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GENDER AND ISLAM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
ROSALIA SCIORTINO

BACKGROUND

FEW REALIZE THAT SOUTHEAST ASIA ENCOMPASSES A SIGNIFICANT
NUMBER OF MUSLIM COUNTRIES, INCLUDING INDONESIA WITH THE
WORLD’S LARGEST MUSLIM POPULATION, AND COUNTRIES WHERE
MUSLIMS FORM A SIGNIFICANT MINORITY POPULATION, SUCH AS
THAILAND AND THE PHILIPPINES. THROUGHOUT  HISTORY,
CONSTRUCTIONS, INSTITUTIONS, AND MODES OF THOUGHT THAT FORM
THE CORE DISCOURSES OF ISLAM HAVE SHAPED GENDER RELATIONSHIPS,
PLAYING A CENTRAL ROLE IN DEFINING WOMEN’S PLACE IN THE FAMILY
AS WELL AS IN SOCIETY. AT THE SAME TIME, ISLAMIC DISCOURSES ON
WOMEN ARE SHAPED BY SPECIFIC SOCIO-CULTURAL MOVEMENTS WHICH
HAVE DEVELOPED IN SPECIFIC POLITICAL CIRCUMSTANCES. IN VIEW OF
THIS CLOSE LINK, TO UNDERSTAND CHANGES IN WOMEN’S POSITION AND
RIGHTS BROADER SOCIETAL CHANGES NEED TO BE TAKEN INTO
CONSIDERATION SINCE AS MAKHLOUF OBERMEYER PUTS IT ‘ISSUES
RELATED TO WOMEN AND REPRODUCTION ARE THE ARENA IN WHICH
CONTRARY VIEWS OF THE SOCIAL ORDER ARE PLAYED OUT’ (MAKHLOUF
OBERMEYER 1994:10) IN OTHER WORDS, INVESTIGATION OF GENDER
ROLES IN ISLAMIC SOUTHEAST ASIAN SOCIETIES ENTAILS AN ANALYSIS
OF THE SOCIETIES IN WHICH THESE ROLES ARE ROOTED AND
ARTICULATED. TO THIS AIM, I WILL TRY IN THE NEXT FIFTEEN MINUTES,
TO PROVIDE A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF RELEVANT ISSUES IN THE DISCUSSION
OF GENDER AND ISLAM IN THIS PART OF THE WORLD TO PROVIDE A
CONTEXT IN WHICH TO PLACE THE FOLLOWING PRESENTATIONS. I

: LETS ME START BY SAYING THAT THE CLOSE GEOGRAPHIC,
COMMERCIAL, CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS TIES BETWEEN MUSLIMS IN
INDONESIA, MALAYSIA, SINGAPORE, SOUTHERN THAILAND AND
SOUTHERN PHILIPPINES NATURALLY ENCOURAGE A  CROSS-
FERTILIZATION OF IDEAS ON GENDER IN ISLAM. THIS SHARING OF
EXPERIENCES AND RESOURCES PROVIDES GROUND FOR BROAD
GENERALIZATIONS ON THE NATURE OF ISLAMIC DOCTRINE IN THIS PART
OF THE WORLD, AND ON THE WAYS IN WHICH INFLUENCES GENDER
RELATIONSHIPS. FIRST AT ALL, MOST OBSERVERS STRESS THE TOLERANT
NATURE OF ISLAM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA, AS REFLECTED IN THE RICHNESS
OF RELIGIOUS THOUGHTS AND DOCTRINAL APPROACHES, AND ITS
INCLUSION OF PRE-EXISTING CUSTOMARY LAWS AND PRACTICES, WHICH
HAS ALLOWED MUSLIM WOMEN IN THIS REGION TO PARTICIPATE IN
PUBLIC LIFE AND BE ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE. IN THEIR ANALYSIS, THEY
CONCUR THAT MUSLIM WOMEN IN SOUTHEAST ASIA ENJOY GREATER



FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT AND A RELATIVELY HIGHER STATUS WHEN
COMPARED TO MUSLIM WOMEN IN SOUTH ASIA AND THE MIDDLE EAST.
FOR EXAMPLE NO SEGREGATION OF MEN AND WOMEN IS PRESCRIBED IN
PUBLIC PLACES AND MEN AND WOMEN MIX QUITE FREELY IN DAILY
ACTIVITIES. FURTHERMORE, DE FACTO WOMEN TRAVEL ON THEIR OWN
AND DO NOT ASK THEIR HUSBANDS’ PERMISSION WHEN LEAVING THEIR
HOUSE. RESTRICTIONS ON WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC LIFE ARE
ALSO RELATIVELY MILD AND WOMEN PLAY A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN MOST
DOMAIN, INCLUDING RELIGION, BY ACTING AS FEMALE PREACHERS OR
MUBALLIGHAH.

WHILE UPHOLDING THE PROGRESSIVE CHARACTER OF SOUTHEAST
ASIAN ISLAM, THE SAME OBSERVERS ARE ALSO QUICK TO NOTE THAT
SUBSTANTIAL CHANGES ARE OCCURRING. ISLAMIC REVIVALISM, URGING
THE INSTITUTION OF MORE STRICT MUSLIM LAWS AND NORMS HAS
REACHED SOUTHEAST ASIA AND MADE A PROFOUND IMPACT ON THE LIFE
OF MUSLIM MEN AND WOMEN. STARTING IN THE LATE 1970S, ISLAMIST
MOVEMENTS HAVE INCREASINGLY GROWN IN NUMBER, VISIBILITY AND
POLITICAL INFLUENCE, PARTLY AS AN EXPRESSION OF THE GLOBAL
TREND OF ISLAMIZATION IN PLACES SUCH AS IRAN, PAKISTAN, INDIA AND
THE ARAB COUNTRIES, AND PARTLY AS A RESULT OF DISSATISFACTION
WITH CURRENT GOVERNMENTS AND THE ELITE’'S EXCESSIVE
ACCUMULATION OF WEALTH. AS-MODERNIZATION AND CONSUMERISM
CUM WESTERNIZATION STARTED TO BE CONSIDERED AT THE ROOT OF
POVERTY AND OTHER SOCIAL ILLS, ISLAM INCREASINGLY BECAME A
SOCIAL PILLAR FOR INDIVIDUAL MORAL GUIDANCE AS WELL AS A
POLITICAL MOVEMENT TO QUESTION, CHALLENGE AND EVENTUALLY
OVERTHROW THE ESTABLISHMENT, THE REFORMASI MOVEMENT IN
INDONESIA BEING A CASE IN POINT.

IN THE LAST TWO DECADES, REVITALIZED ISLAMIC VALUES HAVE
BEEN PROMOTED THROUGH THE MEDIA° AND THE DAKWAH
(PROSELYTIZING) MOVEMENTS IN THE TWO MAJOR ISLAMIC SOUTHEAST
ASIAN COUNTRIES, IE. MALAYSIA AND INDONESIA. THIS SEARCH FOR AN
ISLAMIC IDENTITY AND SOCIAL ORDER IN OPPOSITION TO THE SECULAR
POWER OF THE MODERN STATE, HAS BEEN ACCOMPANIED BY AN
INCREASINGLY CONSERVATIVE DISCOURSE ON WOMANHOOD AND THE
FAMILY, WHICH CHALLENGES WOMEN’S AUTONOMY AND THEIR HUMAN
RIGHTS, INCLUDING REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS. ACCORDING TO ISLAMIC
TENETS, WOMAN’S ROLE AS MOTHER AND WIFE AND THE
IMPLEMENTATION OF A RIGID SEPARATION -QUITE CONTRARY TO
INDIGENOUS ARRANGEMENTS- BETWEEN MALE PUBLIC ROLES AND
FEMALE DOMESTIC ONES CAME TO BE EMPHASIZED. IN THIS CONTEXT,
WOMEN’S BODILY CONTAINMENT CAN BE SEEN AS THE KEY TO THE
‘NEW’ ISLAMIC ORDER. SIMPLIFYING, IT HAS BEEN SAID THAT THE MOST



CONSPICUOUS SYMBOL OF ISLAMIC REVIVALISM HAS BEEN THE CHANGE
IN MUSLIM WOMEN’S DRESS, WITH AN INCREASING NUMBER OF WOMEN
OF ALL AGES WEARING A VEIL, WHEREAS IN THE PAST WOMEN WOULD
ONLY WEAR A SLENDANG, A LONG SCARF WRAPPED LOOSELY AROUND
THE HEAD, IN CEREMONIAL ACTIVITIES. AS AIHWA OMG FURTHER NOTES,
SOME WOMEN HAVE ALSO ‘DONNED LONG BLACK ROBES (HIJAB), SOCKS,
GLOVES, AND FACE-VEILS, DENOTING A FULL PURDAH (PARDA)
HISTORICALLY ALIEN TO MALAY CULTURE’ (1994:33).

ALTHOUGH THIS CHANGE IN EXTERNAL APPEARANCE DOES NOT
NECESSARILY ENTAILS TRADITIONAL VALUES ON THE PART OF THE
WOMEN IN QUESTION, IT EXPRESSES A HIGHER LEVEL OF SOCIAL CHANGE
AND THE EMERGENCE OF A MORE CONSERVATIVE IDEOLOGY
EXTREMELY PREOCCUPIED WITH THE MORAL CONDUCT OF WOMEN.
WOMEN’S INDECENCY HAS COME TO BE PERCEIVED AS A SIGN OF THE
MORAL DECADENCE OF SECULAR GOVERNMENTS. IN TURN, THIS
EQUATION BETWEEN WOMEN’'S MORALITY AND THE SURROUNDING
SOCIAL ORDER ALSO AFFECTS WOMEN’S REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH AND
RIGHTS AT A VERY DEEP AND FUNDAMENTAL LEVEL, LIMITING THEIR
REPRODUCTIVE CHOICES. MORAL AND RELIGIOUS CONTROVERSIES OVER
FAMILY PLANNING, ABORTION, AIDS, SEXUAL RIGHTS AND OTHER
ASPECTS OF REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH ARE HEATING UP AND ACQUIRING A
MORE POLEMIC CHARACTER. MORE AND MORE, MUSLIM GROUPS ARE
FINDING IT DIFFICULT TO ACKNOWLEDGE WOMEN’S RIGHTS TO MAKE
INDIVIDUAL CHOICES RATHER THAN FAMILY RESPONSIBILITY IN
MATTERS OF REPRODUCTION, OR TO DEAL WITH WOMEN’S SEXUALITY
AND REPRODUCTION OUTSIDE THE BOUNDARIES OF MARRIAGE.

IT IS INTERESTING TO NOTE IN THIS CONTEXT THAT WELL-
'ESTABLISHED CLASSIFICATIONS OF ISLAMIC POSITIONS BETWEEN
“TRADITIONALIST” AND “MODERNIST” LINES DO NOT SEEM TO HOLD AS
FAR AS THE CONCEPTUALIZATION OF GENDER ROLES IS CONCERNED.
MODERNIST GROUPS APPROVING OF HIGH TECHNOLOGY, LIBERAL
MARKET ECONOMY AND MODERN DEMOCRATIC VALUES HAVE OFTEN
TAKEN “TRADITIONAL” POSITIONS WHICH TEND TO REINFORCE THE
SUBSERVIENT ROLE OF WOMEN. ON THE CONTRARY, “TRADITIONALIST”
GROUPS WEARY OF ECONOMIC, POLITICAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL
REFORMS HAVE AT TIMES COME UP WITH MORE PROGRESSIVE, SO TO SAY
“MODERN”, INTERPRETATIONS, OF WOMEN’S ROLE IN THE FAMILY AND
SOCIETY. FOR INSTANCE, IN INDONESIA, “TRADITIONALIST” ISLAMIC
INTELLECTUALS HAVE STRONGLY SPOKEN AGAINST VIOLENCE AGAINST
WOMEN BE IT STATE OR DOMESTIC VIOLENCE. THE HORRIBLE MASS RAPE
OF CHINESE WOMEN DURING THE JAKARTA RIOTS LAST YEAR IN MAY HAS
PROMPTED THEM TO CLEARLY STATE THAT ISLAM OPPOSE ALL KINDS OF



VIOLENCE AND RAPE CANNOT BE JUSTIFIED, NOT EVEN IN CONFLICT
SITUATION WITH NON-MOSLEM.

WITHIN THIS DYNAMIC ALBEIT AT TIMES BLURRED FRAMEWORK,
THE ANALYSIS OF THE PARTICULAR HISTORICAL, POLITICAL AND
CULTURAL CONTEXT OF EACH STATE ALLOWS INTERESTING
COMPARISONS OF DIFFERENCES IN THE EXISTING PRESCRIPTIONS OF
GENDER ROLES. IN PARTICULAR, THE CONTRAST BETWEEN INDONESIA
AND MALAYSIA, WHERE ISLAM IS THE DOMINANT RELIGION AND THE
PHILIPPINES, WHERE THE MINORITY MUSLIMS HAVE  BEEN
MARGINALIZED BY CENTURIES OF REBELLION AND COMBAT, IS VERY
STRIKING, ALTHOUGH DIFFERENCES IN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
RELIGION AND STATE IN MALAYSIA AND INDONESIA ALSO LEAD TO
SPECIFIC PATTERNS OF GENDER CONCEPTUALIZATIONS IN THESE TWO
COUNTRIES. MORE IN DETAIL, IN MALAYSIA, THE CONSTITUTION
DECLARES ISLAM AS THE RELIGION OF THE NATION, ALTHOUGH IT
GUARANTEES FREEDOM OF RELIGION FOR NON-MUSLIM. INTERESTINGLY,
DUE TO COLONIAL HISTORY, THE ADMINISTRATION OF ISLAMIC MATTERS
DOES NOT REST WITH THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT, BUT IT IS A CONCERN
OF THE VARIOUS STATE GOVERNMENTS. MUSLIM AFFAIRS ARE
ADMINISTERED SEPARATELY BY EACH OF THE 13 MALAY STATES BY A
COUNCIL OF RELIGION AND MALAY CUSTOMS. THE IMPACT OF THIS
SYSTEM ON WOMEN IS PARTICULARLY SIGNIFICANT WITH REGARD TO
ISLAMIC LAW, THE MOST COMPREHENSIVE OF WHICH LIES IN THE FIELD
OF FAMILY LAW, SINCE IN THE FIELD OF CRIMINAL AND COMMERCIAL
LAW MOSTLY ENGLISH CIVIL LAW IS FOLLOWED. THE DIFFERENT
ADMINISTRATION OF ISLAMIC FAMILY LAW IN THE VARIOUS STATES HAS
PROVEN TO BE AN AREA WHERE TENSION BETWEEN ISLAM AND WOMEN’S
RIGHTS IS PARTICULARLY HIGH. ISSUES OF MARRIAGE, DIVORCE,
CUSTODY AND INHERITANCE AS ADDRESSED IN MUSLIM COURTS HAVE
SHOWN SIGNIFICANT CONTRADICTIONS AMONG DIFFERENT
INTERPRETATIONS OF ISLAMIC TEACHINGS, BETWEEN ISLAMIC LAW AND
CUSTOMARY LAW, AND BETWEEN ISLAMIC FAMILY LAW AND PROVISIONS
CONTAINED IN THE CIVIL LAW ON THE FAMILY (MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE
ACT 197). THE PROVISIONS OF ISLAMIC LAW AS ENACTED IN THE
COUNTRY IS INCREASINGLY BEING CRITICIZED FOR FAILING TO PROTECT
THE RIGHTS OF WOMEN, AS TRADITIONALLY SAFEGUARDED IN

CUSTOMARY AND CIVIL LAW.

IN INDONESIA, PANCASILA, THE STATE IDEOLOGY, STRESSES THAT
ISLAM IS ONE OF THE FIVE OFFICIAL RELIGIONS EVEN IF 90% OF THE
MORE THAN 200 MILLION INHABITANTS PRACTICE IT. SIMILARLY TO
MALAYSIA, ISLAMIC RULE IS ONLY ENACTED WITH REGARDS TO FAMILY
LAW AND ONLY FOR THE MUSLIMS. STILL, ITS APPLICATION IS MORE
RESTRICTED SINCE IT CONCERNS ONLY MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE AND IT
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IS STRONGLY INFLUENCED BY EXISTING CIVIL LAW. POLYGAMY IS NOT
OFFICIALLY SANCTIONED ALTHOUGH IT IS TOLERATED WHEN THE FIRST
WIFE GIVES PERMISSION OR WHEN SHE IS INFERTILE. DIVORCE HAS TO BE
PROPERLY REGISTERED AND FOR THE STATE IT IS NOT AUTOMATICALLY
DISSOLVED BY THE UNILATERAL PRONOUNCEMENT OF TALAK OR
DIVORCE BY THE HUSBAND. IN THE ABSENCE OF ISLAMIC COURTS,
DISCUSSION OF THE PROPER ROLE OF WOMEN IS UNDERTAKEN IN THE
PUBLIC ARENA. IT IS IN THE MEDIA AND IN PUBLIC GATHERINGS THAT
DIFFERENT ISLAMIC VIEWS ARE EXPRESSED AND FOUGHT OUT. IN
GENERAL, THESE DEBATES ADDRESS THE DOMESTIC ROLE OF WOMEN IN
THE FAMILY AS WIVES AND MOTHERS, BUT MOST RECENTLY, BECAUSE OF
CHANGING POLITICAL CIRCUMSTANCES DISCUSSION OF THE WOMEN’S
RIGHT TO BE LEADERS IN SOCIETY HAS GAINED HIGH PROFILE IN
REFERENCE TO THE BID OF MEGAWATI SUKARNOPUTRI FOR THE
PRESIDENCY. ALTHOUGH THIS ISSUE WAS ORIGINALLY LAUNCHED BY
LEADERS OF ONE OF THE MAIN “MODERNIST” MUSLIM WOMEN
ORGANIZATIONS, AISYAIYAH, AND LATER EITHER SUPPORTED OR
REJECTED BY VARIOUS RELIGIOUS LEADERS, IT WILL ULTIMATELY
DEPEND ON POLITICAL RATHER THAN RELIGIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES
WHETHER MEGAWATI WILL INDEED BECOME PRESIDENT, SHOWING ONCE
MORE HOW THE MUSLIM WOMEN’S RIGHTS ARE NOT ARTICULATED IN
ISOLATION FROM THE SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT IN WHICH THEY ARE

FRAMED.

IN BOTH COUNTRIES, PREOCCUPATION WITH THE RIGHTS OF
WOMEN TO ACCESS EDUCATION AND ECONOMIC RESOURCES HAS
DECREASED IN IMPORTANCE. INDONESIAN AND MALAYSIAN WOMEN
HAVE BEEN BENEFICIARIES OF INTENSE EDUCATION EFFORTS BY THE
INDEPENDENCE GOVERNMENTS. ALTHOUGH THERE IS STILL A GENDER
GAP, ESPECIALLY IN SECONDARY AND HIGHER EDUCATION, IT CANNOT
BE DENIED THAT BOTH COUNTRIES HAVE MADE INTENSE PROGRESS. IN
INDONESIA, THE LITERACY RATE FOR WOMEN HAS INCREASED FROM 42%
IN 1942 TO MORE THAN 90% IN RECENT YEARS. THE INSTRUCTION FOR
MUSLIM WOMEN TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE AS EXPRESSED IN THE QUR’AN
AND THE ISLAMIC TRADITION IS HIGHLY UPHELD IN SOCIETY. WHETHER
INITIALLY THESE TEACHINGS ALLOWED WOMEN TO LEARN AND KNOW
ISLAMIC SCRIPTURES, NOWADAYS INCLUDE ALL KINDS OF SECULAR
KNOWLEDGE. WOMEN ARE EXPECTED TO STUDY BOTH TO ENHANCE THE
QUALITY OF FUTURE GENERATIONS AND TO HELP BUILD THE NATION.

SIMILARLY, MUSLIM WOMEN IN INDONESIA AND MALAYSIA ARE
ABLE TO ENJOY CUSTOMARY RIGHTS OF PROPERTY AND INHERITANCE
AND HAVE COME TO FORM A SIGNIFICANT PORTION OF THE SKILLED
WORK FORCE. WHETHER IN THE PAST, WOMEN WERE CONFINED TO
STATISTICALLY INVISIBLE JOBS SUCH AS IN THE FIELDS OF



AGRICULTURE, COTTAGE INDUSTRIES INFORMAL SECTORS AND
DOMESTIC WORK BECAUSE THEY WERE LACKING FORMAL EDUCATION,
NOWADAYS MORE AND MORE WOMEN ARE ENTERING THE URBAN WORK
FORCE AND MANY MORE ARE ALSO ENTERING THE PROFESSIONAL

FIELDS.

ACCESS TO HEALTH AND FAMILY PLANNING SERVICES IS ALSO
WIDELY AVAILABLE. LEAVING ASIDE CONCERNS ABOUT THE QUALITY OF
THE SERVICES, IT SHOULD BE STRESSED THAT THE GOVERNMENT HAS
MADE MAJOR EFFORTS TO MAKE ACCESSIBLE MEDICAL TREATMENT AND
MODERN CONTRACEPTIVE DEVICES. IN INDONESIA, THE MAJORITY OF
MUSLIM LEADERS HAS CHOSEN TO JUSTIFY THE USE OF CONTRACEPTION
AS A VOLUNTARY AND RESPONSIBLE DECISION, WHICH DEPENDS ON
BOTH THE WOMAN'S HEALTH AND THE HOUSEHOLD'S ECONOMIC
CONDITIONS, RATHER THAN SUBSCRIBING TO THE TRADITIONAL VIEW
THAT CHILDREN AS GIFTS FROM GOD SHOULD ALWAYS BE WELCOMED. IN
MALAYSIA. WHERE MUSLIM ARE LESS OF A NUMERIC MAJORITY THAN IN
INDONESIA, THE LEADERS’ SUPPORT FOR FAMILY PLANNING HAS BEEN
LESS TOTAL. ESPECIALLY RECENTLY THE LOWERING IN THE RATE OF
FERTILITY HAS CAUSED ALARM AND HAS BEEN PERCEIVED AS A THREAT
10 THE SURVIVAL OF THE FAMILY AND EVENTUALLY OF THE ISLAMIC
COMMUNITY (UMMA).

FEAR OF BECOMING LESS NUMEROUS AND THUS LOOSE POLITICAL
POWER VIS A VIS OTHER ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS GROUPS 1S ESPECIALLY
FELT BY THE MUSLIM MINORITY IN MINDANAO. RELIGIOUS LEADERS
HAVE TAKEN A PRO-NATALISTIC STANDPOINT IN THE HOPE TO INCREASE
THE NUMBER OF MUSLIMS IN THE PHILIPPINES AND IMPROVE THEIR
BARGAINING POSITION WITH THE CATHOLIC STATE. THAT NUMBERS PLAY
A POLITICAL ROLE APPEARS CLEARLY FROM THE FACT THAT WHILE
MUSLIMS CLAIM THAT THEY ARE OVER 10% OF THE TOTAL PHILIPPINE

POPULATION OF OVER 70 MILLION, THE GOVERNMENT PUT THEIR
NUMBER AS ONLY 25% OF THE POPULATION IN MINDANAO WHICH IS
ESTIMATED TO BE 14 MILLION. IT IS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE
CONFLICTUAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE MUSLIM MINORITY AND THE
CHRISTIAN MAJORITY THAT GENDER CONCEPTUALIZATIONS HAVE TO BE
UNDERSTOOD. MUSLIM PHILIPPINE WOMEN FORM A DUAL MINORITY
BOTH AS MEMBERS OF THE NATIONAL MINORITY GROUP AND WITHIN
THEIR OWN SUBCULTURE WHERE THEY ARE SUBJECTED TO CUSTOMARY
AND RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS. ADHERENCE TO CONSERVATIVE ISLAMIC
GENDER MODELS SEEMS TO BE MORE STRICT THAN IN OTHER SOUTHEAST
ASIAN COUNTRIES AS IT IS VERY IMPORTANT FOR MUSLIM WOMEN, AND
MORE GENERALLY FOR THE ENTIRE MUSLIM MINORITY, TO MANIFEST
THEIR BEING MUSLIM IN THEIR LIFE-STYLE IN AN EFFORT TO EXPRESS
THEIR SELF-IDENTITY AND DIFFERENTIATE THEMSELVES FROM THE



DOMINANT CHRISTIAN - MAJORITY, EVEN IF AT TIMES THIS IMPLIES
SUBORDINATE POSITIONS.

THE MARGINALIZED POSITION OF THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY HAS
ALSO RESTRICTED THEIR ACCESS TO EDUCATION AND ECONOMIC
OPPORTUNITIES. MUSLIM MINDANAO IS THE MOST DEPRESSED AREA IN
THE PHILIPPINES WITH LOWER LEVEL OF EDUCATION AND ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT. ALTHOUGH THERE ARE AN HANDFUL OF WOMEN WHO
ARE EDUCATED, COME FROM AFFLUENT FAMILIES AND ARE WELL-OFF,
SOCIALLY AND ECONOMICALLY, THE VAST MAJORITY OF WOMEN HAVE
HAD LITTLE EXPOSURE TO SECULAR EDUCATION AND HAVE BEEN
TRADITIONALLY CONFINED TO THEIR HOUSEHOLDS. EVEN MEDICAL
SERVICES HAVE OFTEN BEEN PRECLUDED TO THEM. BESIDES NOT BEING
AVAILABLE IN THE POOREST AREAS, MUSLIM WOMEN HAVE ALSO
AVOIDED USING THEM BECAUSE THEY BELIEVE OR ARE MADE TO
BELIEVE THAT TO CONSULT CHRISTIAN DOCTORS IS NOT ALLOWED IN
ISLAM. MOST MUSLIM WOMEN DELIVER AT HOME OFTEN IN POOR
HYGIENIC AND HEALTH CONDITIONS, AS REFLECTED AMONG OTHER IN
THE HIGH MATERNAL MORTALITY AND MORBIDITY RATE.

THE ENTIRE ISSUE OF WOMEN’S EMANCIPATION IS ALSO COLORED
BY THE SPECIFIC POSITION OF MUSLIM WOMEN IN THE PHILIPPINES. THEY
HAVE DOUBTS WHETHER IT IS PROPER FOR THEM TO STRIVE FOR MORE
RIGHTS AS DEFINED BY THEIR CHRISTIAN COUNTERPARTS AND WHETHER
THEY SHOULD EMBRACE THE SAME AGENDA AS NON-MUSLIM WOMEN. IF,
AS THEY BELIEVE, THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A MUSLIM STATE IN
MINDANAO WILL BRING WELL-BEING AND SOCIAL JUSTICE, IT MAKE
MORE SENSE TO JOIN THE POLITICAL FIGHT OF BECOMING INDEPENDENT
RATHER THAN SEARCHING FOR EQUALITY IN THE ACTUAL POLITICAL
SYSTEM.

THESE DIFFERENT TRENDS IN SOUTHEAST ASIAN COUNTRIES
DETERMINE THE NATURE AND AIMS OF MUSLIM WOMEN ORGANIZATIONS.
THE VALUES THEY PURSUE AND THE STRATEGIES THEY FORMULATE
DEPEND ON THREE SET OF FACTORS:

o THE THEOLOGICAL DOCTRINES THEY DECIDE TO ADHERE TO AS
REALIZATION OF THEIR BEING MUSLIM. IT IS IMPORTANT TO STRESS
THAT SINCE ISLAM IS NOT A MONOLITHIC RELIGION AND LACKS A
HIERARCHY OF CLERICS, RELIGIOUS INTERPRETATIONS OF WOMEN’S
ROLE ARE CHARACTERIZED BY A VERY HIGH DEGREE OF
AMBIVALENCE AND INCONSISTENCY. BY LOCATING THESE
CONTRADICTIONS, WOMEN’S GROUPS ARE OFTEN ABLE TO IDENTIFY
THE POTENTIAL FOR CHANGE AND TQ DISCOVER NEW POSSIBILITIES
FOR AN EXPANSION OF THEIR ROLE AND ADVOCACY OF THEIR RIGHTS.



o THE INTERACTION BETWEEN THE SECULAR STATE AND ISLAMIC
GROUPS AND ITS IMPACT ON WOMEN’S POSITION IN SOCIETY AND IN
THE FAMILY. WOMEN’S ORGANIZATION OFTEN RESPOND TO THE WAYS
ISLAMIC INTERPRETATIONS ARE ‘USED’ TO LEGITIMATE OFFICIAL
POSITIONS ON GENDER AND TO THE WAYS RELIGIOUS DOCTRINES
HAVE BEEN TRANSLATED INTO POLICIES AFFECTING WOMEN’S
RIGHTS.

"o THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CHANGES IN THE POLITICAL AND
SOCIAL SPHERES AND CHANGES IN RELIGIOUS THOUGHT. WOMEN’S
ORGANIZATION IN SOUTHEAST ASIA ARE STRUGGLING TO ADAPT TO
CHANGING CIRCUMSTANCES IN SOCIETY, SUCH AS THE RECENT
CHANGE OF LEADERSHIP IN INDONESIA, THE GRANTING OF AN
AUTONOMOUS STATUS TO MINDANAO, AND THE POLITICAL TURMOIL
IN MALAYSIA. THE ECONOMIC CRISIS IS ALSO PART OF THEIR
CONCERNS IN AS FAR AS IT AFFECTS WOMEN’S WELL-BEING.

GROUNDED IN THE INTERPLAY OF THESE FACTORS, MUSLIM WOMEN
ORGANIZATIONS APPROVE, MANIPULATE OR RESIST RELIGIOUS
DEFINITIONS OF THEIR ROLE, AND SELECT TO EMPLOY CERTAIN
STRATEGIES TO DO SO. AS IT WILL BECOME CLEAR IN THIS CONFERENCE
SOME CHOOSE TO ACT OUTSIDE THE RELIGIOUS FRAMEWORK WHILE
OTHERS CHALLENGE EXISTING NORMS BY SEARCHING FOR NEW.
INTERPRETATIONS OF ISLAM - EITHER BY TRYING TO DISCARD
TRADITIONAL CULTURAL ELEMENTS OR BY DIFFERENTIATING CORE
ISLAMIC VALUES FROM INSTRUMENTAL CHNES. OTHERS AGAIN, DO NOT
QUESTION THE EXISTING ORDER AND PREFER TO SUPPORT EXISTING
GENDER ROLES IN THE BELIEF THAT THEY ALREADY REFLECTS ISLAMIC
TEACHINGS. NO MATTER THEIR ORIENTATION, I BELIEVE THAT IT IS
THROUGH THIS ORGANIZED PARTICIPATION IN CIVIL LIFE THAT MUSLIM
WOMEN WILL INCREASINGLY BECOME A FORCE OF SOCIAL CHANGE TO BE
RECKONED WITH IN SOUTHEAST ASIA.
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