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Information contained in the Dossiers does not necessarily represent
the views and position of the guest editor or of the Women Living Under
Muslim Laws network, unless expressly stated. The Dossiers are meant to
make accessible a broad range of opinion and analysis within varied move-
ments and initiatives that promote the greater autonomy of women. The
Dossiers seek to inform and share different analyses and experiences.

Women'’s groups and human rights organizations may freely reproduce
original material for non-commercial use, however we would appreciate
acknowledgements. For those articles previously published in other jour-
nals, permission should be sought directly from them.

WLUML runs a very popular website in English, French, Arabic and
Farsi/Dari which is updated regularly with news and views, calls for action,
and publications. For more information please visit www.wluml.org.
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Dossier 32 is dedicated to Cassandra Balchin, who died on July 12, 2012,
age 50. Cass moved from Britain to Lahore, Pakistan, when she was in her early
20s to work as a journalist. She later spent a decade working at Shirkat Gah —
Women'’s resource Centre, the WLUML Asia Coordination Office in Lahore. She
relocated from Pakistan back to England with her two young sons, Raul and Dani,
in the summer of 2000 specifically to set up the WLUML International Coordina-
tion Office in London. Having left the UK about 18 years earlier, Cass had to start
from scratch on many fronts, from finding a home, to finding schools for her
sons, all of which she accomplished with her characteristic determination and
efficiency. The early weeks saw both of us sitting on the bare floor of an office
made even larger by its lack of basic furniture, with a shared laptop and the boys
playing around. But plenty of work there was and soon the office grew and buz-
zed. Cass’ enthusiasm, her tireless dedication, her wide ranging knowledge and
witty humor made the whole endeavour possible. Her commitment and passion
for gender justice lives on through the WLUML networkers.

Anissa Hélie.
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About Women Living Under Muslim Laws

Women Living Under Muslim Laws is an international solidarity network
with a mission to effectively advance gender justice, equality and wom-
en’s rights through a variety of channels: providing information, research
and analysis, workshops and support, in addition to facilitating a collective
space for women whose lives are shaped, conditioned or governed by laws
and customs said to derive from Islam.

WLUML was founded in 1984 by nine women from Algeria, Morocco,
Sudan, Iran, Mauritius, Tanzania, Bangladesh and Pakistan who came to-
gether and formed the Action Committee of Women Living Under Muslim
Laws in support of local women’s struggles. Since then, WLUML has linked
individual women and organisations across contexts, and now extends
to more than 70 countries ranging from South Africa to Uzbekistan, from
Senegal to Indonesia and from Brazil to France. It links:

* Women living in states where Islam is the state religion, secular
states with Muslim majorities, and women from Muslim com-
munities governed by minority religious laws;

* Women in secular states where political groups are demanding
religious laws and women in migrant Muslim communities in

Europe, the Americas and around the world;

* Non-Muslim women who may have Muslim laws applied to
them directly or through their children;
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* Women born into Muslim communities/families who are auto-
matically categorised as Muslim but may not define themselves
as such, either because they are not believers or because they
choose not to identify themselves in religious terms, preferring
to prioritise other aspects of their identity such as political ide-
ology, profession, sexual orientation or others.

Our name challenges the myth of one, homogenous ‘Muslim world’.
This deliberately created myth fails to reflect that laws said to be Muslim
vary from one context to another. The laws that determine our lives are
from diverse sources: religious, customary, colonial and secular. We are
governed simultaneously by many different laws: laws recognised by the
state (codified and uncodified) and informal laws, such as customary prac-
tices which vary according to the cultural, social and political context.

WLUML's open structure has been designed to maximise participation
of diverse and autonomous groups and individuals as well as collective
decision-making. WLUML does not have formal membership and network-
ers are a fluid group of individuals and organisations who maintain regular
two-way contact with the network. For more information please see the
WLUML website at www.wluml.org.

WLUML's mission is to strengthen women’s individual and collective
struggles for equality and human rights, especially in Muslim contexts. It
achieves this by breaking their isolation, by creating and reinforcing spac-
es for women to share experiences and lend support to one another, and
by making linkages between women within Muslim countries and com-
munities and with global feminist and social justice groups. In this way
WLUML promotes the creation and strengthening of both local and trans-
national women’s movements. WLUML conducts research and analysis,
mobilizes knowledge, organizes workshops, trainings and conferences,
publishes books, journals and newsletters, launches campaigns and circu-
lates information regarding women’s diverse experiences and strategies in
Muslim contexts and helps to demystify the diverse sources of control over
women’s lives. WLUMLU's current focus is on the four themes of funda-
mentalisms and identity politics, peace building and resisting the impact
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of militarisation on women’s lives, promoting and protecting women’s
equality under laws (particularly family law), and sexuality and women’s
bodily autonomy. Violence against women, as a theme, cuts across all of
WLUML's projects and activities. WLUML's publications in English, French,
Arabic (and some in other national languages) are freely available from
its website. Networkers also translate information into numerous other
languages.

WLUML's Regional Coordination Offices are located in Senegal (Africa
and Middle East) and Pakistan (Asia) and coordinate network activities
in their respective regions. The International Coordination Office, locat-
ed in the United Kingdom, facilitates coordination between networkers
worldwide.

International Coordination Office
PO Box 28445, London, N19 5NZ,
United Kingdom

Email: wluml@wluml.org
Website: www.wluml.org

Africa & Middle East Coordination Office
Groupe de Recherche sur les Femmes

et les Lois au Senegal (GREFELS)

PO BOX 5330, Dakar Fann, Dakar

Senegal

Email: grefels@gmail.com

Website: www.grefels.org

Asia Coordination Office

Shirkat Gah Women’s Resource Centre
PO Box 5192, Lahore

Pakistan

Email: sgah@sgah.org.pk

Website: www.shirkatgah.org
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Editorial Foreword

Anissa Hélie?

In both Muslim-majority countries and Muslim communities, the last de-
cade has witnessed unprecedented organizing efforts by human rights
defenders around sexual and reproductive rights, and produced evidence
of ongoing local engagement around sexuality issues.

Yet, sexuality constitutes a highly contested and tightly patrolled ter-
raininall societies, and activists from Muslim contexts are witnessing trou-
bling trends that threaten previous gains or seem indicative of a worsening
climate. These trends include curtailing sexual and reproductive rights as
well as increased policing of sexuality, and may operate at different levels:
there is a tendency to seek to reverse existing policies or legislations; and
also a targeting of individuals, or even of entire groups, as and when possi-
ble. Recent examples—among many possible others —include the attempt
under way in Turkey to restrict abortion (a right obtained since 1983), with

! Anissa Hélie is an Assistant Professor of History at John Jay College, NY. She received
her PhD from the EHESS, Paris. She is also active in women’s human rights advocacy and
has been involved with various women’s organisations (such as the Centre for Women'’s
Global Leadership, N.J., 1997-2000) — as well as transnational networks, serving as Director
of the Women Living Under Muslim Laws (WLUML) International Coordination Office (2000-
2004). Her latest publication, co-edited with Homa Hoodfar, focuses on Sexuality in Muslim
Contexts: Restrictions and Resistance (ZED BOOKS, 2012).
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Anissa Hélie

the Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan comparing, in May 2012, abortion to
air strikes on civilians and equating it with “murder”?; the same month,
Egyptian human rights groups demanded that mobile convoys which
promoted and performed female genital mutilation (FGM) in the Minya
governorate be investigated®. Such medical convoys clearly undermine
Egyptian law and violate international conventions and treaties.

As noted, individuals or groups — especially those whose personal cir-
cumstances, bodies, sexualities or gender appearance are deemed non-
normative — may also bear the brunt of the criminalization of sexuality.
Whether they are girls resisting marriage, divorced women, single women,
lesbian women, teenagers who have not undergone FGM in contexts where
itis the norm, or ‘effeminate’ heterosexual men, many face strict penalties
imposed either by state institutions and representatives or by non-state ac-
tors. For example between May and July 2012 at least two young Sudanese
women have been sentenced to death by stoning on charges of adultery?,
despite having had no access to a lawyer during their trials. The regime in
Khartoum is known for enforcing laws that discriminate severely on the
basis of gender but, sadly, the celebrated popular uprisings in the MENA
region’ in 2011 have not been promising either with regard to equality in

2\lela, Justin. 2011 (May 30). ““Abortions are like air strikes on civilians”: Turkish PM Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s rant sparks women’s rage’, The Independent, http://www.independent.co.uk/life-
style/health-and-families/health-news/abortions-are-like-air-strikes-on-civilians-turkish-pm-
recep-tayyip-erdogans-rant-sparks-womens-rage-7800939.html [accessed 1 June, 2012]

3 Abdel Salam, Mohamed. 2012 (14 May) ‘Egypt’s Brotherhood mobile FGM convoys
condemned by women’s group’, BikyaMasr, http://bikyamasr.com/68750/egypts-
brotherhood-mobile-fgm-convoys-condemned-by-womens-group/ [accessed 15 May 2012]
4 Both women were prosecuted under article 146 of Sudan’s criminal code of 1991. On 13 May
2012, 20-year old Intisar Sharif Abdallahas was sentenced by the criminal court of Ombada, in
Khartoum state. 23-year old Lyla Ibrahim Isaa was sentenced on 10 July 2012 by the Criminal
Court of Mayo. At the time of writing, both were still detained with their babies. These two
cases are being appealed but lawyers face intense pressure from the Sudanese authorities.

> These uprisings, motivated by aspirations for economic justice and democracy, are often
referenced as the ,Arab Spring” This label is misleading as it suggests that populations in
these regions are primarily Arab, hence making invisible other indigenous groups such as
Amazigh /Berbers or Nubians. The emphasis on Islam as a driving force, also present in
various commentaries, is similarly misleading as it invisibilises non-Muslim social actors,
including the Copts or secularists.
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Editorial Foreword

the sexual realm: sexuality remains at the core of how women, in particu-
lar, are judged and sanctioned.

Two examples from Egypt and Tunisia show that both ‘old” and ‘new’
forms of political power operate along the same tired dichotomies (who
is a ‘whore’ and who keeps her ‘honour’ intact) and that both are keen
to evict women from public spaces. In March 2011, the Egyptian army
attempted to discredit women involved in Tahrir Square protests by vio-
lently forcing almost two dozen female demonstrators to undergo ‘vir-
ginity checks’. As the women were verbally accused of prostitution, an
Egyptian general justified detaining them, stating “these girls were not
like your daughter or mine... These were girls who had camped out in
tents with male protesters”.® The stigma is such that only one victim of
this abuse (in addition to invasion of privacy and bodily integrity, the vag-
inal examinations were enforced with stun-gun shocks) has dared to file
a lawsuit. But the Egyptian military apparatus is not alone in targeting
women on the basis of their alleged sexuality — or just plainly because
of their gender. Several recent attacks on female journalists by large
male crowds have involved sexual assaults and sexual harassment in the
streets, endemic before the revolution, is back with a revenge. Sexual be-
haviour has also provided a justification for violence in Tunisia, where in
February 2011 mobs of hundreds (and allegedly up to 2,000-strong in the
capital) launched a wave of systematic attacks on brothels. Armed with
“cocktail molotovs and long knives”’, non-state actors attempted to set
fires to several brothels and violently terrorized sex workers in the cities
of Tunis, Sousse, Médenine, Sfax and Kairouan®.

While the example implicating the Egyptian army rightly reminds us
that the harsh control of women’s bodies — and the obsession with their

® Amin, Shahira. 2011 (30 May). ‘Egyptian general admits ‘virginity checks’ conducted on
protesters’, CNN, http://articles.cnn.com/2011-05-30/world/egypt.virginity.tests_1_virginity-
tests-female-demonstrators-amnesty-report? _s=PM:WORLD [accessed 5 December 2011].

7 Ennahar. 2011 (20 February). ‘Prostitutes terrorized by Islamists’, http://www.
ennaharonline.com/en/international/5830.html [accessed 15 May 2012]

8 Bensaied, Imed. 2011 (23 March). ‘Les islamistes s’attaquent aux maisons closes’, http://
www.france24.com/fr/20110318-prostituees-tunis-tunisie-prostitution-bordel-avenue-
bourguiba-mosquee-islamistes [accessed 10 May 2012]
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sexual ‘purity’ —is not the prerogative of religious extremists, it should how-
ever come as no surprise that all other examples involve politico-religious
groups and fundamentalist states: restrictions on abortion in Turkey are
spearheaded by the Islamist Justice and Development Party (AKP); FGM
is being promoted and enforced by the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP),
which is the political arm of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt; death sen-
tences for zina crimes are handed down by the Southern Sudanese Islamist
judicial system; and attacks on sex workers in Tunisia are instigated by
groups of Salafists.

As feminist scholars have noted, in all cultures, women are the piv-
otal territories, markers, and reproducers of the narratives of nations and
other collectivities’. The WLUML network has also noted, based on its
nearly three decades of documenting and analyzing the strategies used by
politico-religious forces, that sexuality often constitutes the corner stone
of a fundamentalist agenda. With the rise of fundamentalist politics, and
given that the sexual arena is strongly politicized, discourses of moral codes
or arguments of cultural and religious ‘authenticity’ are increasingly be-
ing deployed to control sexuality. Further, in contexts where the scope for
sexual agency and sexual diversity is increasingly restricted, women (along
with others deemed ‘undesirable’ and ‘deviant’) are specifically targeted
by politico-religious groups.

But it also comes as no surprise that women in Muslim societies tend
to be at the forefront of organizing around issues of sexuality — analyzing
existing social norms, debunking oppressive rationalisations, documenting
violations, critiquing governmental policies or proposing alternative frame-
works. This Dossier offers a glimpse of the variety of sexuality-related issues
which activists are engaging with. Authors address a range of themes —
from the need to tackle cultural factors in HIV/AIDS prevention to strate-
gies around ‘honour’ crimes; from bride kidnapping to drawing the links
between female political leadership and dress codes; from women’s per-
ceptions of abortion to the use of the internet as an advocacy tool for stig-
matized sexualities; from organizing against rape in conflict to challenging
inequalities affecting women in the reproductive health field; from the rise

°Yuval-Davis, Nira. 1997. Gender and Nation, London: Sage: 39.
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Editorial Foreword

of institutionalized moral police corps to impotence as a legal ground in di-
vorce settlements. Case studies offer insights from diverse contexts includ-
ing Senegal, Sudan, the East African coast, Zanzibar, Georgia, Pakistan, Iran,
Indonesia, Jordan, Turkey and the USA. As per the usual Dossier’s format,
papers vary in style and approach: some adopt a legal lens, others privilege a
historical perspective while others are highly personal, such as the short nar-
rative by a Palestinian woman from Israel which ends this collection.

Comprised of a combination of short factual reports and more in-
depth articles, this Dossier explores how women, and some men, navi-
gate the expectations and realities linked to sexuality and reproductive
rights in their specific contexts. Contributors also highlight the many ways
in which culture, religion, customs and sexual conduct intersect and they
demonstrate that sexuality, far from being static, is the object of constant
contestation and negotiation. Indeed, the World Health Organization has
recognized that ‘sexuality is influenced by the interaction of biological,
psychological, social, economic, political, cultural, ethical, legal, historical
and religious and spiritual factors’?. Hence, numerous elements related to
sexuality remain tightly linked to both political developments (for example
the ability of politico-religious movements to affect local realities, as men-
tioned above) and cultural notions (for example what constitute ‘modesty’
or ‘promiscuity’ in a given time and place).

On the latter issue — the question of culture — it is worth reiterating the
statement made by Farida Shaheed, U.N. Special Rapporteur in the field of
cultural rights, who reminds us that “No society ever has a singular culture.
Each society, and every community, has both a dominant culture and multiple
subaltern cultures”. Shaheed adds: “Women rarely - if ever - define the domi-
nant culture, because they do not have the economic, social or political power
to do so”*; her remark of course also applies to mainstream sexual culture.

Some of the papers gathered here acknowledge the positive role that
women play in challenging oppressive cultural norms; or in reshaping

1© World Health Organization. 2010. ‘Gender and Human Rights — working definition’, 16
January, http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/topics/gender_rights/sexual_health/en/
[accessed 30 May 2012].

11 Shaheed, Farida. 2011. ‘Cultures, Traditions and Violence Against Women: Human Rights
Challenges’, Panel presentation, Palais des Nations, Geneva, March 7. (On file with author.)
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cultural production — for example, how women singers influence the lan-
guage and themes associated with the Taraab musical genre in Tanzania.
Yet, other issues addressed in this Dossier hint at the necessary recognition
that women also play a critical role in perpetuating gender-biased values
and practices — for example by underplaying the threats and actual vio-
lence often associated with bride kidnapping in Georgia; or by enforcing
female genital mutilation, a tradition that can provide a gateway to the HIV
virus, as noted in the article on AIDS prevention in Senegal.

Many women human rights defenders, feminist activists and sexu-
al rights advocates in Muslim contexts are devising ways to ensure that
“women can be brought from the margins of subcultures to a central po-
sition in defining the overall culture”*?. The crucial struggle is to do so in
ways that are beneficial to every member of a community —that is, to guar-
antee equal rights for all by promoting a culture of respect for gender non-
normativity and sexual agency.

2 Shaheed. 2011, ibid.
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Surviving in the Spotlight: Gender and Sexuality in
Shaping Women’s Political Image in Pakistan

Sadia Ahmed and Amina Samiuddin?

Abstract

This paper analyses the public image and portrayal of two of the most
prominent women in recent Pakistani politics: Fatima Jinnah (1893-
1967) and Benazir Bhutto (1953-2007). Sadia Ahmed and Amina
Samiuddin argue that the few women able to rise to prominence in the
hostile arena of Pakistani politics were caught in a marked paradox:
on the one hand, they challenged conservative values by the virtue of
their immense political and public presence; but on the other hand,
they were often indebted to those same values and judged on that
basis. The paper explores how, in order to retain their legitimacy
in the ever-vigilant public eye, Jinnah and Bhutto had to downplay
their sexuality and were compelled to assume the image of a ‘modest
Muslim” woman by adopting socially conservative conduct and dress
codes. Ahmed and Samiuddin discuss whether these leaders would
have been accepted or successful had they not diligently adopted
these norms.

! Sadia Ahmed is a Research Associate at Shirkat Gah Women’s Resource Centre in
Pakistan. She has studied Economics and Development Studies from the Lahore
University of Management Sciences (LUMS), Pakistan. Her areas of research include
women’s empowerment and women from religious minorities. She is also a member
of the non-profit organization the Institute for Women’s Empowerment, based in Hong
Kong.

Amina Samiuddin joined Shirkat Gah Women’s Resource Centre, Pakistan, in 2009 as
a Research Assistant, after completing her Bachelors degree with a major in Political
Science and a minor in History and Philosophy from the University of Toronto, Canada.
Her current area of research is women’s empowerment and women’s participation in the
political arena.
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Sadia Ahmed and Amina Samiuddin

Introduction

A person’s image is one of the most significant determinants of success
in the world of public politics. This image has to be carefully constructed
to ensure that a wide range of social classes, ethnicities, and, very often,
religious elements, can accept and relate to it. The higher the public of-
fice, the more significant the projected image. This is particularly true
for women, especially in certain parts of the world such as Pakistan and
South Asia where the predominant practices of gender segregation and
gender ideology depict women as primarily belonging to the private/do-
mestic sphere.

The private and public divide is often used to bar women from enter-
ing the political process, effectively isolating them from the highest level
of decision making. This divide is often maintained through the principle
of honour that is intrinsically linked to a woman’s sexuality. Consequently,
her mobility is controlled and restricted through the system of purdah
and segregation.? Though such practices have excluded most women from
high political offices, some women have, in particular historical junctures,
managed to break these traditions, often at much heavier costs to their
personal liberties than their male counterparts have had to bear. This is
particularly applicable to issues related to their personal life, sexuality, and
dress codes.

This paper focuses on the image and portrayal of two of the most
prominent and pioneer female leaders of Pakistan who ran for the high-
est government offices in the country — Fatima Jinnah, the sister of
Pakistan’s Founder, who was also known as “Mader-e-Millat” (Mother
of the Nation) and was a presidential candidate in the 1965 elections;
and Benazir Bhutto, who was the first and only woman Prime Minister
of Pakistan from 1988-90 and then again from 1993-96.2> While there
are a number of other female politicians in Pakistan’s history (pre- and

2 Asian Development Bank. 2000. ‘Women In Pakistan’, Asian Development Bank http://
www.adb.org/Documents/Books/Country_Briefing_Papers/Women_in_Pakistan/women_
pakistan.pdf (accessed 7.06.2011)

3 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’. Asian
Affairs, 21(2):67-79.
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Surviving in the Spotlight

post- the partition of India) who have made a name for themselves,* few
have been able to attain the recognition and status of these two lead-
ers. Women’s entry and true participation in politics in Pakistan, though
facilitated by the increase in women’s reserved seats,” is still extremely
challenging. Thus, their recognition/acceptance at the highest level of
government is no ordinary feat.

Focusing on the cases of both Jinnah and Bhutto, this paper argues
that the few women able to rise to prominence in the hostile arena of
Pakistani politics were caught in a marked paradox: on the one hand,
they challenged conservative values by the virtue of their immense po-
litical and public presence, but on the other, were often beholden to
those same values. To retain their legitimacy in the ever-vigilant public
eye, they were compelled to conform to the image of a ‘modest’ Muslim
woman by adopting socially conservative conduct and dress codes, gen-
erally downplaying their sexuality, and ‘erasing the markers of their femi-
ninity’ especially when in the public eye.® At least publicly, they had to
display the values widely expected of women in order to gain acceptance
in the patriarchal structures that permeate state and society. Everything
from their dress to their status as a single or married woman — indeed, all
aspects related to their sexuality that could come under public scrutiny —
would become a major factor in their general acceptance as leaders and
their consequent success. This paper explores such aspects of the care-
ful and deliberate fashioning of their public personae, including covering

* Indeed the notion that no other women participated successfully in political and public
life is mistaken. For example, one such prominent woman who was active prior to the 1947
partition is Begum Shaista S. lkramullah: she was the first Muslim woman in the Indian
parliament and later she moved to Pakistan, continuing to hold political offices (although
she did not run for election).

> The Legal Framework Order introduced by General Pervez Musharraf in 2002 included
reservation of 17% seats for women in the Senate and in the National Assembly, whereby
women were awarded 17 seats from a 100 in the Senate and the number of reserved seats
for women in the National Assembly increased from 20 to 60. http://www.quotaproject.
org/CS/CS_Pakistan.pdf and http://www.idea.int/publications/wip/upload/CS_Pakistan_
Reynes.pdf

® Ayaz, Aazar, Rai, Shirin M. and Shah Nafisa. 2007. Achieving Gender Equality in Public
Offices in Pakistan, Pakistan: United Nations Development Programme.
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their heads, and discusses whether they would have been accepted or
successful had they not studiously adopted these mores.

Transcending the Public-Private Divide

Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto rose to prominence at different times and
due to different circumstances. Yet, upon close examination, one can see
many similarities between their extraordinary lives. Both derived legitima-
cy from already prominent male relatives: Fatima Jinnah, from her brother,
the Quaid-e-Azam, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the Founder of Pakistan, and
Benazir Bhutto, from her father, Zulfigar Ali Bhutto, the Prime Minister of
Pakistan from 1973-77. Both were encouraged by these men to pursue a
modern education at English language schools (which was more unusual
for women during Miss Jinnah’s time but women being sent abroad to
study was also unusual in Ms Bhutto’s time) and to develop an interest
in the politics of their nation/country. The two women, thus, slowly came
into the public eye and gained popularity at least partially on account of
their relationships with these prominent men. Even so, both women ulti-
mately forged a unique path for themselves and made many sacrifices to
attain their goals. Their popularity has been attested at various points in
time—for example, during Fatima Jinnah’s presidential campaign, and at
various occasions for Benazir Bhutto, her return from self-exile in 1986 be-
ing one of the most poignant examples when the masses expressed their
support of her in throngs.’

Another commonality between Jinnah and Bhutto was that they
both outright challenged two of the most powerful (male) military dic-
tators in the history of Pakistan — General Ayub Khan (1958-1969) and
General Zia ul Haq (1977-1988) respectively. This opposition may in
fact have increased their legitimacy in the eyes of the public who were
dissatisfied with the regimes and hoped to displace them.® These con

7 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’; Al-
Mujahid, Sharif. 1965. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’. Asian Survey 5(6): 280-294.
8 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’.
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ditions set them apart from other women as they defied tradition by
continuing the legacies set by their male relatives. Such characteristics
were generally not accepted of women in Pakistani society. The public
sphere was and still is considered by and large to be the man’s domain
in many areas of Pakistan including in urban cities, even though more
women are entering politics and other fields in the public domain dur-
ing the last decade. Thus, Fatima Jinnah can be considered a pioneer
as the first woman to stand for election for a public office in Pakistan,’
whereas Benazir Bhutto is, to date, the only woman in Pakistan (and the
first in the Muslim world) to hold the office of Prime Minister (1988-
1990 and 1993-6).%°

Fatima Jinnah: The “Mother of the Nation”

Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/er;/d/da/Fatima_jinnah1.jpg

9 Justice Shah, Nasim Hasan. 2004. Madar-i-Millat and the Role of Women, in Dr. Riaz Ahmad
(ed.), Pakistani Scholars on Madar-i-Millat Fatima Jinnah, National Institute of Historical
and Cultural Research Centre of Excellence, Quaid-i-Azam University, p.18.

10 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto'.
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Fatima Jinnah is most remembered for her devoted support to her
brother, the “Quaid-e-Azam”, the Founder of Pakistan, who played a key role
in the creation of Pakistan in 1947. Fatima spent much of her life as his com-
panion, taking care of him and providing him with the necessary support for
his political goals. Having already lost their mother, the Quaid became the
guardian of Fatima, his youngest sister, after the death of their father.*! He
encouraged her to complete her education, and then later, despite family
opposition, supported her decision to open her own dental practice—even
though at the time taking up a profession was not considered an appropri-
ate path for elite Muslim girls. He advised her to ignore any attacks on her
personal behaviour. Later, she became politically active herself as she got
more and more involved in his political life, and accompanied him to political
meetings and official tours. She stood shoulder to shoulder alongside, rather
than behind him. Just by doing this, she was sending a message to other
women to participate equally with men in the freedom struggle.?

Such actions clearly showed that she defied the norms set for
most women by society, and the system of purdah which demarcated
the private sphere as women’s domain, restricting their freedom and
confining them largely within the parameters of the home. Such di-
visions existed before the British colonization of India but were fur-
ther sharpened after its advent.!®* Fatima Jinnah’s biggest challenge
to the role women were expected to play in Pakistan, however, came
in 1965, when she was 71 years old. She defied tradition by stand-
ing for the presidential elections against then-President and military
dictator, General Ayub Khan. She successfully confronted the Islamic
orthodoxy and more conservative elements in society who believed
in upholding restrictive values and roles for women.* In fact, her can-
didacy was proposed by an alliance of opposition parties including

11 Jinnah, Fatima. 1987. My Brother. Karachi: Quaid-e-Azam Academy.

12 Kazmi, Laila. ‘Fatima lJinnah’. Jazbah Magazine for Women. http://www.jazbah.org/
fatima.php (accessed 8.06.2011)

13 ateef, Shahida, 1990. Muslim Women in India: Political and Private Realities 1890s-1980s.
New Delhi: Kali for Women, p.58.

14 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’; Al-
Mujahid, Sharif. 1965. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’.
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the religious right-wing party, the Jamat-i-Islami; and though reluc-
tant at first, she decided to accept this offer and to fight for democ-
racy.”> While she did not actually win (it is believed that Ayub himself
was the architect of the elections and had set himself up for victory),*®
she was still a strong candidate whose popularity was demonstrated
by the support and votes that she still managed to garner in these
elections. She had managed to weaken General Ayub’s position, after
which he never quite recovered.?” But that was not the only reason for
which these elections and Fatima’s candidature were historic. Prior
to her, no other woman had stood for any kind of public office in
Pakistan let alone the position of the head of state. Thus, her candi-
dacy raised the critical issue of whether a woman could become the
leader of a Muslim nation.*®

The question that comes to mind then, is what enabled Fatima
Jinnah to achieve what she did? What was it about her that even
the conservative religious political party, the Jamaat-i-Islami, was
in favour of her standing for the elections? Was it purely to get
rid of Ayub and there were no other viable male candidates that
the opposition alliance could agree upon? She was, after all, the
“Mader-i-Millat” and enjoyed huge popularity and respect among
the masses long after her brother had died. She was also at times
referred to as “Khatun-i-Pakistan” (Lady of Pakistan).'®* Her po-
litical opinions were widely respected and sought.?® As a wom-
an, her acceptance as candidate for the office of President by the

15 Kazmi, Laila. 2008. ‘Fatima Jinnah’; Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima
Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’.

16 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’

17 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994.

18 Justice Shah, Nasim Hasan, Madar-I-Millat and the Role of Women, p.18; Awan, Samina
and Dr Malik, Rizwan. 2003. Women Emancipation in South Asia: A Case Study of Fatima
Jinnah. Lahore: Centre for South Asian Studies University of the Punjab, p 49; Al-Mujahid,
Sharif. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’.

19 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994. ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’; Al-
Mujahid, Sharif. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’.

20 Ziring, Lawrence. 1994 ‘Political Connections: Fatima Jinnah and Benazir Bhutto’. Al-
Mujahid, Sharif. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’.
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Jamaat-i-Islami was due to “extraordinary circumstances”?*and to her
special place in the hearts of the public. It did not, in the Jamaat’s
view, necessarily open the way to female leadership in general.??
Although she had time and again challenged women’s role in soci-
ety, could she have been such a strong symbol for the nation had the
public not been able to identify with her in some way? This is where
her ‘image’ comes into play: the image of a devoted sister and the
“mother of the nation”.

Whenever in public, and in almost all public images of her, we see
that she wears a dupatta® on her head, as most women, including other
politically active women and many advocates of women’s rights, did in
her day. In addition, Fatima Jinnah was unmarried and her public image
was that of a chaste and modest woman who had devoted her life to
nurturing her brother’s dream of establishing the Pakistani state. Would
she, and in fact, would the Quaid himself (who always kept Fatima close
by his side whether in public or at home) have been accepted if she had
portrayed herself any differently? Although few records exist of her per-
sonal life (most of them focus on her mainly as a major figure of support
for the Quaid or on her Presidential candidacy), it is highly unlikely that
she would have been considered the symbol of the Pakistani nation had
she been more glamorous, ‘immodest’ in her dress and appearance and
‘unchaste’, or if she were associated with other men (given that she was
unmarried).

In fact, it is interesting to note that when women become an incon-
venience, as was the case for Fatima Jinnah in relation to Ayub Khan
during the 1965 elections, one of the first things to be attacked is their
‘honour’ and their sense of propriety. Little could be used to attack

21 Awan, Samina and Dr Malik, Rizwan, Women Emancipation in South Asia: A Case Study of
Fatima Jinnah p.50; Al-Mujahid, Sharif. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’

22Awan, Samina and Dr. Malik, Rizwan, Women Emancipation in South Asia: A
Case Study of Fatima Jinnah p.50; Al-Mujahid, Sharif. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential
Elections’

2 The dupatta is a scarf that is part of the Pakistani national dress (the shalwar
kameez) and which can be used by women to cover either their chests and/or their
heads.
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the image of the chaste and modest Miss Jinnah. Yet, though she was
initially accepted as a public figure (as long as she was escorted by her
brother), had Miss Jinnah not taken care of her public image, she may
not have been held with such regard long after he was gone. It is also
fairly probable that General Ayub would have used her image against
her if she were in any way considered immodest, to incite people into
thinking that she was not an ideal model of a Muslim woman, and thus
unfit to run for President.

Instead, Ayub, who believed himself to be a liberal person, had to
resort to looking for support amongst some religious scholars (ulema)
and dignitaries. These groups felt that a woman’s candidature for the
presidential office or a woman head of state was against the injunction
of shari’a®® and fatwas (religious decrees)?® against Fatima Jinnah were
soon issued.?® Other attacks orchestrated by Ayub’s supporters portrayed
her as a ‘tool’ of other politicians?’ —an argument that supports the view
that women cannot think or act independently. Given the respect cus-
tomarily given to elders, her age could have been a factor that played in
her favour and due to which no one could point a finger at her. She was
71 years old when she was approached by the opposition alliance against
Ayub’s regime to be their candidate.?® At that age, she was seen more as
an “elderly mother”, delinked from her sexuality, whose wisdom and ad-
vice on political matters was held in high regard.?® A younger woman may
have been an easier target, as Benazir Bhutto was, who for the sake of
her career made the decision to enter into an arranged marriage because
she felt that a young, single woman would be a much easier target for her
political opponents.

24 |Islamic Law.

%5 QOriginally, fatwas were opinions formulated, upon request, by a learned scholar and were
not legally binding.

26 Shah, Syed Mujawar Hussain. Bhutto, Zia and Islam. http://www.bhutto.org/images/
books_Pictures/Bhutto_Zia_and_lIslam.pdf; Al-Mujahid, Sharif. 1965. ‘Pakistan’s First
Presidential Elections’.

27 Al-Mujahid, Sharif. 1965. ‘Pakistan’s First Presidential Elections’.

28 Al-Mujahid, Sharif. 1965 as above

29 Al-Mujahid, Sharif. 1965. As above
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Benazir Bhutto: Modernity Meets Tradition

‘S
Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/archive/9/93/2008010413
0715!Benazir_bhutto_1988.jpg

Benazir Bhutto perhaps more fully embodies the paradox facing wom-
en in Pakistani politics: she challenged the status quo by breaking into a
male-dominated space while also conforming to social norms to some
extent in order to survive. Western-educated at Harvard and Oxford, and
exposed to a somewhat public life early on, accompanying her father on
official visits and meetings with politicians and foreign dignitaries, she
was far from being a conformist. Although she came from a feudal back-
ground with conservative values and mindsets, her own parents were
liberal and never discriminated amongst their sons and daughters. In her
autobiography, Daughter of the East (2007), Benazir relates a story from
her youth when she was travelling from Karachi to her ancestral home,
Larkana. Her mother produced a burga® for her to put on. She writes:

30 A burga is typically a piece of clothing that covers a woman’s body from head to toe, other
than her face which may or may not be covered.
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‘You are no longer a child, she told me with a tinge of regret. As she
performed this age-old rite of passage for the daughters of conservative
land-owning families, | passed from childhood into the world of the adult.
But what a disappointing world it turned out to be. The colours of the sky,
the grass, the flowers were gone, muted and greyish...3!

Later, when her father learnt about the incident, he told his wife that
Benazir did not need to wear the burga. “Let her be judged by her charac-
ter and her mind, not by her clothing,”** he said. Therefore, we see that the
immediate family environment in which she grew up provided Benazir a
supportive background from which she was able to emerge as an indepen-
dent woman. In fact, in Pakistan, it is not uncommon to look at the eldest
son as the heir to a father’s legacy whether it is in politics, business or any
other field. Benazir Bhutto was the eldest of the Bhutto children and it was
she whom Zulfigar Bhutto groomed to enter politics. Benazir was also the
first Bhutto woman to study abroad.*

When Zulfigar Ali Bhutto, then Prime Minister of Pakistan, was oust-
ed in a military coup by General Zia ul Haq, the Chief of Army Staff of the
Pakistan army in 1977, Benazir was suddenly catapulted to the centre
of the political scene. She had, along with her mother, assumed leader-
ship of her father’s political party, the Pakistan People’s Party, after he
was imprisoned.** Pakistan would remain under military rule for the
next eleven years. This period saw General Zia becoming President and
beginning a process of Islamization that reshaped the social set-up of
the country as well as the structure of the political and legal systems.*
New measures adopted under this regime created a hostile environ-
ment especially for women and non-Muslims, leading to a systematic
erosion of civil liberties for these groups. The new legal system weighed
heavily in favour of men, further compromising the principle of equality

31 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East, Great Britain: Simon and Schuster. p.36,

32 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007: 36-7.

3Bhutto, Benazir. 2007:36.

3 Doherty, Craig and Doherty, Katherine. 1990. Benazir Bhutto, Franklin Watts. http://www.
gau.edu.pk/betagau/bnbs/Acrobat/Benazir%20Bhutto.pdf

% Shaheed, Farida. 2009. Gender, Religion and the Quest for justice in Pakistan, Switzerland:
United National Research Institute for Social Development, p.9.
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between the genders.?¢,*” By reshaping laws to conform to misogynistic
interpretations of Islam, Zia tried to ensure the withdrawal of women
from the public sphere, reducing their visibility and restricting them
“within the confines of the chador (veil) and the chardiwari (four walls
of the home)”.*® Zia introduced the notion of an ‘ideal Muslim woman’
who was to remain ‘silent’ and ‘invisible’ and adhere to a strict, so-
called Muslim dress prescribed by the State, with the chador becoming
mandatory for all including female students, teachers, women on tele-
vision, and women in the government.*

This period also saw the execution of Benazir’s father, based on a murder
trial maneuvred by Zia, as well as her own and her mother’s (Nusrat Bhutto)
incarceration (and torture). It was because of this hostile environment that
Benazir Bhutto’s resolve to enter into politics began as she first campaigned
for the release of her father, and later sought to avenge his death by putting an
end to the repressive Zia dictatorship and ushering in democracy in Pakistan.*

With her continued defiance of the military regime, Benazir emerged
as the “symbol of resistance”* for the people of Pakistan. Despite her
continued persecution and the repressive measures adopted by the re-
gime against its opponents, Benazir continued to hold and attend politi-
cal meetings, openly challenging the authority of the regime as well as
deep rooted customs and traditions that still viewed politics as the exclu-
sive domain and responsibility of men.** The fact that she was Zulfigar Ali

% Shaheed, Farida. 1997. ‘Women, State and Power: The Dynamics of Variation and
Convergence Across East and West’ in Neelam Hussain (ed.), Engendering the Nation State,
Lahore: Simorgh Women’s Resource and Publication Center.

37 For example, under the law of evidence one man’s testimony was equal to that of two women,
the law of Qisas (retaliation) and diyat (blood money) stated that payment to the family of a
murdered woman would be half of that of a murdered man.

38 Shaheed, Farida. 2009. Gender, Religion and the Quest for justice in Pakistan, p.17.

3 Shaheed, Farida. 2009. Gender, Religion and the Quest for Justice in Pakistan, p.9; and
Weiss, Anita M. 1990 ‘Benazir Bhutto and the future of women in Pakistan’, Asian Survey
30(5): 433-445.

0 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East.

41 Shafqat, Saeed. 1996. ‘Pakistan Under Benazir Bhutto’, Asian Survey 36 (7):655-672.

42 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East; and Shaikh, Muhammad Ali, 2000. Benazir Bhutto:
A Political Biography, Karachi: Orient Books Publishing House, p.107.
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Bhutto’s daughter, who was considered a martyr by the large part of the
Pakistani public, along with the public’s unhappiness with the govern-
ment, and given that she had endured so much, including long prison
terms and self-exile in London under the Zia regime, made her a hero in
the eyes of the people of Pakistan and added legitimacy to her bid for
leadership.

In 1986, Benazir returned to Pakistan from London, where she had con-
tinued to campaign and prepare herself for the elections that Zia had prom-
ised. Fighting in an already conservative society which saw women as unfit
to rule,® the Islamization process under Zia had further radicalized a society
in which women were seen to belong to the private domain. Increasingly,
their main responsibility was perceived as limited to reproduction and moth-
erhood.* Fearful that her unmarried status would be used against her politi-
cally, Benazir agreed to enter into an arranged marriage,* announcing that,
“conscious of my religious obligations and duty to my family, | am pleased
to proceed with the marriage proposal accepted by my mother.”*® Once
she took up office, accusations would likely be made that she was sleep-
ing around, as is done with today’s female politicians regardless of marital
status.

Once she had decided to marry, the only choice for her was an arranged
marriage. Benazir herself said that “an arranged marriage was the price
in personal choice | had to pay for the political path my life had taken.”*’
Her marriage was used to appease the conservatives, who were against
the idea of a single woman ruling as Prime Minister and depicted her as
a ‘normal woman’ in their eyes, following the norms expected of women,
i.e. marrying and having children.*® Stating that her Western friends would

43 Bokhari, Sajjad. 1993. Mohtarma Benazir Bhutto: The Leader of Today. Lahore: Fiction
House, p.18.

4 Shaheed, Farida. 2009. Gender, Religion and the Quest for Justice in Pakistan, p.21.

4 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East.

4 Lamb, Christina. 2007. ‘My Life with Benazir’ Dr. Javaid Laghari (ed.), Reflections on
Benazir Bhutto. Szabist: Karachi, p.25.

47 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East, p.350.

48 Kharal, Muhammad Nawaz, Murder of Democracy: A Life History of Benazir Bhutto (1953-
2007), p.225.
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be quite surprised that she had not chosen a “love marriage,” she provided
justifications on many occasions:
| must confess that if it hadn’t been for my own peculiar po-
sition, where | have to consider the political ramifications of
every step | take, then perhaps this would not have been an ar-
ranged marriage, but, in the circumstances, it seemed the only
course.®
| couldn’t have a love match. | was under so much scrutiny. If my
name had been linked with a man, it would have destroyed my
political career.®
Even the hint of a relationship would have been used by my op-
ponents to destroy me politically.>*
My being the leader of the largest opposition party in Pakistan, it
would have been a lot of rumour to the grist and bad for the image
if I had chosen another course.>?
An arranged marriage may seem traditional, but what is not
traditional is the fact I’'m not abandoning my identity or my
career.”

These quotes illustrate that Benazir clearly understood the power of
imagery or the need to project a certain kind of image, even if it came at
personal costs. In trying to break into a male-dominated public space, the
status of a wife and mother was crucial to deflect potential accusations of
promiscuity.

49 Raines, Howell. 1987. ‘Benazir Bhutto to marry, in a pact by 2 families’. The New York
Times.  http://www.nytimes.com/1987/07/31/world/benazir-bhutto-to-marry-in-a-pact-
by-2-families.html (accessed 8.06.2011).

>0 Dreifus, Claudia. 1994. ‘Real-Live Dynasty; Benazir Bhutto’, The New York Times, http://
www.nytimes.com/1994/05/15/magazine/real-life-dynasty-benazir-bhutto.html (accessed
13.06.2011).

1 Hughes, Libby. 2000. Benazir Bhutto: From Prison to Prime Minister, Backinprint.com.
http://www.qau.edu.pk/betagau/bnbs/Acrobat/From%20Prision%20t0%20Prime%20
Minister.pdf

>2 Raines, Howell. 1987. ‘Benazir Bhutto to marry, in a pact by two families’.

>3 Marshall, Tyler. 1987. ‘Political Maverick Bows to Muslim custom’, Los Angeles Times.
http://articles.latimes.com/1987-08-07/news/vw-1204_1_political-ambitio (accessed
08.07.2011).
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To achieve her political ambitions and goals, Benazir not only had
to submit to an arranged marriage but also had to dress in a manner
that would be acceptable to the public. As mentioned earlier, under
the rule of Zia ul Haq, the idealized image of a Muslim woman propa-
gated by the State was of one who was “faithful to the chador and
chardiwari”.** In this environment, Benazir had to be careful to main-
tain her ‘reputation’ and had to cultivate an image that would pacify
not only the religious elements but the general public as well. Being the
first amongst her (extended) family not to wear a burga, Benazir ended
up wearing a dupatta® to cover her head as she gained prominence
during Zia’s rule. At first she only covered her head during public rallies
and meetings, when mobilizing support against Zia, and only when she
was in Pakistan. Later on, as she became a leading public figure, she
was seen to be wearing the dupatta at all times.*® In her youth she had
witnessed firsthand the interest that could be generated by the media
about what she wore. On a trip to India with her father to discuss the
prisoners of the 1971 war®’ her clothes had become ‘a national fash-
ion” event; whereas Benazir saw herself as more of a “Harvard intellec-
tual whose mind was occupied with the serious questions of war and
peace...the press persisted in asking me question after question about
my clothes.”*®

In 1988, Zia was killed in an air crash and the national elections
that followed saw Benazir’s rise to power — a significant moment in
Pakistani history and democracy, as well as for women. As a female
Prime Minister, Benazir had to make sacrifices in her personal life far
greater than those that any male Pakistani head of State has had to

> ji.e. “the four walls of the home”. Weiss, Anita M. 1990. ‘Benazir Bhutto and the future of
women in Pakistan’.

5 Kharal, Muhammad Nawaz. Murder of Democracy: A Life History of Benazir Bhutto (1953-
2007)

6 Bhutto, Benazir. 1997. Diary Entries, http://benazir.bhutto.org/Articles_by her/article-9.
htm (accessed 11.06.2011)

" This was the third major war fought between India and Pakistan. Tensions between East
Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and West Pakistan triggered the war and eventually led to the
creation of the State of Bangladesh.

*8 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East, p.61-2.
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make.>® In the preface to her autobiography Daughter of the East,
she wrote that her election “broke down stereotypes” and “proved
that a Muslim woman could be elected Prime Minister, could gov-
ern a country and could be accepted as a leader by both men and
women”®,. However, her acceptance as a leader came at the price of
having to conform to some of the very traditions and norms which
she had, in part, broken. Obligated to marry because of her political
aspirations and to adopt the dupatta as part of her daily dress code,
Benazir always wore loose shalwar kameez®, usually with a jacket on
top; and she often had to keep a female companion by her side.®? To
further conform, she was also expected to become a mother — al-
though this particular development did not necessarily always play to
her advantage.

After news of her first pregnancy in 1988 spread, General Zia used
the opportunity to hold the general elections around the time that she
would deliver so that it would be difficult for her to campaign. Such cir-
cumstances are easily used as opportunities for men to further them-
selves professionally, and in this case, for political success. Benazir has
stated that she was “acutely conscious that what should have been a
family matter became a topic of intense political discussion from military
headquarters to editorial boards. Aware of this, | kept the exact details
of my pregnancy confidential.”®® Even later on, when she was in office
and pregnant with her second child, the political opposition saw it as
an opportunity to depose her, stating that “Pakistan’s government rules
did not provide for a pregnant Prime Minister going on maternity leave”
and that she “would be incapacitated during delivery and therefore the
government machinery would irretrievably break down for that period
of time.”®* However, Benazir was able to prove them wrong and became

% Bhutto, Benazir. 2007: xii.

0 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007: xi.

®1 The national Pakistani dress is comprised of a long shirt, loose pants and a scarf which can
either be worn on the head or on the shoulders.

62 Bhutto, Benazir. 1997. Diary Entries.

8 Bhutto, Benazir. 2007. Daughter of the East, p.xiii.

4 Bhutto,Benazir. 2007:xiv.
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the only head of state to give birth while in office, without compromising
her job.®

Conclusion

The cases of these pioneer women in the arena of Pakistani politics illus-
trate how a well-crafted image plays a significant role for all those entering
politics but also show how women’s public image, in particular, is fash-
ioned after conservative gendered norms and informed by the need to
project a flawless sexuality. Both Fatima Jinnah, seen at times as a wise
‘spinster’ and benevolent mother, and Benazir Bhutto, the embodiment
of an affluent, modern Pakistani wife, appear extremely devoted to their
families and/or to upholding their families’ political legacies. Further, the
importance of projecting a modest image, symbolized by women’s dress

® Benazir’s government was later dismissed by President Ghulam Ishaq Khan on allegations
of corruption, nepotism and for inadequate performance on August 6, 1990, after twenty
months in power. http://www.immigvanheugten.nl/downloads/A%20taste%200f%20
power%20-%20the%20uneasy%20reign%200f%20Benazir%20Bhutto%201988-1990%20
%28MERA%20April%201992%29.pdf (accessed on 02.12.11) Benazir returned to power
again in 1993. Her second government was dismissed by President Farooq Leghari on
charges of corruption Following the dismissal of her government, Benazir went into self-
imposed exile in Dubai (http://benazir.bhutto.org/profile.htm). She returned to Pakistan
in 2007 after a US-backed deal was brokered between her and the President of Pakistan,
General Pervez Musharraf (Shahzad, Syed Saleem, Inside Al-Qaeda and the Taliban, p.39).
This was meant to be a transitional step from military rule to democracy in Pakistan.
However, before this transition could be achieved Benazir Bhutto was assassinated on 27t
December 2007 in Rawalpindi as she was departing from her hugely successful political
rally at Liaquat National Bagh. Bhutto was shot twice before a suicide bomb was detonated
killing at least 20 people http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/7161590.stm (accessed on 02.12.11).
Bhutto had survived an earlier assassination attempt in Karachi on 18™ October 2007, the
day of her return to Pakistan, when two suicide bombers killed 120 people and injured
at least 150 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/1566627/Twin-bombs-strike-
at-Benazir-Bhuttos-parade.html (accessed on 02.12.11). The central command of Al-
Qaeda took responsibility for the attacks. The mastermind behind the plan is believed to
be Al-Qaeda’s second in command Ayman al-Zaqahiri (http://www.longwarjournal.org/
archives/2007/12/al_qaeda_takes_credi.php). Her assassination changed the political
scenario and paved the way for a victory for her party, the Pakistan People’s Party, in the
2008 general elections.
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codes and the veil in particular, can hardly be disputed. In fact, the manner
in which female politicians dress continues to be a topic of sustained inter-
est and discussion in the media to this day.

For example, in more recent news, when Hina Rabbani Khar visited
India in July 2011 as Pakistan’s new Foreign Minister (July 2011-present),
a media frenzy broke over her style, reminiscent of Benazir Bhutto’s visit
to the country in 1971. Khar, who also had been wearing a dupatta and
could not be accused of ‘immodesty’, said: “You don’t want the attention
to focus on the frivolous. A guy in my place would never get such atten-
tion; nobody would be talking about his suit.”®® Some women currently
members of parliament have admitted to dressing more conservatively
once entering the political arena®’. They are expected to downplay their
sexuality and to project a modest and conservative image if they are
to survive politically and be respected in the public eye. Female family
members of male politicians have also come under public scrutiny and
have been condemned for not conforming to the image of a chaste and
modest ‘Muslim woman’. Such considerations are much more pertinent
to women politicians than their male counterparts, and the rules that ap-
ply are more stringent as well.

At times, entering politics has meant that women candidates have
had to rely on their male relatives during campaigns for winning the
support of conservative sections in society. For example, when first con-
testing for a seat in her rural constituency, Hina Rabbani Khar stayed at
home and her photograph did not even appear on posters, while her
father addressed rallies on her behalf, “in deference to local sensibili-
ties about the place of women.”®® Perhaps what allowed Fatima Jinnah
and Benazir Bhutto to transcend gender roles was to some extent their
family name, the support and education they received, and also the

 Walsh, Declan. 2011. Pakistan Foreign Minister Bags Attention on India Trip’, The
Guardian.  http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jul/29/india-pakistan-kashmir-policy
(accessed 29.07.2011).

" Interview with Tasneem Siddiqui (Member of National Assembly From the Party Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz). Conducted at Shirkat Gah Women’s Resource Centre, Lahore, in
2011.

8 Walsh, Declan. 2011.

24 Dossier 32-33



Surviving in the Spotlight

fact that they were “perceived as filling a political void created by the
death or imprisonment of male family members.”®® They broke the tra-
dition of purdah which kept women confined to the private sphere and
made a name for themselves at the highest level of state and society.
However, there is no doubt that they still had to conform to social ex-
pectations and take care of their image in a more scrupulous way than
men in their positions have had to do — Miss Jinnah was portrayed as an
elderly mother who took care of the nation and its Founder. Even Benazir
Bhutto accepted an arranged marriage despite her modern ideas and up-
bringing, believing that it would make her more politically acceptable,
and adopted a more traditional dress code than she was otherwise used
to.”° All these measures illustrate how important a role a woman’s sexu-
ality plays in our society. Her sexuality is not just a personal matter but
an important lens through which she is viewed and judged, in public as
well as in private. Bearing these factors in mind, we can conclude that a
woman has to typically downplay her sexuality and conform to or adopt
certain conservative values in order to be socially and publicly accepted
before she can expect to be taken seriously as a leader.
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Sexuality and Politics in Indonesia:
How Democracy Failed Women

Homa Hoodfar?

Abstract

A range of forces, often associated with radical Islam, are engaged in
further policing moral norms and regulating sexuality in a variety of
countries. Such efforts, promoted by both conservatives and Islamists,
aim primarily at controlling female bodies in the public arena. This
broad, cross-regional trend of moral policing can be either enacted
as part of state legislations or enforced by non-state actors. Focusing
specifically on the political history of Indonesia since the 1950s, Homa
Hoodfar shows here that Islamist non-state actors (such as politico-
religious groupsorreligious leaders) have gradually become sufficiently
assertive and powerful to effectively impact national debates and
the legal system. Further, Hoodfar notes that democratic institutions
and processes appear ineffective to counter legal developments that,
under the disguise of moral or religious arguments, in fact criminalize
sexual conduct and self expression. Through analyzing various so-
called shari’a-inspired laws and, in particular, the recent re-emergence
of the Indonesian Anti-Pornography Bill, Hoodfar shows that, once
institutionalized, these forms of gendered policing severely restrict
women’s access to public spaces.

! Homa Hoodfar is a professor of Anthropology at Concordia University, Montreal. She
has researched, and published extensively, on empowerment strategies, women in local
and national politics, with a focus on women and youth in Egypt, Iran, Afghan refugees in
Iran and Pakistan, and Canada’s Muslim communities. Her extensive publications include:
Between Marriage and the Market: Intimate Politics and Survival in Cairo (1997, 2005);
Women, Religion and the ‘Afghan Education Movement’ in Iran (2008); and Electoral
Politics: Making Quota’s Work for Women ( 2011; with Mona Tajali)
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Introduction

The increasing influence that political Islamists? exercise on political struc-
tures has been particularly visible recently with regard to Muslim-majority
societies that have struggled for democratization and, often as well, for
the secularization of their societies. The Islamists’” emphasis on control-
ling public morality, through the control of women’s bodies and minds es-
pecially, has raised some troubling questions for women and proponents
of gender equality.® It has long been assumed that the democratization
of political systems, particularly — though not exclusively — through free
multiparty elections, would lead to open and plural democratic societies.
Thus many human rights activists and women’s and democratic organiza-
tions have for decades focused on bringing about state secularization and
democratic reforms. Yet, evidence from Turkey, Indonesia, Malaysia, and
more recently Egypt and Tunisia, contradicts this well-established assump-
tion. If the recent elections held in post-revolutionary Egypt and Tunisia in
2012 and the ascendancy of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, Ennahda in

2 Political Islamists’ refer here to various political perspectives which appropriates a rigidly
defined religious ‘identity’ as the basis for overall social organization. Political Islamists
claim that their ideology is in accordance with ‘divine laws’, based on their particular
readings of religious texts — a claim which denies the diversity of lived Islam over time
and space. Their ideological perspective rejects gender equality and demands a gender-
apartheid social system. Similarly they reject equality between Muslim and non-Muslim
citizens.

3 Editor’s note: As far as this phenomenon relates to sexual expression, it must be noted that
while women are primary targets of these policing efforts, so are people associated with
stigmatized sexualities (including gay men, lesbian women, bisexual individuals) and non-
mainstream gender identity (including transgender people). In addition, heterosexual couples
whose public behaviour is deemed ‘immoral’ can also be at risk, as demonstrated in the many
contexts where young couples are randomly harassed (either by police forces or vigilante
groups) and asked to produce evidence of their marital status. This policing of heterosexual
couples was demonstrated dramatically with the July 2012 murder in Suez, Egypt, of Ahmed
Hassan, a young man in his 20s who was stabbed by “three bearded men” for walking along
with his fiancée. According to media reports on legal proceedings, the three “accused had
formed a group calling for ‘the propagation of virtue and the elimination of vice’ ”. Reuters,
July 15 2012, ‘Egyptians charged with being Islamic vigilantes’, http://www.msnbc.msn.
com/id/48188918/ns/world_news-africa/t/egyptians-charged-being-islamic-vigilantes/#.
UDgDUKNWIUo
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Tunisia, and salafis (ultra orthodox) parties to parliaments and presidency
are any indication, the Indonesian experience (discussed below) is deemed
to be repeated, particularly if democratic forces continue working with the
same old assumptions that democratic elections can guarantee equality
for all.

The appeal and power of mobilization of the new social move-
ments that recently triggered the end of decades-old dictatorships
have brought a new urgency to reflecting on the nature of political
structures. While these mass movements have emerged as a major
vehicle for young and disenfranchised citizens, and are demanding
democratic and just societies, the fact that they are highly decen-
tralized and their lack of pragmatic vision raise questions for the
future of secular, democratic states. In particular, it raises ques-
tions with regard to the risk that popular dissent can be manipu-
lated or even hijacked by organized conventional forces, including
political Islamists. While much is written about the ability of politi-
cal Islamists to exert power over legal and social arenas, few schol-
ars have asked why these developments occur when proponents
of political Islam are clearly a minority. Further, few have focused
on possible strategies to halt their ascendancy to political power.
Advocates of gender equality and supporters of human rights for
all have to muster deeper insights into the reasoning and tactics
used by political Islamists in various contexts so as to develop strat-
egies that effectively counter the rise of Islamism on the ground.
Indonesia, with its plural cultural history and the success of demo-
cratic forces in 1998, can provide a relevant appropriate case study —
particularly given that democracy has become a vehicle to deny
women their basic citizenry rights. The central questions that have
guided this report include: why is it that Islamist forces have been
more apt at using new democratic structures to their advantage?
What were the ingredients that led to political Islamists’ success?
Why have liberal and feminist forces been less successful? And what
kind of strategies have human rights activists on the ground adopted
to counter political Islamists? Finally, what potential lessons can we
draw from the Indonesian experience?
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Development of Indonesian Democracy

After the ousting of Suharto’s corrupt and dictatorial New Order Regime
(1968-1998) through a popular uprising in 1998 following 30 years of re-
pression, there were high hopes for the creation of an open, liberal society.
And indeed, in contrast to the 1979 revolution in Iran which led to estab-
lishment of a theological state, dashing the hopes and ideals of many who
participated in the ousting of the shah, Indonesia’s revolution did result in
a secular, democratic and decentralized state structure. Progressive forc-
es worldwide celebrated the apparent dawn of democracy of Indonesia.
However, subsequent developments have sullied the vision of an open plu-
ral society, particularly the hijacking of the democratic structure by politi-
cal Islamists in order to promote a society based on a restrictive Wahhabi*
interpretation of Islam and shari’a® law, where women, religious, and sex-
ual minorities are considered lesser citizens. The irony of decidedly un-
democratic social forces manipulating democratic structures to impose
their discriminatory ideologies onto society has added to the complexity
as well as urgency of understanding the political parameters required to
achieve pluralism and gender equality. Evidently a constitutional secular
democracy, while important, does not always guarantee a free and open
society. What also appears to be needed is an engaged and committed
public, the ongoing mobilization of liberal forces, broad alliances in sup-
port of collective demands, and efforts from both within and outside the
state. A review of political development in Indonesia since 1998 suggests
that political Islamists have learned lessons from diverse contexts (includ-
ing the Iranian revolution, and the resilience and adaptability of political
Islam in the context of Turkish democracy) to advance their agenda. On the

* Wahhabi: A very orthodox and sectarian interpretation of Islam that has gained currency
since mid 19" century in Saudi Arabia but is increasingly exported into other regions through
various Salafist networks (proponents of wahhabi school) who benefit from petro dollars,
particularly from the Gulf States.

> Shari‘a: A term commonly but erroneously used to refer to the body of religious ‘laws’ that
are said to be derived from Islam. Contrary to popular belief, there is no single, homogeneous
set of Muslim laws or practices which can be labelled ‘Shari‘a’; there is a great diversity in
terms of interpretation of religious texts, and various Muslim schools of law.
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other end of the political spectrum, proponents of pluralistic democracy
have neglected to account for or counteract their opponents’ strategies.
The following concise account of political developments in Indonesia as
they relate to the regulation of sexuality and women’s rights is intended
to raise questions and elucidate issues that may help develop strategies
not just in reaction to oppressive developments, but also strategies that
can prevent their occurrence. While resistance has its place, it is purely
reactive, and, as proponents of substantive gender equality, it is time to
conceptualize a proactive process, minimize the energy expended in reac-
tion and resistance, and re-orient towards achieving our goals.

Indonesian Modern Political Context

Indonesia has the largest Muslim population of any country in the world,
with 88% of the country’s 207 million inhabitants being Muslim. It is
a secular, multicultural state — historically, Indonesia is one of the most
liberal and plural Muslim societies and one where women have enjoyed
relative autonomy and gender equality (Henfer 2005, Robinson 2009). In
particular, historically women have not been subjected to restrictive dress
codes and, despite a degree of gendered division of labour, there has not
been visible gender segregation such as was/is prominent in many Middle
Eastern societies. Given that a bilateral kinship system gave equal weight
to women and men, virginity was not a social pre-occupation and pregnan-
cy outside marriage, though uncommon, was not stigmatized as women’s
relative sexual autonomy was accepted.®

However, this liberal picture has changed over the course of complex
political developments in Indonesia, particularly since the early twentieth
century when Islam was galvanized as an ideology of resistance to colonial-
ism, with significant implications for women. Post WWII oil wealth lured
many Indonesians to Saudi Arabia as migrant workers and, concurrent with
more Indonesians undertaking the pilgrimage to Mecca, Wahhabi Islam

® For example Wee’s (2012) research has identified cases of migrant workers with children
born out of wedlock and whose families help look after these offspring.
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spread in Indonesia. The highly restrictive Wahhabi interpretation of Islam
focuses on control of women, sexuality, and morality by the state and by
male kin; it is claimed that this is part of an agenda to build a unified con-
stituency of Muslim nations to counter imperialist and Western influences
in Saudi Arabia (Bowen 2007, Commins 2006, Uwaidah 2002). While pro-
ponents of Wahhabi Islam actively try to export this iteration of political
Islam to other Muslim contexts, many liberal forces view these efforts as a
Saudi Arabian, and specifically Wahhabi, form of imperialism.

It is worth noting that Islam had been invoked as an ideological tool to
oppose colonialism and westernization in various colonized Muslim contexts
long before Saudi Wahhabism emerged as a major socio-religious force. In
Indonesia, Islam first appeared in a political guise when a united front of vari-
ous Muslim organizations mobilized against a 1937 law legalizing voluntary
monogamous marriages, decrying the law as a step towards ‘Christianization’
of the country. As Wee (2012) points out, opponents politicized polygyny’ as
an expression of anti-colonialism. In that context many Muslim women, ob-
servant or otherwise, felt unable to support the bill limiting polygyny, even
though many of them did in fact find polygyny offensive and oppressive to
women. On the other hand, given that polygyny was not a prominent fea-
ture of Indonesian Muslim society, it did not touch most women'’s lives.®

This episode marked the beginning of precarious relations between
secular liberal/nationalist/modernist anti-colonial forces and religious anti-
colonial forces. Since then, both liberal modernist and religious forces have
remained the most prominent players, and their uneasy relationship has
especially continued to shape the politics of modern Indonesia. Secular
and modernist forces looked to various religious (religio-political) organiza-
tions® (especially those deemed less ‘orthodox’) to help galvanize wider

7 Although the debates are often phrased in terms of ,polygamy’ which refers to multiple
parters for either wife or husband, in actuality the debates in Indonesia but also in a wider
context refer to ,polygyny’, a term referingto men being allowed to have more than one
marital partner.

8 Indeed it appears that polygyny was more frequent among matri-local and matrilineal
ethnic groups since men only visited their wives and did not pay for the up-keep of the
wives and the children; women were the major property holders (Wee 2012, Denny 1983).
° Please also consult footnote 10 below.
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support and legitimacy for the anti-colonial movement — even though they
did oppose many of the Islamist agendas, particularly concerning wom-
en and religious minorities. Thus, even when secular nationalist, liberal
and socialist organizations took the lead in the anti-colonial struggle, they
tried not to alienate Muslim political organizations. Issues of sexuality and
women’s rights were therefore often deliberately left out of political public
discourses (Robinson 2009).-After a long struggle, Indonesia declared inde-
pendence in 1945 immediately after the surrender of Japan, but indepen-
dence was only formally acknowledged by Indonesia’s Dutch colonisers in
1949. The new state set up a centralized, democratic political system and
supported an ideology of individual rights and the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights issued in 1948 by the nascent United Nations. Although
nationalist and communist parties dominated, the existence of many other
smaller parties meant that no single party achieved majority rule and co-
alitions formed and reformed. This fragmentation allowed Muslim political
parties and coalitions an opening to promote a vision of uniting most (i.e.
Muslim) Indonesians and to strengthen their agenda concerning morality
and sexuality in national political discourses.

The inability of central government to control or bring an end to vari-
ous armed rebellions, along with a weak economy, lead to frequent chang-
es of government, to the great discontent of the Indonesian people, who
had hoped to live in security and dignity following independence (Hefner
2005). At the same time, throughout the 1950s a widespread desire for
an Islamic state persisted among some Muslim constituencies. All of this
meant that political Islamists continued to further their agenda of work-
ing towards an increasingly Islamic state, and to gain control of some re-
gions. At the same time Western countries, particularly the United States,
concerned at the possibility of further communist revolutions following
China’s in 1949, anxiously watched as the Indonesian Communist Party
grew through the 1950s to be one of the largest outside the Soviet Union.
In the mid-1960s, three years of political and social upheaval — including
the massacre of up to an estimated half a million intellectuals, nationalists,
trade unionists, and communists by the military — took place under the
leadership of General Suharto, then head of the military, with the backing
of conservative Muslim organizations and the tacit support of the United
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States. Questions of sexuality and morality were central to the justifica-
tion of these brutal actions. The propaganda subtext alleged that com-
munists were promoting moral decay as well as promiscuous sexuality, and
that, if left unchecked, they would destroy the institution of the family and
Muslim mores and ruin the nation (Wieringa 2002, Robinson 2009). The
women’s movement, particularly left-leaning coalitions or organizations
demanding equal rights for women, were framed as part of this plot and
this was used to justify the arrest, torture, imprisonment, and killing of
many women activists, mostly without trial (Wieringa 2002). However, in
reality, the women’s movements in their diversity were mobilized primarily
around anti-polygyny and equal rights (Robinson 1995, 2002). It is in this
context that an alliance among political Islamists, conservative Christian
religious forces, and the secular right-wing was stroked, in opposition to
the communists and the women’s movement. Wee (2012) argues that this
firmly established an inherent subtext of nation-building, linked to a par-
ticular sexual script that shaped subsequent political development.
General Suharto replaced President Sukarno in 1967 as Acting President
and became president in 1968 and ruled with an iron fist through a centralized,
military-dominated government until 1998 (Henfer 2005). Seeking political sta-
bility, Suharto’s regime tried to both appease and control Islamic groups, mak-
ing concessions such as maintaining the plural legal system wherein Muslim law
governs family matters for Muslim citizens. Yet, despite Indonesia’s consider-
able regional diversity, all policies, whether regionally or nationally significant,
were formulated and implemented by the central state. Many of these top-
down policies, allegedly promoting modernity and secularism, were resented
by much of the people and resulted in widespread anti-state centralization
sentiments. Various Islamist groups (including fundamentalist organizations),
the only permitted independent civil society organizations, used the situa-
tion to garner public favour: they addressed some of the problems created
by top-down social and legal policies applied homogeneously to very diverse
economic and cultural national contexts , and acted as an alternative to the
state, gaining considerable legitimacy in the process. External factors also
contributed to the legitimacy of fundamentalist groups in Indonesia including
the 1979 Iranian revolution and the promotion by Western allies’ of so-called
Islamic Freedom fighters (Islamic warriors/mojahedin) who mobilized against
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Russian invaders of Afghanistan during the 1980s. Within this larger political
context, Islam in Indonesia provided a channel for the expression of political
opposition when no others were tolerated by the state, and some Indonesian
political leaders revived the idea of Islam as the path to ultimate social justice
(Henfer 2005). It was within this particular confluence of factors that many
urban, educated Indonesian women took up veiling, not simply as a symbol of
piety, but equally as a means of expressing opposition to Suharto’s secular but
military-dominated, authoritarian regime and its Western supporters (Brenner
1996, White 2006). While for many women veiling was a purely political act,
their action bolstered a positive public image for Islamist organizations and by
definition could not help but convey the sexual political subtext that women’s
bodies should be hidden from the public eye (Wee 2012).

A New Dawn for Democracy

In 1998, a popular uprising led to the fall of Suharto’s regime and by 1999
a decentralized democratic system with free elections was re-introduced to
Indonesia. Despite the opening of democratic spaces, the major religious civil
society organizations did not formally transform into political parties. Rather,
securethat politicians would need their supportgiventheirwide-spread mem-
bership and public legitimacy,* they recognized the advantage of being in a
position to significantly influence politics while appearing to be above the fray.
Smaller conservative political Islamist groups such as the Crescent Star Party
(PBB), operatingwithouttheinfrastructureandreachofthe masslslamistorga-
nizations, did choose to campaign, on platforms pledging to uphold shari’a
law, advocating gender-segregation and emphasizing control of women’s

19 The leading “modernist” religious social organization, Muhammadiyah - established in 1912,
has branches throughout the country and claims approximately 30 million followers. Nahdlatul
Ulama (NU) was established in 1926 as an orthodox Muslim Organization in opposition to
the modernist Muhammadiyah. They claim some 40 million followers, which makes them the
largest “traditionalist” religious social organization. The NU, despite their traditionalist stand,
used to reject a literal, dogmatic interpretation of Islam and support a more pluralistic (if not
always liberal) view of society. However, they have recently shifted somewhat towards a more
conservative position vis a vis gender. Although ostensibly they present themselves as a social
and religious organization, they have always played a role in the political mapping of Indonesia.
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sexuality and mobility. These Islamist parties did very poorly in national elec-
tions; evidently Indonesians did not support the idea of shari’a law regulat-
ing everyday life but rather embraced the model of a secular state which
would be sensitive to the multicultural makeup of the nation and which
would uphold human rights, including the rights of women as equal citizens
(Hosen 2007).

However, debate on the legitimacy or acceptability of the conservative
Islamist gender vision was never introduced into public discourse and this
has had significant consequences for Indonesian women in subsequent de-
velopment. The reason behind such a silence, and in fact the exclusion of
the question of sexuality from the field of “conventional politics” in gener-
al, is yet to be the subject of further research and discussion. Nonetheless,
the silence around these issues allowed political Islamists time to rethink
their strategies and bind them to the widespread enthusiasm for demo-
cratic processes and decentralization, while working towards achieving
their goal of fashioning an Islamist society.

Democracy at the Service of an Islamist Gender Vision

Post-Suharto, Indonesians’ key demands centred on decentralization and
increased regional autonomy, and the dawn of true democracy was cel-
ebrated by Indonesians when these began to be implemented in 2001,
allowing regencies and cities to become the key administrative units for
municipal services according to constitutional and national legal systems.
Consequently, the elected village administrations became the most influ-
ential entities in citizens’ daily lives. However, given the limited history
of citizen involvement in state affairs, the majority of the population had
neither the knowhow nor the institutional support to allow effective use of
the democratic structure. Headquarters of various liberal and democratic
organizations, usually located in major cities, had not considered devising
programs to support the engagement of constituencies with newly created
democratic institutions.

In contrast, small Islamist parties viewed the local councils as a stra-
tegic opportunity to promote their political vision, using familiar religious
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idioms and concepts with popular positive inferences. They ran campaigns
in contexts where few major liberal political parties had provided support
for the liberal minded candidates. Political Islamists in these small towns
and villages were elected as officials and council members, thus able to
introduce laws which they claimed were inspired by shari’a. Often focus-
ing on morality issues and the role of women, based on political Islamists’
own peculiar interpretations, some of these laws contradicted national
and provincial legislation and ran counter to local traditions and practices
(WEMC 2009, Satriyo 2003, Robinson 2009, Noerdin 2002).%!

The success of political Islamists was aided by the unfortunate fact that
limited literacy among women and the lack of a culture of women’s in-
volvement in formal politics meant that few women were elected to these
local bodies, as there were no quotas for women and thus women had
little direct political influence. To cite but one example, in the region of
South Sulawesi, under the auspices of improving moral conduct, Islamists
created regulations ordering female civil servants to wear ‘Islamic’ attire,
and female high-school students to wear long skirts (Galingging 2006,
guoted in Allen 2007). Although there is no tradition of Indonesians learn-
ing Arabic to any substantial degree, they also mandated that government
employees be able to read and write Arabic, a law clearly designed to give
Islamists preferred access to control and influence in the state structure.'?

By infiltrating state structures, Islamists seek to subvert the secular state,
often at great cost to women and minorities. lronically such Islamist-backed
regulations claim to protect women and uphold social morality, while they are
in reality intended to exercise control over women’s bodies, minds, and ac-
cess to public spaces, and they lead to the criminalization and stigmatisation
of women. Though there was some questioning of these misogynistic laws,
most people were hesitant to challenge them because they were framed
and justified with reference to Islam and shari’a. On the other hand, pro-
ponents of these laws, aware of public opposition to the so called “shari’‘a”
laws, continued to insist the laws were essential to upholding morality and

" There is an established hierarchy of law beginning with the constitution. Laws formulated
at lower levels cannot in theory contradict higher level legislation.

12 Except for graduates of Islamic studies, few Muslims in either Indonesia or other non-
Arab countries can read and write in Arabic.
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public order (see Robinson 2009, Satriyo 2003: 221, Noerdin 2002). In
many instances, district governments have enacted regulations which are
purposely vague, leaving room for the exercise of force to control women’s
sexuality and mobility. A telling example is the ‘whipping law’ which was
enacted in a village in Padang (West Sumatra) and in other states including
Aceh, as a form of punishment for women who engage in ‘sexual relations
outside of marriage’ (zina). Zina in its general understanding relates to hav-
ing intercourse outside marriage but it is interpreted so broadly here that it
includes males and females who are not relatives conversing. The victims of
zina are frequently women — as the case below, just one among hundreds of
examples which have occurred in recent years, illustrates. Fatma, a thirteen-
year-old girl, was punished under the “whipping law” because she went to
her neighbour’s house to watch television in the evenings. One night while
at the neighbour’s she went to the bathroom, which was in the court yard,
and the neighbour’s nephew followed her and tried to hold her hand. She
was frightened and ran away; the young man ran after her. Eventually Fatma
and her assailant were caught by village officials and brought to the village
office for questioning. Without a formal trial, and although she was a mi-
nor, Fatma was lashed as punishment; the man was merely fined for the
alleged zina. Traumatized, Fatma became very reclusive, refusing to partici-
pate in any public activities, and her family was ostracized by the commu-
nity (summarized from WEMC Report 2009).* Other dubious laws include
the so-called ‘sweeping law’ as well as anti-prostitution laws, which prohibit
women from being outside in the evening or early morning unless they are
accompanied by close male kin. This law has created serious constraints for

13 WEMC report- http://www.wemc.com.hk/web/e-bulletin/09- 2009/files/campaign_
against_discriminatory_regulations_bulukumba.pdf There are many more examples of
these kinds of abuses by local Islamist leaders. Mir-Hosseini and Hamzic (2010: 50-79)
present case studies of a range of human right violations and identify some 154 local
laws that were in enacted between 1989-2009 just in Aceh, and which contradict the
Constitution of 1945. There are many more of these kinds of examples — unfortunately
these incidents are not often addressed in the mainstream media, while the tabloid-style
press repeatedly covers them (as the following example shows) : “Medieval punishment in
front of a baying mob”, Daily Mail Reporter (10 April 2011); http://www.dailymail.co.uk/
news/article-1375168/Sharia-Law-A-woman-whipped-having-affair.html#ixzz1rNtiXdnX
(accessed 5 April 2012); and http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6QKgXqlhng
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many working women, whether they are office workers or have more tradi-
tional occupations in the markets. The following reports have been selected
for review here because they reflect the most common and widespread
forms of victimization of women under these misogynistic laws. Thousands
of women shift workers who work outside the so-called “legitimate” hours
find themselves harassed and under constant threat of being arrested.

West Java, Indonesia: Lilis Lindawati, the pregnant wife of a local teach-
er, was arrested around 8pm as she boarded local transport on the way
home from her waitressing job. She was subsequently charged with being
a prostitute (the clinching evidence being that she was carrying lipstick in
her handbag), fined Rp 300,000 (about USS50) and detained for four days.
(Noerdin 2002: 179)

A young woman in Garut (West Java) en route to visit her grandmother
experienced transport delays and found herself boarding a public vehicle
at 7 p.m. A group of men forced her out of the vehicle, saying she had
violated the local regulation of “shari’a law” by being out at night without
her muhrim (close kin). They took off her jilbab [veil, head scarf which in
the Indonesian context may cover down to the waist) and shaved her hair.”
(Noerdin 2002: 179)

Though perpetrators were ordinary citizens with no judiciary author-
ity, and despite the fact that removing a woman'’s jilbab against her will is
in fact a complete violation of the very shari’a regulation these men used
to justify their actions, these non-state actors did not hesitate to impose
their understanding of shari‘a. No charges were brought against them,
nor were there any inquiries into why such violent acts, which contra-
vene the spirit of the Indonesia constitution and its guaranteed individual
freedoms, remain unchallenged and unpunished. Certainly, few politi-
cians are willing to engage in public debate for fear of losing the votes of
powerful conservative religious leaders and their millions of supporters.
Consequently, in areas where such regulations are enacted, women are
increasingly cautious concerning their attire and movements, avoiding
being in public outside the ‘permitted’ hours, which is precisely what the
Islamists intended. In response, and in the absence of meaningful state
intervention, women’s and human rights organizations and various NGOs
have tried to bring these issues to national attention by documenting

Dossier: Journal of Women Living Under Muslim Laws 41



Homa Hoodfar

the numerous ways in which women and citizens from minority groups
have been victimized by these regulations, and by encouraging public dis-
course on the politicization of religion which has hampered the develop-
ment of democracy and gender equality in Indonesia. One young activist
lawyer explained: “Our strategy is to flood the public sphere with stories
of abuses of women and to subject the fundamentalists to the court of
public opinion. We want to inform the public of contradictions between
local and national laws and about the kinds of abuses and injustices that
are done to citizens in the name of Islam and shari’a law. The court of
public opinion is our main means of struggle against them.”'* However,
the reality is that coalitions of political Islamists and their organization-
al networks have more resources at their disposal to counter liberals’
efforts.

Nevertheless, widespread abuses have created a groundswell of multi-
pronged campaigning among civil rights, women’s rights and human rights
organizations, including some liberal Muslim organizations, and various
NGOs. Given the low level of female literacy outside major cities, liberal ac-
tivists have used local radio programs and talk shows to reach women and
the general public. Religious classes for women present gender sensitive
interpretations of Islamic texts. Lobbying groups and local leaders work to
expose contradictory laws. Provincial leaders, wanting to avoid controversy
and seeking re-election, sometimes have been open to approaches for re-
forming misogynistic laws.

One successful strategy used by liberal forces is ‘naming and shaming’ —
that is, bringing specific incidents to the attention of the national and in-
ternational communities through social and other campaigns in hopes that
politicians seeking re-election may be sensitive to bad press and contro-
versy. In some contexts this approach has been very effective: the wide-
spread publicizing of caning and stoning laws in Aceh, which led to revision
of these laws, is one example. However, the bigger picture in decentralized
Indonesia remains rather gloomy and these strategies, though important,
are woefully insufficient in countering the extent of everyday abuses that
citizens, and women in particular, face in the name of shari’‘a and morality.

14 Personal communication with the author, Jakarta, May 2008.
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There is an urgent need to find more collective and effective strategies to
counter this ominous development.

The Resurrection of the Anti-Pornography Bill

While various coalitions coordinated a national campaign against the im-
position of so-called shari’a law which was spreading through local coun-
cils, in 2006 an Islamist coalition of conservatives and fundamentalists
resurrected the Anti-Pornography Bill, originally drafted in 1999 but dis-
carded due to widespread opposition. The reintroduction of this bill was
hotly debated nationwide, including many large-scale demonstrations by
both supporters and opposition. While the broad definition of pornogra-
phy as ‘man-made sexual materials in the form of drawings, sketches, il-
lustrations, photographs, text, voice, sound, moving pictures, animation,
cartoons, poetry, conversations and gestures’ was at the center of the
controversy, the bill's definition/criminalization of sexual desire, and the
mistreatment of women which the bill aimed to legislate, alarmed many
citizens (Allen 2007).* The bill’s definition of eroticism and pornography
was so broad and vague that partially bared arms could be construed as
illegal. This alarmed ethnic groups and religious minorities whose tradi-
tional dress does not cover the entire body.®

The bill’s most disturbing aspect states, ‘Anyone who by virtue of
their suspicious attitude or behaviour creates the impression that s/he
is a prostitute is forbidden from being in public streets, squares, places
of accommodation, hotels, boarding houses, rental accommodation,
coffee shops, places of entertainment, performance venues, street cor-
ners or alleys or other places in the Region’ (Soekirno, 2006 quoted

15 Also see “Indonesia passes anti-porn bill”, BBC News, 30 October 2008, http://news.bbc.
co.uk/2/hi/7700150.stm (accessed 12 Nov. 2011); and, Brandon, ‘Indonesia passes anti-
porn bill despite furious opposition to it ’, JavaJive, 31 Oct. 2008. http://www.thejavajive.
com/blog/?p=1020" (accessed 12 Nov. 2011)

18 Editor’s note: Beyond ethnic and religious minorities, it must be noted that most members
of the Indonesian Muslim community also did not wear garments that “cover the whole
body” until recent years.
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in Allen 2007:106). It also encourages public involvement in curbing
obscenity, an invitation to extremists to impose their notions of pro-
priety on all Indonesians, particularly women. “Even Saudi Arabia has
shied away from such practice. Indonesia is on a dangerous path and
women will pay for it dearly,” Sri Wiyanti a human rights lawyer and
activist commented.?’

Clearly the Islamists’ intention is to empower supporters to cham-
pion fundamentalist views through vigilante actions under the guise
of upholding morality and the law. While a campaign by a coalition
of democratic forces, along with public pressure and the position
of some Indonesian political parties, resulted in minor revisions to
the Anti-Pornography Bill, the major clauses, including the defini-
tions of prostitution and acts of immorality — as well as the leeway
for the public to enforce the law — remained intact. The bill passed
in 2008 even as one hundred MPs walked out in protest, while, tell-
ingly, proposed laws concerning anti-corruption and the protection of
citizens in police custody remain in limbo and have yet to be passed.
Women’s rights proponents continue to oppose the bill in the courts
and publicly demonstrating how deeply it attacks the core pluralism
of Indonesia and gives the state power to censor reading material,
impose a universal dress code, and define ‘appropriate behaviour’.
Advocates also work to provide alternative reference points to chal-
lenge such policies through woman-centred interpretation of Islamic
texts, and through expanding the public understanding of various hu-
man rights charters to which the public can appeal in demanding pro-
tection of their rights.

The anti-pornography bill is troubling not only for women at large
but also for sexual minorities. The Q! Film Festival 2010, organized for a
decade by a lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) non-profit or-
ganization called Q-munity Foundation for Equality in Indonesia recent-
ly attracted violent protests by religious hard-liners led by the Islamic
Defender Front (FPI). Masked protestors threatened to set fire to one
of the festival’s venues in Jakarta in an effort to force the festival to shut

17 Personal communication with the author, Jakarta, May 2008.
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down its operations. The festival continued but several screenings were
cancelled.*®

Progressive Indonesian forces view the current climate and ideologi-
cal shifts as a form of cultural colonization — a ‘Saudi Arabization’ of their
society.’® The irony is that currently, Saudi society appears to be gradually
moving towards increased social and political liberalization, while in contrast
Indonesian Islamists are trying to restrict the open, plural culture and poli-
tics of Indonesia in favour of a society based on the traditional Saudi model.
An example is the recent (March 2012) objection by six fundamentalist and
conservative organizations to the Gender Fairness Bill, intended to remove
some laws that are discriminatory against women, which Indonesia, as a sig-
natory to CEDAW, must address. These organizations, which include NU,%,*
claim that bills providing increased rights for women will lead to women di-
vorcing their husbands, a claim which suggests that their patriarchal vision
of family and society rests on a foundation of gender discrimination and
lack of opportunity for women. These organisations have the power of huge
memberships and can rely on an excellent organizational infrastructure to
‘encourage’ elected officials to take notice of their views.

Humanrightsadvocatesstrivetochallenge these developmentsand pol-
icy shifts. In this era of global inter-connection, creating legitimacy through

8 The film festival had been held since 2002 but the protests by religious hard-liners
occurred only after the passing of the anti-pornography. See “9th Q! Film Festival in
September 2010”, http://ilga.org/ilga/en/article/mBVU7iC1gR and http://ilga.org/ilga/en/
article/nceDYDZ1IL (accessed 11 April 2012).

¥ Hong Kong, February 2009, personal communication with Sri Wiyanti Eddyono,
representative of a women’s group and advocate in the democratization movement
coalition in Indonesia.

2 “4slamic Groups Object to Gender Equality’, Jakarta Post, 15 March 2012. The groups
represented were Ulema Council (MUI), the Indonesian Consultative Council for
Muslim Women’s Organizations (BMO-IWI), Aisyiah, Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia (HTI), the
Islamic Community Party (PUI) and Muslimat NU. http://www.thejakartapost.com/
news/2012/03/15/islamic-groups-object-gender-equality.html (accessed 11 April 2012).

21 The NU (Nahdlatul Ulama) is one of the largest independent Islamic organizations
in the world with an estimated up to 30 million members (as noted above, NU claims a
membership of 40 million). It acts as a charitable body; filling in where the government falls
short by funding schools, hospitals, and various community and anti-poverty initiatives,
while disseminating its conservative ideology.
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the transnational public sphere and through women’s organizations/
movements in particular can also support the process of countering politi-
cal Islamists and their restrictive sexual and gender ideology in Indonesia.
However, these strategies demand much energy and resources from civil
society activists — and yet are barely sufficient to undo the damage that
these undemocratic laws have done. The important question here is how
these unholy developments could be prevented and what can civil society
and human rights activists elsewhere learn from the Indonesian experi-
ence. In particular, how to prevent deeply undemocratic forces from using
the democratic state machinery, and democratic institutions, to promote
laws that are clearly antithetical to democratic principles.

Questions to Reflect Upon

The goal of this report was to briefly analyze the political developments in
Indonesia as a way to raise questions which can help us to analyze the failures
of liberal and progressive forces for social justice in counteracting the political
Islamists’ legal and social interventions more effectively. Why is it that social
justice and rights activists and organizations always seem to be in re-active
and resistance mode instead of adopting a more pro-active strategy? Clearly
it is possible for progressive forces to be more effective partner in political and
social development, as was the case in the 1950s and 1960s when liberal and
socialist forces enjoyed wide spread support among the population. The cen-
tral question is: what are the missing elements which can enable democratic
forces to devise more effective strategies to achieve their goals?

Given that the Indonesian people rejected the call for shari’a by not
voting for Islamists in 2001, how have political Islamists managed to win so
many seats in the ensuing years and to ascend to so many decision-making
positions? How did the Islamists envisage their relation to the state and its
decision-making processes? What was their analysis and understanding of
the state and of the wider society in relation to their political goals? Clearly
they managed tofillin the political vacuums created within the new political
structure, while the democratic forces had neglected communities outside
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the metropolitan and larger urban centres. Furthermore, it appears that
in contrast to liberal forces, diverse political Islamists in Indonesia, despite
their differences, have built coalitions based on a shared interpretation of
shari’a, particularly as it pertains to women, morality, and sexuality, and
have worked aggressively to establish their perspectives and build a public
legitimacy by presenting themselves as ‘defenders of women and the com-
munity’. Concurrently they have vigorously worked to become part of the
state apparatus, and have used the ‘democratic’ political structure to try
and impose shari’a, despite Indonesia’s official status as a secular state.

We also have to ask why liberal forces gradually lost ground to the
political Islamists and conservative forces. Why didn’t they manage to
mobilize the public in support of democratic values, especially given that
cultural and religious diversity had been ingrained as part of Indonesian
cultural practices? How did they understand the role of the new demo-
cratic state? Did they view the new state as a vehicle for positive social
change, including gender equality? Did they revise their pre-1998 strate-
gies of distancing themselves from state (as they had done under Suharto’s
regime)? If so, why did the women’s movement(s) largely stay aloof from
entering into state politics? Itis also paramount to understand and analyze
the global environment(s). What are the diverse global forces at work and
how do they intersect with political developments in a particular context?
How have political Islamists benefitted from using their global networks?
What lessons did they draw, and what strategies did they apply, from ex-
periences in other contexts? To what extent have the secular public intel-
lectuals, democrats and civil society leaders tried to understand, analyze
and learn from experiences of other nations in devising their strategies
to promote their vision of an open plural society? Looking at the picture
emerging from this report, it seems to highlight a rather belated realiza-
tion that a modern, democratic political structure is not in itself a sufficient
guarantee of a plural, open, liberal society. Instead, an engaged public, an
open public discourse, the ongoing mobilization of liberal forces, the build-
ing of broad alliances to lobby for collective demands, and efforts from
outside and within the formal political structure are basic ingredients to
protect gender equality and democratic principles.
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Organizing Around Rape Law Reform in Sudan'

Fahima A. Hashim?

Abstract

The political situation in Sudan has changed since the writing of this
report, yet the issues — discriminatory legal provisions and rape law
reform — remain vital. Hashim describes how Sudanese activists joined
with advocacy groups and feminist networks from other regions to
strategize about legal issues related to sexual assault and rape in conflict.
While the goals pursued by Sudanese advocates could not be achieved
fully, this initiative highlights two facts that are familiar to human rights
defenders. First, sustained organizing efforts may not always lead to
measurable markers of success — a reality which donors’ mainstream
reporting formats (with their insistence on “deliverables” and proven
“outcomes”) generally [dis]miss. This report also shows, however, that
international solidarity remains meaningful, not least because collective
brainstorming and collaborative learning help sustain progressive forces
working for change.

! Editor’s note: This text has been edited for clarity while retaining as much as possible the
voice of its author, whom we thank for writing in an idiom which is not her first language.
2 Fahima A. Hashim is the director of Salmmah Women'’s Resource Centre. The organization
under her leadership has focused on capacity building for women leaders and on advocating
for legal changes of Sudanese laws, particularly the reform of rape law. The organization
trains young women and men from various contexts on issues of human rights, on the
elimination of violence against women and on women’s political rights. Additionally, the
organization has conducted successful campaigns, carried out research, and documented
various human rights abuses. Confronted with the dire situation in Darfur, they worked to
compile information on the sexual violence taking place in the Western region of Sudan.
They have formed a coalition of human rights activists and lawyers who discuss and create
alternative laws, as well as lobby and campaign to have them adopted by the state and
judicial system.
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