the authority to issue the law without consulting females. This ruling in 

fact diminished the law and limited the movement of women. She asserts that 

it is an almost impossible task to practice polygamy because a male cannot be 

fair to all of his wives; so in reality it is a tionsensical option (Yenni Wahid, 

interview, September 22, 2001). 
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If we compare Wahid's view on polygamy to that of his sister, wife and 

daughter, all object to the practice of polygamy. Wahid mentions the influence 

his parents had on his own views on the matter. He also explains that women 

alone should define the meaning of justice and that there are flaws with the 

polygamy legislation such as pressure being applied to women to conform to 

the law. He presumes that Indonesian Muslim women would object to 

polygamy if a vote were held. Thus he adopts a human rights perspective on 

the issue. Aisyah Baidlowi maintains that polygamy should only be allowed if 

the first wife is ill or cannot have children. Therefore, she considers its use as a 

last resort only. Sintah Nuriyah highlights the contradictions apparent in 

Islamic texts regarding polygamy. Like Wahid she queries the meaning of 

justice but concludes that whichever way one interprets the law, the practice of 

polygamy can only lead to suffering for the women. Yenni Wahid states that 

even if the law permits men to practice polygamy as long as he is just to all his 

wives, it would be near impossible for a husband to be fair to more than one 

wife. Their views can be considered neo-modernist because they all view the 

law in terms of modern day realities. 

Inheritance 

Wahid professes that approximately two hundred years ago Muslim scholar, 

Sheik Arshat Banjang (who was born in the Indonesian province of South 

Kalimantan and educated in Medina/Mecca) declared in his Sunni law book, 

that under canon law, women were not entitled to half an inheritance from an 

estate. According to Sheik Banjang, canon law could not be applied in South 

Kalimantan, because both men and women were self-sufficient due to profiting 

frorn the construction and selling of boats. Women tended to the boats when 

their husbands were absent and so worked as well. As such they were 

considered co-workers, not just mere wives. Therefore, if either spouse died, 

the inheritance was equally divided. One of the religious texts contains this law 
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decision, which was written in Mecca, and brought back to Indonesia by Sheik 

Banjang. Unlike canon law, this interpretation of inheritance law was 

implemented and practiced throughout the province. NU ulama in Java later 

accepted and adopted this law as well. According to Wahid, one can recognize 

from this example, that women there were treated differently from their 

counterparts in the Middle East, or throughout the Indian sub-continent 

(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, 2001). 

In a transcript published in the journal Inside Indonesia (October 1986) Wahid 

expresses his opinion on some of the Islamic laws existing in Indonesia in 

1986. He states "For instance the Islamic law of inheritance, whereby 

daughters can inherit only half as much as the sons. This is not fair and 

something should be done to change this." He then refers to the laws 

introduced in Egypt in 1935, which changed this law "Ways have to be found 

in Indonesia to do that. Otherwise we create second-class citizens" (Inside 

Indonesia, October 1986: 4). He also believes there is a difference among 

educated as opposed to un-educated villagers who are entitled to an inheritance 

according tojIq/i. He states that educated people 

Do not think about the inheritance, let alone light br it. They do not care whether 

the inheritance will he divided evenly or not before the parents die. But, among 

those in the village with relatively lower education, inheritance is everything. 

Inheritance may become the source of family fights, and jIqli is often used as a 

means to 'suppress' others (Inside Indonesia, October, 1986: 38).  

This statement may reflect Wahid's own position on the matter, in terms of not 

fighting over an inheritance. He also makes a direct attack on fiqh by viewing 

it as an instrument of suppression, rather than liberation in this regard. More 

significantly, he is prepared to question fiqh. Furthermore, he believes that the 

Qur'an may need reinterpretation to reflect modern realities. Thus, the 

willingness to rethink traditional teachings is central to the analysis of his neo-

modern is ut 
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He also espouses that if the Qur'an prescribes females to receive half of an 

inheritance to their male counter-parts, then this law should be reinterpreted 

according to modern realities. He states that the idea of excluding females from 

an inheritance was written in the Qur'an at that time, according to the mores of 

that society. Islam now supports the rights and equality of women vis-à-vis 

their male counter-parts because individuals have reinterpreted this law. Many 

Muslim families in Indonesia and in the Middle East have reinterpreted the 

Qur'an according to their own beliefs. For example, his father decided that 

once the children became adults, they would be expected to divide the 

inheritance equally. Thus all the brothers' inheritance was donated to his two 

sisters, and this is what Wahid considers constitutional (Abdurrahman Wahid, 

interview, 2001). It is obvious from this summary that Wahid adopts a neo-

modernist perspective on inheritance issues. 

Aisyah Baidlowi shares a similar viewpoint to her brother on inheritance 

issues. She too believes that an inheritance should be divided equally among 

the children regardless of sex specification. She states that they have adopted 

this interpretation of the Qur'an because it was their parent's understanding of 

the law (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 

Yenni Wahid believes that in the past, men were seen as the bread- winners in 

the family and therefore it was necessary for them to receive a larger 

inheritance than females, but this has changed. Currently, many single women 

have financial obligations (similar to men) and so they have the same 

responsibilities as men, thus the unequal distribution of inheritance between 

siblings should be eradicated. Fortunately in Indonesia, Islamic law is not state 

law, and because of this there is more liberation for women in Indonesian 

society. However, within small communities across the archipelago some 

traditional Islamic laws are still being practiced. Yenni Wahid maintains that 

people should use their civil rights to lodge a protest against Islamic law being 
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superimposed on state law and on the state philosophy. She exclaims, "This is 

one way of saying no to male-minded Islamism!" Yenni Wahid confesses that 

her mother probably knows more about Islamic law than she does (Yenni 

Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001) (unfortunately she failed to elaborate 

upon her mother's views). 

Wahid and Aisyah Baidlowi contend that an inheritance should he divided 

equally among siblings and both mention their parents encouraging this type of 

thinking within the family. Wahid also describes the emergence of Islamic 

inheritance laws in Indonesia; and makes the point that unfair distribution of 

inheritance can create "second class citizens." He also stresses that inheritance 

laws should always he interpreted according to modern realities. He therefore 

views these laws from a historical, human rights and neo-modernist 

perspective. Similarly, Yenni Wahid refers to the historical context to which 

unequal division of inheritance was once upheld. She also discusses the 

changing role of women in society, and that it is more conducive to modern 

realities to have civil, rather than Islamic law implemented in Indonesia. Thus, 

all three adopt a neo-modernist stance on inheritance laws, which was also 

encouraged by Yenni's grandparents. Yenni Wahid believes that her mother is 

well informed on such issues. 

Dc Facto Relationships 

It is obvious from the following statement that Wahid objects to de facto 

relationships 

Living together without marriage is a social disease. Therefore, it' there are niany 

people living together without marriage in a certain place, and nothing is done about 

it, the disease will spread. It' the disease is 1ought, it will stop. So, it is not a 

permanent disease, which requires special treatment. It is just a social tradition, 

which should he controlled (Wahid 1994: 39). 
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This view- point illustrates that Wahid adheres to one of the major laws, which 

underpins the very essence of religion (not just for Islam). Thus there are no 

variations found on laws pertaining to de facto relationship as stipulated in the 

Qur'an, 1-ladiths and other sacred texts. Wahid adopts the moral high ground 

on this issue by believing that sex before marriage is inappropriate, as de facto 

relationships make a mockery out of marriage. He advises, "For those who live 

together without marriage, please get married" (Wahid 1994: 39). He believes 

there are legal and social risks attached to de facto relationships. For example, 

the male partner may leave the woman and thus the woman is left unprotected. 

He adds, "Well, there is freedom indeed. But there is a limit to freedom, more 

for the sake of protecting the woman" (Wahid 1994: 40). This view can be 

considered a little naïve and chauvinistic because under these circumstances 

the female also has the option of leaving the male partner. 

Aisyah Baidlowi believes that laws pertaining to polygamy contained in the 

1974 Indonesian marriage law resulted in an increase in the number of de facto 

relationships throughout Indonesia. She condemns de facto relationships 

outright as the Qur'an forbids it, on the basis that if unmarried couples have 

children, this can and will create problems for the child or children born out of 

wedlock (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 

Where Wahid feels the woman is the victim in de facto relationships, his sister 

believes children are adversely affected, particularly if the relationship fails, 

which both assume is more likely than not. Their response to this issue cannot 

be viewed in a neo-modernist light because the subject-matter is relatively 

fixed according to Islamic law and on this occasion the issue has no place in 

Islam. Unfortunately the researcher did not question Yenni Wahid on this issue 

and could not secure an interview with Sintah Nuriyah. 
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Family Planning 

In an article written by Wahid in 1980-which explores the relationship 

between development, society and religion-he delves into the family planning 

issue by asserting 

Old fashioned kyai like kyai Sohari have a logical and rationality that is all their 

own, even though it differs from that based upon modern thought. They also have 

the ability to apply principles drawn from religious conclusions to concrete cases in 

accordance with what they understand to he the needs of the day. If this sort of 

rationality does not lead to a rational outlook in things such as kyai Sohari's view of 

Family Planning, is it not so likely that the children will adopt a rational approach, 

without having to severe their roots in the religious principles that they inherited 

from their fathers? Is it not enough that there are now many kyai who accept the 

concept of' Family Planning even though their fathers certainly did not'?" (Barton 

1996: 313). 

In stating this, Wahid criticizes NU representatives who hold a traditionalist 

view on issues pertaining to family planning. He expresses his contempt for 

their inability to modernize their views and warns this will lead to a backlash 

among the younger generation of Muslims. He also mentions the family 

planning issue in another 1980 article. He states that it should be viewed in 

light of economic issues and the population explosion. He encourages 

decreasing the birth rate as a means of achieving this and states that the 

religion of Islam should legitimize this approach (Wahid 1980: 5). This is a 

typical neo-modernist response to the issue at hand. 

The most comprehensive assessment made by Wahid on family planning is 

documented in a seven-page article. It reflects his principle thinking on what 

he believes is also the Indonesian Muslim majoritys' point of view. He makes 

this clear to members of the Department of Religion in Developing a 

Demography Program for Indonesia at a workshop held by the Department's 

staff in Jakarta (March 19 - 21 , 198 I) of which the article under review is the 
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product. Wahid mentions his use of the word demography is purely in relation 

to family planning. He begins by noting the relevant connection between the 

birth rate and old and new forms of contraception. He states that he hopes his 

audience will not misunderstand his intent, as some of the matters may still be 

too sensitive to discuss. He wants to avoid controversy, but if this arises he 

notes it will be a productive outcome because it may encourage members from 

the Muslim community to engage in further discussion on the issue of 

demography/family planning. He stresses that in the past, Muslim leaders have 

raised these issues, but failed to intensely scrutinize the topic (Wahid 1981: 

82). 

Wahid has summarized his views on family planning in a table that is divided 

into three sections deniographv problem, status problem and intbrmation.  He 

identifies six scenarios arising from these three topics. (I) The majority of 

Muslims agree with the notion of large families but their reasoning is not based 

on a proper assessment of the demographic situation in Indonesia. (2) Family 

planning regulations have been organised by institutes. The majority of people 

accept this, but they make a critique of their implementation. However, 

information derived from representatives from these institutes does not 

materialize from the same source as the Family Planning Institute. (3) There is 

use of the pill, condoms and the traditional hit and miss remedy, with majority 

approval but the information should he confirmed via interpretation of Islamic 

law. (4) The use of lUDs guarantees a better result (for women who do not 

wish to fall pregnant), but this has been rejected except in Tunisia because this 

practice contravenes Islamic law. (5) The majority of Muslims have rejected 

the use of a more positive contraception method such as vasectomy or 

tubectomies, but for countries like Tunisia and Bangladesh there is a 

willingness to explore this further. People reject this option because they fear it 

will end their capacity to reproduce again. (6) All Muslims condemn abortion 

outright, except in Tunisia. There is a legal dispute within the realm of modern 



140 

Islam between the Hanafi and Iniam Ghazali schools of thought as to when an 

abortion should take place during pregnancy. 

Wahid asserts that confusion may arise among representatives of the different 

strands of Islam, due to the various remedies being suggested for family 

planning. He states that NU leaders have rejected the vasectomy and 

tubectornies techniques of contraception (during a meeting held in 1980) 

because of the reasons mentioned above. This was despite the fact that surgical 

operations had previously been conducted on people residing in remote 

villages in Bangladesh throughout 1978. The same practice was exercised in 

Tunisia, particularly for women who had already given birth successfully 

(Wahid 1981: 84,85, 86). 

Wahid then states why he is fivor of having contraception employed within 

society. First, he notes that if there are too many people, this will impinge upon 

the existence of human beings both at a personal and community level, and 

adversely affect their social and economic well - being. Secondly, if the 

population explosion continues, especially among Muslims, this may create an 

imbalance between Muslims and non-Muslims, which could be detrimental to 

the globe in the future. Thirdly, if Islamic law is promoted as the supreme 

ruling in people's lives then this will undermine people's happiness and hope 

in achieving prosperity, particularly in the context of family planning. 

Fourthly, those following Islamic law must consider the methodology and 

decisions made according to that law and the legal reasoning found in the law. 

These three elements contained in the law must be applied in a flexible and 

sensitive manner (Wahid 1981:   87). 

Based on work carried out by Solichah Hasyim and Aisyah Baidlowi under the 

Suharto regime on the family planning initiative, it can be assumed that their 

involvement in this area impacted upon Wahid's thinking. From reading his 

detailed classification system on family planning presented to government 
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officials in 1981, it appears he had very specific information relating to this 

issue. He also displays a neo-modernist interpretation of family planning by 

placing modern realities above outdated Islamic doctrine. 

When Wahid was president of Indonesia in early 2000 he made clear his 

intolerance toward officials of the National Family Planning Board (BKKBN), 

whom he suspected were manipulating the population figures. He was 

frustrated by suggestions made by the Board's members that the birthrate 

among Indonesians was in decline, when in fact the population figures were 

proving otherwise. He claimed that such misrepresentation would be harmful 

to the country's future population (Jakarta Post, March 29, 2000). This 

displays that even as president and approximately twenty years after he wrote 

and presented the family planning paper to those representing the Suharto 

regime, he still had an avid interest in this issue. 

Aisyah Baidlowi and Solichah Hasyim worked directly with the Suharto 

regime on family planning projects from the late 1960s onward. Aisyah 

Baidlowi believes that the Suharto government's Family Planning Program 

was directed solely at women. However, under the Wahid administration the 

Family Planning Program was aimed at both sexes and therefore became a 

joint responsibility. Furthermore, the quality of life within the family was an 

additional theme, outlined and encouraged throughout the revised Family 

Planning Program under Wahid. It focused on improving health, education and 

living conditions and recommended the use of contraception among married 

couples. Once again education was the key in reinforcing this message to the 

Indonesian populace. The values of life were also emphasized in this context 

(Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). 

Wahid and his sister have adopted a neo-modernist interpretation of such laws 

because Wahid justifies family planning in terms of the population explosion 

and other social factors. This is quite courageous considering for most 
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religions the use of contraception is taboo. Aisyah Baidlowi does not explicitly 

state her support for family planning, but instead describes the differences 

between Suharto and Wahid's approach to such initiatives whilst they were 

president at different stages of Indonesia's history. 

Domestic Violence and Child Prostitution 

The researcher did not ask questions relating to domestic violence but Aisyah 

Baidlowi spoke freely on this issue and the researcher managed to find a 

secondary source on Sintah Nuriay's views on this topic. It should also be kept 

in mind that Sintah Nuriyah is an anti-domestic violence campaigner. As such 

a comparative analysis on this issue between these two women has been 

included below. Unfortunately the views of Wahid and Yenni Wahid on this 

issue were not obtained. 

Aisyah Baidlowi claims that cases of domestic violence are rarely reported in 

Indonesia due to family pride. Women do not speak out against this form of 

abuse because they feel it will bring shame to the family. Furthermore, 

neighbors do not report such cases out of respect for how family members may 

feel if this type of behavior is reported. One final comment made by Aisyah 

Baidlowi on gender issues promotes the idea that women in Indonesia should 

participate more frequently in the development process and that men and 

women should work together toward national development (Aisyah Baidlowi, 

interview, 2001) 

In an interview with Indonesian journalists T. Triwikromo and Hj. 

Soesotyowati, in 2001, Sintah Nuriyah expressed briefly her views on 

domestic violence within the broader gender context. She espouses that men 

treat women unfairly because of their interpretation of the Qur'an. Men use 

these laws to discriminate against women. Some of these laws are biased, but 

males fail to recognize this. This attitude is prevalent within the home, a 
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domain where the law cannot be iniplemented. However, she believes that 

males are biologically stronger than females and men often feel stronger 

because they provide the basic necessities for women. Women are dependent 

on men in this regard. Sintah Nuriyah maintains that men alone should not be 

blamed for adopting this attitude, because based on studies conducted by 

female sociologists and social scientists discriminatory male attitudes toward 

women have also emerged due to inherent weaknesses found in women 

(Triwikromo and Soesotyowati 2000). She claims that many women allow 

their husbands to beat them and they feel ashamed in speaking out against their 

husband (Doom-Harder 2001). 

Sintah Nuriyah also comments on the issue of child prostitution. She maintains 

that if people are failing to understand "gender relationships within families, in 

which girls are more often victims," this will fail to eradicate the real problem 

of finding solutions relating to morals and religion. She states "The belief that 

having sex with youngsters is safer is incorrect; and the increasing needs of 

poor families in surviving the economic crisis have both led to an increase in 

child sex workers." She also states that there has been an increase in the 

number of child sex workers in Indonesia and men are under a false impression 

by believing that if they have sex with a child rather than an adult, they are less 

likely to contract the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) (Jakarta 

Post, March 30, 2000). It should be noted too that Aisyah Baidlowi also has 

an avid interest in this area and lobbies the government in order to try and have 

legislation implemented that protects children from being exploited (elaborated 

on in Chapter Two). 

Indonesian Muslim Women 

Wahid asserted in a 1997 interview that women are equal to men because God 

created all on an equal basis. Islam recognizes the importance of women 

because the Qur'an views wives as "fields to be tilled," which means they are 
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the source of life. Without the wife, "the husband is nothing." Even though 

they have equal status, they also have different rights and duties. He also points 

out that in agrarian society, the role of the family in social life was central 

because social stratification was based on one's ancestry, rather than on one's 

profession and/or according to the law. This increased the importance of 

family ties, because female family members were recognized as being equal to 

males. When the laws came to Indonesia, Indonesians adopted these laws. The 

jIqh, which viewed women as being subordinate to men, was tempered with 

reality and common respect for women was eventually upheld. He believes 

that throughout Southeast Asia, women preferred to be treated in this manner. 

For example, when NU developed the pesantrens in 1923, they began to 

engage women formally in various religious, social and educational activities 

(Ahdurrahman Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). 

Wahid suggests that Muslim families in Indonesia have managed to maintain 

their own views on women, apart from their counterparts in other areas of the 

Muslim world, for example, India, Iran and other Arabian countries. There are 

several similarities between the views of Muslims in Indonesia and those held 

by Muslims in Africa. However because Indonesia has its own traditions, 

Indonesia can be viewed in isolation. The role of women was and still is 

significant for people in Southeast Asia, whether one is a Buddhist in Thailand, 

Burma, Vietnam, or a Catholic in the Philippines. Indonesians have their own 

outlook in relation to the recognition of the role of women. For example, these 

women have participated in trade professions and have their own careers and 

resources (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). Here Wahid 

strongly alludes to the politics of location in a gender context. 

Furthermore, Wahid claimed (during a workshop in 1994) that Indonesian 

women possess more freedom than women residing in Saudi Arabia. For 

example, Indonesian women are free to work within society, chaperones are a 

phenomenon of the past and co-education enables boys and girls to partake in 
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school activities together (Wahid 1994: 38). Wahid also suggests that career 

women in Indonesia may become involved in extra-marital affairs, but claims 

that these women "have strong morals." He then puts forth the question "how 

can we prevent and overcome these negative excesses? It is not easy, actually. 

It involves ethics, moral, economics and employment" (Wahid 1994: 39). This 

is a rather contradictory response to the behavior of career women. 

In an article published in Pris,na (Tamara, 1990: 23-27), political analyst Nasir 

Tamara discusses Wahid's views on Indonesian women. According to Tamara, 

Wahid claims that the elite in Indonesia should be doing more in terms of 

"creating a theoretical framework for developing ideas on the state according 

to Islam" (Tamara 1990: 25). Wahid suggests three solutions in achieving this 

task and maintains that the third remedy for the current dilemma encompasses 

striking a balance between different social ideas and "formulating positive and 

constructive views" via Islam. He professes that this will enable people to 

participate in numerous development activities such as "family planning, child 

education, marriage and improving family life" and this will be left up to 

"social self-reliance." Wahid concludes, "none of these will be handled well if 

Islamic political thinking does not evolve" (Tamara 1990: 25). Wahid's desired 

outcome is that Indonesians are able to participate in different development 

activities that affect men and women, such as family planning. Thus he is 

viewing such issues in a gender context. 

When Wahid was Indonesian president he had the opportunity to activate 

policy-making, which could have improved the standing of Indonesian women. 

However, it appears that Wahid did little in this area because he was too 

preoccupied with trying to attract foreign investors back to Indonesia and was 

confronted with the task of holding onto his own position (Aisyah Baidlowi, 

interview, 2001). However, he did attenipt to assist Indonesian women 

throughout this period. For example, he enacted changing the name of the 
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Ministry of Women's Affairs3  to the Ministry of Women's Empowerment, and 

appointed a female, Khofifah Indra Parawansa, to this position (she was also 

working in the economic field for Muslimat beforehand). He also allowed for 

the merging of the Ministry of Women's Empowerment with the head of the 

Family Planning Board. Thus one minister catered for two departments. 

In an interview conducted by Vanessa Johanson with Khofifah Parawansa, 

published in Inside Indonesia she states that she is more interested in lobbying, 

and that she was finding it difficult to "get gender on the agenda" during 

cabinet meetings because of other overriding concerns. Furthermore, female 

participation within the Indonesian bureaucracy was limited because women 

were not encouraged to extend their education. On a more progressive note, 

she points out that under the Wahid administration "women's rights were 

inserted into the constitution" but "when we talk about human rights, they 

often translate "human" as "men." She claims there were still about eight Acts, 

"which have no gender perspective" and that "we are trying to get them 

changed" (Johanson 2001: 4, 5). 

Political analyst Margot Cohen mentions Wahid's popularity among women in 

the NU (when he was president) (Cohen 1999d). According to Cohen, these 

women praised him because he urged women to participate in his newly 

formed political party the National Awakening Party (PKB). PKB leaders were 

attempting to attract members from the NU. Wahid had also "successfully 

lobbied for a NU decree on gender equality, paving the way for advocacy of 

women's reproductive rights" (Cohen 1999d: 21). Interestingly, Sintah 

Nuriyah had commenced writing a Masters thesis in 1997 on the effects of 

child marriage on the female reproductive system (see Chapter Two), so it is 

questionable whether she influenced Wahid into lobbying NU for the 

reproductive rights of women. 

3The position of'  Minister br Women's Affairs was birsi established in 1983 under Suharto, 
which according to Blackburn writing in 1994 "commands virtually no power of resources" 
(Blackburn 1994: 177). 
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Wahid agreed with MPR members in holding a referendum as to whether 

Syari'ah law (traditional Islamic law) should be legalized in the Indonesian 

province of Aceh. Wahid admits he was in fact coerced into complying with 

this referendum. He professes he did not want Syari'ah law implemented in 

Aceh, but parliamentarians wanted this and he had to agree with the vote in 

order to avoid being unconstitutional (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, 

September 21, 2001). In other words, he is against the more traditional or 

fundamentalist forms of Islam, because he is a neo-modernist. 

In 2001, Wahid stated that he believes Indonesian women could be assisted via 

education, as the more education they receive, the better. According to Islamic 

law, both men and women should have equal access to education. He also 

advocates the setting up of courses designed to make women more aware of 

their rights (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, September 21, 2001). Again, this 

reflects his neo-modernist leanings, as education does advance women. 

Furthermore, he delivered a ninety-minute monologue to non-Muslim 

community leaders/members and leaders of women's organisations in March 

2000. He stated that worshippers of any religion deserve equal opportunity to 

practice their faith, and the Ministry of Religious Affairs should treat them 

equally. He maintained, "It is just normal that the Ministry of Religious Affairs 

is dominated by Muslims. But that does not mean that it eliminates other 

people's rights" (Jakarta Post, March 22, 2000: 1). This illustrates his ability 

to marry religious issues with human rights concerns. 

Wahid taught Yenni Wahid and her sisters to have more patience in 

participating in the women's movement. He once told her "Okay you have this 

dream of seeing women in society liberated but in reality that is still a long 

way to achieve and at the moment you cannot think people are had just 

because they don't agree to that. What you do is teach them. You try and open 
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their eyes." He believes this can he achieved via education. Yenni Wahid 

admits her father does not want to focus on the Indonesian women's struggle, 

in terms of actively campaigning for this, but he will support the movement 

and people are aware of the stance he has adopted (Yenni Wahid, interview, 

September 22, 2001). 

On the topic of Indonesian women, Sintah Nuriyah asserts 

The condition of women is closely related to their social level. In the lower classes, 

all are poor, but there is some kind of equal division of tasks. Men and wonien are 

working together to make a living. They both take care of the children, and 

important decisions for the household are made together. There is, however, a trend 

to give preference to boys when it comes to schooling. Gender inequality is more 

prevalent in the middle classes and up. Here, husbands earn better incomes, which 

give them economic power over the women who become dependent on them. Also 

on this level, we find a lot of psychological abuse, such as husbands having a 

mistress or secretly marrying a second wife (Doom-Harder, 2001). 

In drawing this conclusion Sintah Nuriyah has equated class with sex 

discrimination, based on a male's earning capacity. She also touches on 

polygamy and as in her prior comments relating to polygamy (discussed 

above) she mentions the "psychological abuse" women can be subjected to. 

Yenni Wahid admits her mother supports the Indonesian women's movement 

because she believes in what it represents. This is her main issue of concern, 

and she is actively engaged in this. In fact she assists in providing shelters for 

women who are subjected to abuse and also consults women regarding their 

rights and issues relating to gender equality. She is also involved in 

reinterpreting a book that contains Islamic law on women, which she believes 

is the right interpretation, but of course her view may distort the findings 

(Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 
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According to Yenni Wahid, during the period of the Prophet Muhammad, he 

liberated women by placing them in elite positions within Arabic society, 

whereas previously, "women were seen as nothing more than a curse" (Yenni 

Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). For example, mothers practiced 

female infanticide because it was customary to believe females would bring 

misery and shame to the family. The Prophet abolished this law and practice. 

She poses the question "One may ask how come there is this composition 

between what the Prophet did and what the law stipulates?" She then exclaims 

"There must he a missing link, and the missing link is women's inclusion in 

the interpretation of the law!" (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

Yenni Wahid believes that Indonesian women can play a greater role than men 

if only they were united and were able to fight for these principles. She 

maintains it will take time to achieve this kind of equality because it is still too 

dangerous, especially in Southeast Asia "where women play a decisive role in 

the background." However, women can shape decision-making because of 

their power and in a sense women are the avenues of change. She 

acknowledges women still play a more private, rather than public role but what 

is lacking at the moment is something that unites them. Women need a female 

figure in order to show them that it is possible to have a greater role, without 

being disrespectful toward male family members (Yenni Wahid, interview, 

September 22, 2001). 

Seeing the liberation of Indonesian women, according to Yenni Wahid, is 

equally important to herself as it is for Wahid. She claims she has offered her 

opinion and advice to her father concerning the role of women, but he 

sometimes advises her and others to be realistic. She contends that she cannot 

classify herself as being an active "feminist" within Indonesia, but identifies 

readily with the civil rights movement (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 

2001). 
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Wahid adopts a historical perspective and discusses Islam in terms of the 

politics of location because he describes Indonesia's experience of Islam and 

gender as being unique. In his capacity as president, he made a few changes for 

example, appointing a feniale to the ministerial post of Women's Affairs. 

Thus, as president he was in an ideal position to improve women's position, at 

least at the elite level. Therefore, he tried to play an active role in this process 

but with little success. In contrast to Wahid's assessment of the role of women, 

Sintah Nuriyah equates class distinction to gender equality, claiming that there 

is more sex discrimination against women from the Indonesia middle-class, 

due to the husband's earning capacity. Yenni Wahid also relays the historical 

importance in viewing Indonesian women in terms of the role played by the 

Prophet Muhammad in liberating women. She believes that currently in order 

for Indonesian women to become stronger, they need a uniting force, 

preferably in the form of a strong female leader. (Obviously Megawati does 

not epitomize this for her). 

Western Women 

Wahid acknowledges there is a feminist movement existing in the west. 

Awareness of the need to equalize the rights of women, as part of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights is essential. He claims new reading material has 

influenced him but maintains he thought like that previously, because of his 

family. The United Nations (UN) has progressed on its position toward women 

but 

The women's movement has to he aware of one fact, that they have reached a stage 

now where their attitudes are too much, their demands on been given special 

treatment and services has become too excessive. Attitudes toward wonien will 

backfire because in it sense, the male leaders already feel that they have done what 

they can. They share their ideas, so there is no need for the women to he arrogant 

toward the men, to he accusing iiien of being lazy in that matter (Ahdurrahman 

Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). 
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This general statement reflects more than anything Wahid's own 

misunderstanding of western females who may be expressing "excessive 

demands." Furthermore, he fails to mention explicitly which male leaders feel 

that they have already participated in improving women's standing within 

society. Calling such women "arrogant" reveals Wahid's hostile attitude 

toward women who feel that the only way to curb male chauvinism within 

society is to be more vocal. The statement also reflects a slight bias on Wahid's 

behalf toward western women. 

Wahid also claims that throughout the world men are beginning to resent the 

feminist movement "because of their very rigid attitude toward people, not 

because of their thoughts, their thoughts are valid." He describes the "feminist" 

movement as being "a matter of good songs, had singers" and refers to these 

leaders as being "narrow-minded people, always suspicious of male attitudes, 

like a bitter pill" (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). He 

maintains that the feminist movement in Indonesia is led by different 

organisations (unlike in the west) but does not elaborate on this point. 

A discussion was held in Indonesia in the mid-1990s on the rights of women 

and how their position within society may be improved. Wahid made a joke 

highlighting the prevalent view among the males in general, that males are 

more superior compared to females in knowledge, rationality and so on and 

women are more creative and emotional. According to Wahid, this observation 

does not reflect an imbalance of status between men and women. He explained 

that this is still prevalent, although he disagrees with this, because in his view, 

women can be more rational and intelligent than men because "they have a 

higher concentration level, are good at studying and participate more readily in 

activities." The only difference is that the temptation to abandon this tradition 

is less so for females (Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). 
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Wahid joked to the audience "Garbo said to Einstein they should marry and 

they will have a daughter who is as beautiful as herself and have the brains of 

Einstein." He then asked, "What if it is a reversed case?" His female audience 

was not impressed by this joke because according to Wahid "they hold a rigid, 

non-compromising attitude and are always complaining." He warned that 

women "should be careful of their own forces, because if they don't handle 

their power in a very smart way, they will he denied equality once again by 

men" (Abdurrahrnan Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). However, he fails to 

define what "their power" is. Wahid ignores the fact that the "feminist" 

movement in the west cannot be classified in general terms, as there are many 

different facets to western "feminist" thinking, as there are among Muslim 

"feminist" ideologies. If anything, this oversight reflects Wahid's lack of 

understanding on the topic. 

In contrast to this view, Yenni Wahid adopts a slightly more rational response 

to questions pertaining to women in the west. She maintains that women's 

position within western nations is "very good" but wages between women and 

men are still unequal (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

Furthermore, western women are still hindered from being employed in certain 

jobs because of their gender. She is under the impression that just recently real 

equality was finally practiced and that such thinking was probably first 

discussed by female feminist writers such as Germaine Greer and Naomi 

Wolfe. But this situation can also disadvantage men, she explains. For 

example, men are always expected to pay when dating women. From her point 

of view, this is also unfair [to men]. Nevertheless, she believes women in the 

west have more freedom (Yenni Wahid, interview, September 22, 2001). 

Wahid tends to be less specific than his daughter in pointing out discrepancies 

between men and women in the west. Based on his comments, it is obvious 

that he lacks a rational understanding of the women's movement in the west 

and as such tends to make gross generalizations. Contrarily, Yenni Wahid is 
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more specific and subtle as reflected by her comments. Unfortunately, Aisyah 

Baidlowi felt she did not know enough about the women's movement in the 

west to comment on the issue, but figured western women still encounter 

problems similar to those confronting Indonesian women, for example, 

domestic violence (Aisyah Baidlowi, interview, 2001). In fact she asked the 

researcher's views on this topic in order to better understand these issues from 

a western female perspective. 

Women and Human Rights 

At the 1994 workshop entitled 'Islam and the Advancement of Women', 

Wahid communicated a very detailed and informative paper based on his views 

on gender, particularly in the Indonesian and Islamic context. The paper begins 

with a briefing of his views on basic human rights, which he claims should be 

available to both men and women, according to Islam. He maintains that these 

basic human rights are defined as such 

I .Thc right to physical safety, both for men and women. This also means the rights 

of citizens to he afforded protection. A citizen may not he tortured or imposed into 

any physical sanction, except if he or she has committed an offense according to 

proper legal procedures. 2. The basic right for the safety of one's faith. One cannot 

he forced to follow a certain faith unless he or she chooses it. 3. The basic right for 

the purity of the offspring and safety of the family. Women have the same right as 

men on this. 4. The basic right for safety of personal property. 5. The basic right for 

professional safety or safety at work. Islam recognizes this (Wahid 1994: 33). 

He then states that further clarification needs to be undertaken on women's 

basic rights; and he adopts a defensive posture by asserting "There is often 

confusion which leads to misperception, as if Islam were against this, as if 

Islam did not give equal rights to men and women, as if men had more rights 

than women." He points out that the statement taken from the Qur'an which 

has been interpreted as implying that "men are responsible for women" is 
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anthropological because it suggests that "men are more resilient and more 

responsible for women's safety than the other way round." He then claims that 

one could look at it from a psychological slant as well because it means that 

women are weak. But his counter-argument to this is "But women have 

power; they can choose men... For example, a girl student can choose who she 

wants to go with. ..It is natural that men pursue women" (Wahid 1994: 34). 

Wahid also maintains that equality of rights as defined by gender is 

constitutional, not theological and that in Indonesia "men and women are not 

discriminated by the law" (Wahid 1994: 35). This prevents Indonesians from 

viewing the law from a purely religious angle as well (Wahid 1994: 37). 

Whether or not in a pre-dominant Muslim society men and women have equal 

standing before the law is a point of interest for Wahid (Wahid 1994: 4). He 

states that a balance is needed between different social ideas and that Islam 

must be encouraged to "formulate positive and constructive views" so that 

people can partake in various development activities (Tamara 1990: 25). 

He further maintains 

It is true that all of our legal products rellected in the flqh hooks, etc. tend to favor 

men over women. If we want to establish the Indonesian fiqh, we have to start 1mm 

here. In the realistic jlq/i of Indonesia, women may become religious teachers, 

religious judges, president etc. and many people practice the wasvivarul wajibah 

(divide inheritance equally before one dies, and the rest will he divided according to 

Islam). In other words, people avoid the formal JIqh and practice their own fiqh 

(Wahid 1994: 37) 

If one considers this statement as opposed to what is stated by Wahid in the 

preceding paragraph, he has promoted Indonesian law above the "legal 

products reflected in the Jiqi, books" in terms of producing a form of equality 

among Indonesian men and women. 
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Wahid admits that he studied Syari'ah closely and found that women have 

rights of their own, but these rights are ignored because of male domination. 

For example, Sukarno's womanizing tendencies typified this form of behavior 

(he exercised polygamy). Wahid admits that he has never supported this. He 

recalls that when he began to recognize that his mother had actively 

contributed to Indonesian society and had become the "mother hen" of NU, he 

then began to develop a new appreciation for the role of women (Abdurrahman 

Wahid, interview, September 21, 2001). 

Role of Nyai 

Female teachers have been allocated the title nvai (the equivalent of the male 

title, kvai). Wahid adds that "the nvais are like queens, sometimes more 

powerful than the kings. They do not just teach the Qur'an; this type of 

teaching also relies heavily upon their own personal ability." The nvai  often 

reflect and uphold religious status within the pesantrens, and are usually taught 

everything their husbands are taught, including the Arabic language, Qur'an 

and Islamic law. Nvai also teach general subjects. This procedure developed 

during the mid-1970s when the majority of female students were being taught 

in pesantrens as well as in general schools. Wahid believes that the role of the 

nyai in the pesantren was and continues to be of central importance. For 

example, the lcvais have limited time to contact spirits (which they are taught 

during spirit classes), so kvais always delegate the jobs to their wives (he is 

alluding to the aspect of mysticism within the teachings of Islam) 

(Abdurrahman Wahid, interview, January 26, 1997). 

Female Pesantrens 

Wahid has expressed his support for the political role of women within 

pesantren circles. In the past he taught among the female pesantrens and 

managed to extract a very in depth understanding of their perspective. As a 
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consequence, he invited about twenty women and a few men to a workshop on 

the rights of women, which was organised by a corporation called the Human 

Inspiration of Human Rights and Islamic Law, in the 1990s. It was a very 

lively informal discussion and from that discussion they organised many 

activities. During the pesantren deliberations in the past, Wahid always 

consulted the leaders of the female pesantrens (Abdurrahman Wahid, 

interview, January 26, 1997). This shows that he takes their ideas and views 

seriously and feels content in involving himself in issues pertaining to women. 

Conclusion 

This chapter began with a brief description on the emergence of Islam and 

Faziur Rahman's concept of neo-modernism was a necessary starting point for 

this chapter. According to Barton and others it is a blending of the traditional 

and modernist strands of Islam. More importantly, it espouses to apply Islamic 

law to modern day realities, with the use of modern technology and is regarded 

progressive. It was necessary to begin the chapter on this footing in order to 

locate Wahid the thinking of Wahid and his female inner circle in terms of 

Islamic law that affects Muslim women. 

Once the comparative analysis on their views was complete, findings revealed 

there were striking parallels and slight differences in their perspectives. All 

tend to consider modern day realities before interpreting Islamic law. For 

example, all object to the practice of polygamy, questioning the meaning of 

justice. But by the same token on some of the issues they tended to view the 

issue from slightly different angles, for example the way they each described 

(except for Sintah Nuriyah) their understanding of the different strands of 

Islam. This not only illustrates the nuances in their views, but the complexities 

involved in understanding and giving correct and precise understandings of 

specific issues pertaining to specific laws. 
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Apart from adopting a neo-modernist perspective on some of the laws of Islam 

there were issues such as de facto relationships, which Wahid in particular 

condemned because it undermines one of the fundamental laws of Islam, 

marriage. Discussion or consideration of such an issue has no real place in 

Islamic law and therefore can neither he classified as reflecting neo-modernist 

aspirations nor traditional ones. 

Although Wahid and the women form part of a broader spectrum of a specific 

Islamic world-view (symbolizing the Indonesian Muslim majority) for the 

purpose of this study, an attempt has been made to view this in terms of their 

interaction with each other and understanding of each other. Hence the Sunni 

Muslim world-view has been presented via Wahid and the women closest to 

him. Their mutual understanding of Islamic law brings them closer together 

because they are Muslim women and he understands their position within 

Indonesian society and vice versa. Hence by comparing their views, one 

explores their thinking as individuals rather than determining to what extent 

their views deviate or correlate with the majority of Indonesian Muslims. This 

methodology makes the analysis more personalized, which compliments the 

biographical aspect of the study and brings one closer to understanding further 

the importance of these inter-personal relationships. 
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Conclusion 

This study has explored the life and thinking of Ahdurrahman Wahid. It has 

looked at the relationships between Wahid and four women in the context of 

the Suharto regime, Megawati Sukarnoputri and the interpretation of Islamic 

law in a neo-modernist context. This study explains the way the women in his 

family circle have helped shape his thought and the direction of his political 

career. Their influence has also been crucial in determining his understanding 

of the construction of gender in Indonesian society and, as a neo-modernist, of 

the application of Islamic teachings to Indonesian society. These influences 

have been used to explain his career in the context of his ambiguous position 

towards the Suharto regime, his misplaced assumptions concerning his 

relationship with Megawati Sukarnoputri, and his interpretation of Islamic law 

in an Indonesian context. 

This biography of Abdurrahman Wahid has established that the formative 

influence in his life was his mother. The first chapter details their relationship 

(in a inter-related biographical light) to their male forbearers, NU and 

Muslirnat, the Suharto regime, and issues affecting Indonesian Muslim women 

(including government policy making and what is ascribed in the Hadiths and 

Qur'an). Most authors who have commented on NU refer often to NU's 

accommodationist tendencies. It was necessary to try and establish whether 

Solichah Hasyirn and Wahid could be viewed in this light, post-1965, in 

determining whether their democratic leanings were genuine as this has been a 

very controversial point, which in a sense has haunted Wahid's political career. 

Based on Barton's assessment of neo-modernisrn (as well as others) one can 

readily equate a democrat with a neo-modernist, which, in Wahid's case, can 

only be viewed in an Islamic and gender light. Thus, if he has genuine 

democratic tendencies, he can successfully be classified as a neo-rnodernist 

and as such his views on gender can be interpreted likewise. This is 
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fundamental in gaining a deeper insight into Ahdurrahman Wahid and explains 

wily one must view Wahid in terms of Islam, gender issues, democracy, and 

his female inner circle. 

Chapter Two veers off the Wahid/Solichah Hasyini relationship and onto the 

other three women closest to Wahid. Gender as an issue, is very much the 

essence of the chapter as these women have been identified as Muslini 

fniinists (Karam) as they are politically pro-active Muslim women. Their 

thinking and careers also have a strong pro-democratic orientation, which in 

Sintah Nuriyah and Aisyah Baidlowi's case underpins their concern and active 

participation in the Indonesian women's movement. Yenni Wahid is more 

grounded in the Indonesian civil rights movement and has spent much time 

helping her father. Their influence in Wahid's life has been instrumental in 

providing guidance, and moral and political support to him. 

The third chapter of the study argues that there are fundamental differences 

between Wahid and Megawati and as such, they were never as close as it 

appeared on the surface. This is why their political relationship, post-October 

1999 fell apart. Furthermore, Wahid began to view her as a political rival post-

1997, and by 1999, had decided to block her political aspirations. This was 

purely the result of his determination to be elected by the majority of MPR 

members as Indonesia's fourth president. 

Wahid's rhetoric on how he would support Megawati's 1999 presidential 

aspirations merely reflected his genuine belief that women should be 

encouraged to become leaders. However, it did not mirror his true intentions 

because first, he nominated himself for the presidential position and second, he 

failed to step aside for Megawati when he became president. During his 

presidency, he underestimated Megawati's determination to replace him as 

president. He thought he had secured her support and loyalty throughout this 

brief period, simply because this is what lie expected from a woman. 
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The extent to which Wahid's female inner circle have iniluenced his views on 

gender is explored in the final chapter. Through the expressed opinions of 

Aisyah Baidlowi the reader is also given an insight into Solichah Hasyim's 

thinking. Their views have been presented as a comparative analysis, in order 

to identify their similar views on Islamic law. This in turn serves to make the 

point that such shared beliefs lead to more harmonious relationships between 

these individuals, and as such brings them closer together. 

This study has offered for the first time a biography of Abdurrahman Wahid 

that explains his political thought and his understanding of Islam and gender in 

terms of the influences of the key women in his life. It is an aspect of his life 

that has been underestimated by most Indonesian political analysts (displayed 

by the lack of analysis on this topic). 

For ten years this researcher has studied Abdurrahman Wahid and can 

confidently say that he has always been a genuine advocate of democracy, 

despite his ambiguous behavior to Suharto and key military figures. He simply 

worked the system to his advantage, rather than risking all. His views on 

gender issues are open and progressive but he is first and foremost a Muslim 

(as his views on polygamy and divorce point to this). The fact that he supports 

women as leaders reliects his neo-modernist leanings (akin to his female inner 

circle), but to his own political detriment he did not sacrifice himself politically 

for Megawati in 1999. 

It is disappointing that Wahid was not afforded enough time as president to try 

and improve the position of women in Indonesia (among other pursuits). His 

intentions have always been just but he placed himself in a very awkward 

political predicament the moment he stepped onto the presidential stage. 

Wahid's loss of the presidency can best he regarded as an unfortunate missed 

opportunity for Inclonesi a. 
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