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Abstract: This article aims to describe the shifting role of women in
Muslim  Salafist communities in Indonesia. Stereotyped as being
oppressed, unrepresented, and not allowed to participate in the public
sphere, the Salafi women are not expected to play an active role in their
movement. Constructed on a literary study, this study finds that the
female members of the Salafist movement can exercise some level of
agency within the framework of structural conditions and are aware of
their role. Salafist women in Indonesia are determined to play an active
role in society and pursue their higher education, thus preparing them to
serve as agents in the movement’s da‘wah activities. Although the
women’s role is confined to activities within their community, they help
recruit new female members and maintain the movement’s social
networks.
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Introduction

The role of women in the Salafist communities in Indonesia has
started to shift from a purely domestic role as wife, homemaker and
mother to a broader role as ambassadors of their movement. This
phenomenon is evidenced by the increasing number of Salafi women
who are actively involved in maintaining and expanding their social
networks. More Salafist women pursue higher education by attending
higher education institutions established by Salafist groups, such as
the College of Islamic Studies (Sekolah Tinggi Dirasat Islamiyyah)
Imam Syafii, Jember' and Ma‘had Aisyah binti Abu Bakar li al-
Dakwah.” Furthermore, the women have the opportunity to enroll in
the Institute of Islamic and Arabic Sciences (Lembaga Ilmu
Pengetahuan Islam dan Arab/LIPIA),” which offers office
management and finance study programs.' After getting a higher
education, Salafi women learn how to combine religious values with
the needs of their communities. This lets them contribute to their
communities through education, spreading their religion, and helping
others. Higher education also gives them credibility, strengthening
their role as change-makers in their communities while following
Salafi principles.

On the other hand, the Salafist groups are known for their
narrow interpretation of the Shariah’, including the rules governing
the activities of women in the private and public spheres. This means
that only men are allowed to participate in public life, thus limiting
women’s roles to strictly domestic affairs. This insistence on different
gender roles stems from the puritan views of the Salafist groups,

! Further information can be reached as https://stdiis.ac.id/ Accessed on June 8,
2021.

2 See  https://www.mahadaisyah.id/telah-dibuka-pendaftaran-mahasiswi-baru-
tahun-ajaran-2021-2022/ Accessed on June 8, 2021.

3 The relationship between the Salafi Movement and LIPIA has been reviewed by
Ali Muhtarom, Ideologi dan Lembaga Pendidikan Islam Transnasional di Indonesia.
Kontestasi, Aktor, dan Jaringan (Yogyakarta: Zahir Publishing, 2019), 232-259.

4 See http://lipia.otg/new/index.php/ ct-menu-item-27,/2014-09-17-15-40-59.

5> Some Muslims believe that the term “Islamic Shariah” is redundant because they
see Shariah as the divine law revealed by Allah through the Qur’an and Sunnah, and
they believe it is exclusive to Islam. In their view, there can be no unislamic Shariah
because Shariah is a comprehensive and absolute legal and moral system. Salafists
strictly follow this framework, rejecting any changes or outside influences that differ
from their understanding of Shariah as practiced by the early Muslim generations
(al-Salaf al-Salib).
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based on their strictly literal approach to Islamic source texts and
their rejection of opinion (r2%).” Normatively, the Salafist scholars
take the legal injunctions in the Qur’an and hadith at face value and
implement them directly, without considering other factors, such as
the changing conditions of society. Based on this literal and narrow
interpretation of Islamic teachings, women assume a subordinate
position to men in a strictly patriarchal society, in stark contrast to
modern society, where men and women enjoy equal status.

It is worth noting here that the topic of gender equality has
become a focus of much discussion and debate among contemporary
Muslims. There are two main streams of thought on women’s rights
in Islam. On the one hand, Islam is defended as a religion that
upholds women’s rights, where the Islamic source texts are
interpreted in such a way that they support justice and gender
equality.” On the other hand, Islam is criticized as a religion that
supports patriarchal structures,’ arguing that women are given a
subordinate position in Muslim society.

In modern Muslim society, the practice of treating women as
subordinate to men is limited to traditionalist and puritanical Islamic
groups who insist on interpreting the Qur’an and hadith in their
narrow literal sense. They recognize the equal value of men and
women before God while affording them a different status in society,
thus emphasizing the role of women as dependents of men who are
responsible for their welfare. Merlins and Partini found that Islamic
communities like Salafist, Wahdah Islamiyah, and Hizbut Tahrir agree
that men and women are equal and that both gender groups can
participate in the public sector because Islamic law does not prohibit

¢ Yazid bin Abdul Qadir Jawaz, Syarah Aqidah Ablus Sunnah wal Jama’ah (Jakarta:
Pustaka Imam Syafi’i, 2014), 47-52.

7 In Indonesia, this argument has been reintroduced by Nasaruddin Umar whete he
attributes the perspective of gender justice in analyzing the relationship between
men and women in Islam. See Nasaruddin Umar, Argumen Kesetaraan Gender
Perspektif Al Qur'an (Jakarta: Paramadina, 1999). In this study, we also learn about
Mansour Faqih, whose approach is more sociological. See Mansour Faqih, Analisis
Gender dan Transformasi Sosial (Y ogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 1996). And an orientalist
Fatimah Mernisi, who emphasizes a proportional analysis of Islamic heritage. See
Fatima Mernissi, Pemberontakan Perempuan: Peran Intelektnal Kanm Perempnan dalam
Sejarah Muslim (Bandung: Mizan, 1999).

8 This concept means the behavior of prioritizing men over women in a particular
society or social group. See, Kamus Besar Bahasa Indonesia (KBBI) available at
https:/ /kbbi.kemdikbud.go.id Accessed on 1 May 2021.
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it. This research shows that young Salafist women are expected to get
married and focus on their domestic duties as wives and mothers. In
the Wahdah Islamiyah community, women are allowed to work in the
public sector and be involved in organizations and seek employment,
while women in the Hizbut Tahrir community can also work and be
involved in politics.” However, the author argues that this study’s
limitation lies in its tendency to overgeneralize the entire group as
having the same views without considering recent phenomena within
Salafist circles. The emergence of secondary and higher educational
institutions specifically for Salafist women illustrates efforts to
provide greater opportunities and broader spaces for their
participation.

In a different case from Partini’s research, but in line with this
paper’s argument, Sukron Mazid'"" observed that in the exemplary
case of one typical Salafist family in Dieng, Banjarnegara, Central
Java—in terms of social environment, education, and work—there
was no concrete evidence of gender discrimination. The children were
given equal access and opportunities to education, and the adult men
and women had equal access to agricultural work and enjoyed the
same benefits. It means that there is no difference in the roles of men
and women within the Salafi families in that area, so it can be
understood that, in the context of the smallest community, namely
the family, the seeds of equality have begun to emerge.

Similarly, Khotijah'' found that the local Salafist women were
trying to establish a counterculture to the mainstream Salafist culture
of limiting their activities to domestic duties. Despite the fact that
they strictly adhered to the conservative dress code and were fully
covered, they were not limited in their activities and enjoyed the same
freedom as other Muslim women. Also, their social interactions wetre
not significantly curtailed. The women argued that they acted not in
obedience to their husbands’ orders but in obedience to God’s orders;
therefore, they did not see themselves as subservient to their spouses.

% Rety Reka Merlins and Partini, “Pemaknaan Kesetaraan Gender pada Perempuan
dalam Komunitas Islam: Studi pada Komunitas Salafi, Wahdah Islamiyah, dan
Hizbut Tahrir” (Theses--Gadjah Mada University, 2010).

10 Sukron Mazid and Sholihul Hakim, “Gender Equality of Salafi Family in Dieng”,
Komunitas: International Jonrnal of Indonesian Society and Culture 12, no. 1 (2020), 20-27.
11 Khotijah and Ahmad Madkur, “Domestikasi Perempuan Salafi: Konstruksi Sosial
Perempuan Salafi di Kota Metro Lampung”, Kafa'ah Journal 8, no. 2 (2018), 197—
211. http://dx.doi.org/10.15548 /jk.v8i2.219.
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The same observations can be made among the women of
other transnational Islamic movements in Southeast Asia, such as the
Tablighi Jamaat. For example, Nisa examined the status of women
from the prominent circles of this group and found that they were far
from being oppressed, unable to exercise their right to vote, or not
contributing to the development of the movement. This ethnographic
study of the upper-class and middle-class women of the Tablighi
Jamaat revealed that they were ‘enthusiastic about returning to the
true path of Islam’ and were highly committed to the cause, aware of
their capacity to exercise agency within the movement. The social
background of the Tablighi Jamaat women prompted them to seeck an
active role in their religious group, their most notable contribution
being their efforts to recruit and maintain social networks with their
peers.'”?

Meanwhile, studies on the Salafist movement in Indonesia have
focused on its friction with other Islamic groups. In this respect,
Hasan" highlighted their different religious practices, which set this
group apart from the other Muslims in Pamekasan Madura. The
Salafist practices led to unique social dynamics and gave rise to
conflicts within the community. The Madurese Muslims living in
Pamekasan were holding on to their traditional Islamic practices,
which were rejected by the Salafists, insisting on the sole
authoritativeness of the practices prescribed in the Qur’an and the
Sunnah. In the social context of the community, the Salafists do not
see themselves as a political movement but rather as a da'wab
(missionary) movement intent on reforming Muslim society and
purifying its culture from unislamic elements. However, this has
caused much resentment among the Madurese Muslims in
Pamekasan.

Similarly, Fitriani'* described the conflicts between Salafists and
local Muslim communities as a result of increasing da‘wah efforts in

12 Eva F. Amrullah, “Secking Sanctuary in ‘the Age of Disorder> Women in
Contemporary Tablighi Jama’at”, Contemporary Islam 5, no. 2 (2011), 135-160. DOI:
10.1007/511562-010-0147-2.

13 Nor Hasan, “Dinamika Kehidupan Beragama Kaum Nahdiyin Salafi di
Pamekasan Madura”, Islamica: Jurnal Studi Keislaman 8, no. 1 (2013), 84-102.
https://doi.org/10.15642/islamica.2013.8.1.84-102.

14 Mohamad Iwan Fitriani, “Manajemen Konflik Berbasis “Multicultural
Competence (Solusi Alternatif Kontestasi Pribumi dan Salafi di Lombok”, e/
Harakah 18, no. 1 (2016), 1-18. DOI: 10.18860/el.v18i1.3459.
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urban and rural areas. The study found that the local Muslims residing
in the towns and cities are more moderate in their response to the
Salafist da‘wah than their peers in the village areas. Also, the urban
Muslims exhibit a higher level of tolerance of different religious
practices than the rural Muslims. In another study, Fitriani"® observed
that the local interpretation of Islam is that of a moderate religion that
appreciates and incorporates local practices rather than rejecting
them, while the Salafist model of Islam is void of any local elements.

According to Rohman,'® the Salafist movement in Banyumas
has made significant progress. Its focus of activity is da‘wah and is not
dominated by one leading figure or faction. Rather, its strength is in
its numbers, coupled with a strong and dynamic group spirit.

In the context of the recent de-radicalization efforts instigated
by the Indonesian government, Mukhibat'" showed that there had
been organized efforts to ‘purify Islam’ using the Islamic boarding
schools (pesantren) as their base. This is evident from the Islamic
model introduced by this group, which is based on a strictly literal
interpretation of the textual sources and fundamentalist attitudes, thus
serving to promote a radical ideology and endorsing acts of
intimidation and violence. However, this extremist interpretation of
Islam is incompatible with the local pesantren culture that endorses the
concept of a plural society and is highly tolerant of other cultures.
There is concern about radical groups intent on sowing the seeds of
extremism and terrorism in Salafist Haraki Islamic boarding schools,
which should not be allowed to gain a foothold in Indonesian society
to safeguard its civil values.

To cover the limitations of the prior research, the anthology
edited by Din Wahid and Jamhari Makruf'® deserves due mention, as
it explains the impact of Salafism in Indonesia from different

15> Mohamad Iwan Fitriani, “Kontestasi Konsepsi Religius dan Ritualitas Islam
Pribumi versus Islam Salafi di Sasak Lombok”, Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran
Istam 5, no. 2 (2015), 513-531. https://doi.org/10.15642/teosofi.2015.5.2.513-531.
16- Abdul Rohman, “Study on Social Cohesion of the Salafi Group in Banyumas
District”, Ijtimaiyya: Journal of Muslinm Society Research 2, no. 1 (2017), 1-20.

17 Mukhibat, “Deradikalisasi dan Integrasi Nilai-Nilai Pluralitas dalam Kurikulum
Pesantren Salafi Haraki di Indonesia”, al-Tabrir: Jurnal Pemikiran Islam 14, no. 1
(2014), 181-204. https://doi.org/10.21154/al-tahrir.v14i1.121.

18 Din Wahid and Jamhari Makruf, Suara Salafisme: Radio Dakwah di Indonesia (Jakarta:
Kencana, 2017).
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perspectives. For instance, it illustrates how mass media like radio,"
which remains a relevant medium for da‘wah today, offers broad
accessibility and the ability to reach diverse audiences, including those
in remote areas with limited internet access. Its audio format allows
for flexible engagement, enabling listeners to absorb religious
teachings while multitasking.™ Also, Salafi groups use social media to
propagate their views.” The perspectives of the authors vary,
influenced by their background and experience; however, it offers a
valuable overview of the development of Salafism in Indonesia and
the dissemination of their ideas in the region.

The abovementioned publications are mostly written by
Indonesian scholars; however, no specific research work focused on
Salafist women and their contribution to the movement. Despite the
Salafists’ highly conservative views, these women seem to enjoy an
equal position as important agents of the movement. Therefore, this
paper is intended to fill this gap by focusing on the shifting role of
Salafist women in the movement and the emergence of new
pathways, especially in the field of education.

Typology of Islamic Movements in Indonesia

The Salafist movement is a contemporary Islamic movement in
Indonesia that emerged as a progressive movement with a
fundamentalistic ideology in the 1980s. Its main slogan was ‘Back to
the al-Qur’an and the Sunnah,” implying that the Muslim community
had diverged from ‘pure Islam’ and its original teachings preserved in
the source texts, thus resulting in degradation, weakness, and
corruption. However, each Islamic movement interpreted the Islamic

19 Masduki, Akh. Muzakki, Imron Rosidi, and Toni Hartono, “Islam on the Air: The
Struggle for Salafism through Radio in Indonesia”, Indonesian Journal of Islam and
Moustin Societies 12, no. 1 (2022), 59-84. https://doi.org/10.18326/ijims.v12i1.59-84.
20 Sunarwoto, “Salafi Dakwah Radio: A Contest for Religious Authority,” Archipel
91 (2016): 203-230. https://doi.otg/10.4000/archipel.314.

2l F. Aidulsyah, “The Rise of Urban Salafism in Indonesia: The Social-Media and
Pop Culture of New Indonesian Islamic Youth,” Asian Journal of Social Science 51, no.
4 (2023): 252-59, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.2jss.2023.07.003; Kay Bussey, “The
Contribution of Social Cognitive Theory to School Bullying Research and Practice,”
Theory Into Practice 62, no. 3 (2023): 293-305,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2023.2226549. Sara Jul Jacobsen, “Calling on
Women: Female-Specific Motivation Narratives in Danish Online Jihad
Propaganda,”  Perspectives  on  Terrorism 13, no. 4 (2019):  14-26.
https:/ /www.jstot.otg/stable/26756700.
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source text differently to support its own views and strategies, thus
generating a variety of proposed models manifested in various
activities and responses to the socio-political and religious conditions.

Sociologically and historically, the typology of the Indonesian
Islamic movement can be grouped into five typologies of articulation
based on the conditions of Indonesian society. This paper follows the
pattern used by Syafii Anwar, who proposed the typology of
articulation of Indonesian political Islam.” This typology is not final
and open to discussion and revision; therefore, it can be loosely
applied to other Islamic movements.

First, the Islamic movement is fundamentalist-radical. This
category refers to absolute scripturalism manifested in the rigid,
literalistic interpretation of the classical source texts. The emphasis on
the text has a direct implication for social and political action. The
followers’ attitudes are highly radical and extreme, supporting acts of
terror to achieve their ends. The actions not only include promoting
religious symbols but also promoting violence and anarchy. This
approach is articulated through the rise of mass radicalism in East
Java using the symbolism of jihad and the call to ‘die for the cause,’
but it is also apparent in the condemnation of leftist books in
Yogyakarta in 2001. The articulation models of this group are
represented by Salafist movements like Laskar Jihad, Front Pembela
Islam, Laskar Jundullah, and various groups that build networks in
various regions to propagate their radical ideology. The mass
demonstrations organized in East Java and Yogyakarta in 2001
focused on political issues rather than on reforming and reviving the
Muslim community (umma).

Second, the Islamic movement is formalist-symbolic. This
typology refers to the introduction of Islamic terminology and
symbols into the public discourse, for example, the call for an Islamic
state or an Islamic caliphate. The concrete form of the articulation
models of this group is illustrated in the case of Majelis Mujahidin
Indonesia, Muslim Student Association Inter Campus (HAMMAS),
and the formation of the Committee for Enforcement Preparation of
Islamic Sharia (Komite Persiapan Penegakan Syatiat Islam/KPPSI) in
South Sulawesi, which called for the implementation of Islamic law in

22 Syafii Anwar, “Negara, Masyarakat dan Artikulasi Politik Islam Orde Baru”, in
Nasrullah Ali Fauzi, ICMI antara Status Quo dan Demokratisasi (Bandung: Mizan,
1995).
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the public sphere. However, this orientation was clearly politically
motivated and did not reflect a conscious and serious effort to
increase religious awareness among the local Muslim community. This
model of articulation takes a constitutional approach rather than
trying to achieve its ends through acts of violence and rebellion.

Third, the Islamic movement is rational-inclusive. This group
emphasizes understanding the teachings of Islam in a holistic and
peaceful manner and being open to discussion and dialogue. This
openness aims to show that Islam is meant to be a mercy to the
whole world, which benefits all of mankind. Here, the ‘victory of
Islam’ is achieved at the practical level, not reflected in the victory of
a particular group or political party but in principle. Those who are
represented in this group provide opportunities and appreciation for
the pluralism of religions, with Islam manifesting itself naturally as the
best religion for mankind as it offers the best solution to all their
problems. Here, the symbols of Islam should be open and
understood by Muslims and non-Muslims alike because they reflect
universal values. The representatives of these groups are Paramadina
Mulya (Nurcholis Madjid), Maarif Institute (Syafii Maarif), Wahid
Institute (Abdurrahman Wahid), LSAF (Dawam Rahardjo), and the
other inclusive Islamic groups.

Fourth, the Islamic movement is emancipatory-transformative.
This group emphasizes the mission of Islam more, focusing on social
justice and empowerment. Islam should be the motivating force that
can continuously transform society, normatively and morally. The
main concerns are not theological or political issues but more
oriented towards social, economic, and community development.
This group works outside the state institutions and focuses its efforts
on strengthening civil society by opening opportunities for economic
transformation and empowerment. The representatives of these
groups are the Center for Pesantren and Community Development
(P3M), Dompet Dhuafa, LAZIS, and similar organizations serving
community development.

Fifth, the Islamic movement is liberal. The articulation of this
typology emphasizes that Islam is a component of social life.
Therefore, Islam must be directed as a complementary factor rather
than a disintegrative factor directed against certain countries or
communities. According to this typology, Islam is not directly linked
to political power and the state because there is no system of politics
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based on religion. The original role of religion is to regulate the lives
of human beings and not to impose political power on the people.
The Prophet Muhammad did not establish the ‘state of Islam’ in
Madinah but established a pluralistic community with a diversity of
ethnic and religious groups on the principles of peaceful coexistence
and collaboration. Therefore, there is no historical basis for an Islamic
state. This typology can be considered as the inverse of the first and
the second typology. This typology can be represented by Jaringan
Islam Liberal (JIL), Jaringan Intelektual Muda Muhammadiyah
(JIMM), and some feminist organizations.

In addition to the degree of movement, there are also other
response categories that need to be considered when determining the
diversity of responses to political climate changes, resulting in the
emergence of alternative models. These responses are outlined below.

First, Islamic traditionalist groups share the characteristics of
the first and second typological models, with an emphasis on the
Islamic classical tradition. Their approach combines established
religious practices with local practices. Some local cultures are in
accordance with Islamic teachings; however, Indonesia also has a
strong Hindu-Buddhist and animist cultural heritage. This gave birth
to the Indonesian revivalists movement, which reconstructed social
life within the framework of Islam.

Second, modernist Islamic groups approach the teachings of
Islam in a rational way and adopt modern educational models as
practiced in the West. This group emphasizes a return to authentic
Islam, pure Islam, as exemplified by the Prophet Muhammad.
Generally, the supporters of this group are educated professionals in
the urban communities.

Third, puritan Islamic groups emphasize the aesthetic
expression or beauty of Islam. This approach is an attempt to steer
away from the dogmatic, legalistic tradition and a return to classical
Islamic texts.

Fourth, Islamic leftist groups try to understand Islam on the
basis of socialist and Marxist principles, focusing on economic justice
and the redistribution of wealth. More emphasis is placed on the
criticism of social systems, text hermeneutics, and contemporary
social interpretation. Islam is viewed as a liberating and revolutionary
force in social life.

220 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM
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Struggle for Gender Equality in Indonesia: The Position of
Salafist Women

Movements for gender equality often emerge as a result of
concerns and responses to differences in attitudes and treatment of
others based on gender and sexual orientation. The differences in
treatment can be carried out by individuals, communities, or
institutions by government and non-government actors. The
responses can be very diverse, ranging from street movements,
advocacy, or pressure groups that can influence state policies. These
movements are actually very diverse and spread throughout the
wortld, some of which are local, national, regional, and transnational.

According to Nasaruddin Umar, gender is a cultural concept
that distinguishes roles, behaviors, and so forth between men and
women based on social engineering.” Therefore, gender equality or
gender justice means to treat men and women equally and fairly. In
practice, it is possible for men and women to have dual roles in
society; thus, there is no cause for gender discrimination or violence.
The relationship between men and women does not have to be
unequal, for example, by subordinating women to men.

Concerning the practice of gender equality in Muslim societies,
the challenges are cultural rather than legal. In short, it is not the
religion of Islam and Islamic law that designates an inferior status to
women but cultural practices that are entrenched in the society. In
many Muslim cultures, women are part of a marginalized group,
excluded from the decision-making processes. According to Husein
Muhammad, this gender inequality is a cultural phenomenon and a
cultural reality; however, it is not stipulated by the religion.”

Some argue that men can also be seen as victims of the gender
inequality practiced in their society’s culture. The forms of injustice
can take various forms, such as marginalization, economic
impoverishment, the emergence of stereotypes, subordinate views,
discrimination, and even acts of violence.”

In the Muslim intellectual discourse, both classical and
contemporary, the relationship between men and women continues to
be a contentious issue. There are various perspectives on the issue of

23 Umar, Argumen Kesetaraan Gender, 35.

24 Husein Muhammad, Figh Perempuan Refleksi Kiai atas Wacana Agama dan Gender
(Yogyakarta: LKiS, 2002), 4—6.

% Faqih, Analisis Gender, 12-13.
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whether their roles and functions should be in the domestic and
public spheres. To simplify these perspectives, there is the view that
Islam upholds justice and equality; therefore, the gender-
discriminating practices inherent in the patriarchal culture must be
opposed and rejected. On the other hand, some scholars insist on
male domination and leadership in the public sphere based on their
strict interpretation of the source texts.

In this context, the Salafist movement is known for its
insistence on strict gender segregation, limiting the role of women to
the domestic sphere. When observing their socio-religious practices, it
is difficult to find a Salafist community that provides space for
women’s social activities. The women’s roles are exclusively
determined by their male guardians, who are responsible for them.
Thus, women are not viewed as independent individuals free to
exercise their rights but as dependants of their fathers, husbands, and
other male guardians. Adult Salafist women are expected to be
married and subordinate to their husbands. If women are religious
experts, they can act as consultants and mentors; however, their roles
are limited to the community's female members. Meanwhile,
unmarried women are not encouraged to participate in the public
sphere to protect themselves from slander. Perhaps this is a picture of
individual piety for modern Salafist women as it is for the women of
the Tabligh Jamaat and the Muslim world in general.*

In terms of formal education, the majority of Salafist women in
Indonesia are satisfied with secondary-level formal education, and
only a few of them have gained a university degree. On the other
hand, Salafist men are encouraged to pursue their higher education,
domestically or abroad, preferably at Salafist centers such as the
Islamic University of Medina, Darul Hadith University, and Imam Ibn
Saud University in Saudi Arabia and Yemen.

This gender disparity is influenced by the lack of equivalent
Salafist educational institutions for women in Indonesia, as well as
their inability to leave home and study abroad unaccompanied. This
situation has significant implications for the movement on the
ground, as there are only a few women who are qualified to assume
the role of propagator (da‘%yah) and preacher (muballighah). Therefore,

2% Jan A. Ali, “Piety among Tablight Women”, Contemporary Islam 5 (2011), 225-247.
https://doi.otg/10.1007/5s11562-011-0164-9.
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the overwhelming majority of Salafist propagators and preachers are
men.

Throughout the history of Salafism in Indonesia, the role of the
da‘ is dominant in all their religious activities, amplified through the
use of mass media. In fact, there are many da‘wab radio channels,”
television channels, and YouTube channels airing the ideas of male
Salafi preachers from Aceh, Batam, Bogor, Surakarta, Surabaya, and
other cities. The striking feature is that all these Salafist propagators
are men; for example, the trio of Ustaz Haris, Ustaz Farhan Abu
Furaihan and Ustaz Imam in Aceh, Ustadz Adil Harahap in Batam,
Ustaz Abdul Qadir Jawaz, Ustadz Firanda, Ustaz Syafiq Riza
Basalamah, Ustaz Arifin Badri, and Ustaz Ali Musti Semjan Putra.

The early Salafist groups established in Indonesia in the 1908s*
were led by men and represented by men, while the Salafist women
were conspicuously absent from the public sphere. This is in line with
the Salafist principle of gender segregation and their belief that men
and women have different roles in society. According to the Salafist
interpretation of Q.S. al-Nisa’ [4]: 34, men are the leaders of women
in the domestic as well as the public sphere. In other words, women
are excluded from the public sphere; however, they are also not
allowed to dominate the domestic sphere as the charges of their male
guardians. In short, men are stronger than women and responsible for
their upkeep and protection. This also means that leadership is in the
hands of men, while it is the women’s role to support the leadership
of men, especially their husbands.”

However, in recent years, significant developments have
opened up new spaces for Salafist women. This positive development
is largely due to colleges and universities affiliated with Salafist groups
have begun to offer degree programs for women. These young female
graduates are slowly forming their own cadres of da%ahs and
ustadhahs who are qualified to instruct other Salafist women and act as
role models for the young female millennials. These graduates are also
active in recruiting new followers among those girls and women

27 Sunarwoto, “Salafi Dakwah Radio”.

28 Noorhaidi Hasan, Laskar Jibad Islam: Militansi dan Pencarian Identitas di Indonesia
Pasca Orde Barn (Jakarta: LP3ES Indonesia and KITLV, 2008), 31.

2 Yuliatin, “Relasi Laki-Laki dan Perempuan di Ruang Domestik dan Publik
Menurut Pemahaman Elit Pesantren Salafiyyah di Jambi”, Musawa 18, no. 2 (2019),
161-171. https://doi.org/10.14421/musawa.2019.182.161-171.
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attending Salafist lectures, instructing them in Salafist ideology, and
motivating them to join their cause.

Shifting Perceptions of the Role of Women

This discussion focuses on the relationship between men and
women in the public sphere as perceived through the Salafist lens.
The biggest challenge of the Salafist ideology is its insistence on strict
gender segregation and relegating women to the domestic sphere.
However, women need access to the public sphere if they want to
seek employment or further their education. It is, therefore, not
justified to exclusively focus on women’s activities at home, although
there is a concrete relationship between the domestic and public
spheres if traced through documents and observation.

Traditionally, the public sphere is the men’s area of self-
actualization, while the domestic sphere is the women’s area of self-
actualization. In Western anthropological thought, this cultural barrier
is understood as the cultural heritage of a primitive, prehistoric
society that places men as hunters and women as gatherers. The
legacy is then passed on in agrarian society that places men outside
the home (public sphere) to manage agriculture and women in the
home (domestic sphere) to take care of the household.

Similarly, in modern society, these cultural barriers are still
accommodated, especially in the capitalist system. Even though such
division of labor based on gender is not only detrimental to women
but is also no longer relevant in the technological era. Women have
been given freedom in terms of socialization and the opportunity to
pursue higher education and equal employment opportunities to
improve their quality of life.”

In the Indonesian Salafist circles, the perceptions regarding the
restriction of women in the public sphere are slowly changing. There
are still restrictions in place; however, in some communities, new
opportunities have opened up for women to participate actively in the
public sector, at least in some areas. This gradual shift is due to
several factors, including intermarriage with individuals not educated
in the pesantren environment, whose understanding of Permissible
Islamic practices diverges from the strict Salafi approach. On the

30 Mayola Andika, “Reintrepretasi Ayat Gender dalam Memahami Relasi Laki-laki
dan Perempuan”, Musawa 17, no. 2 (2018), 137-152.
https://doi.otg/10.14421 /musawa.2018.172.137-152.
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other side, marriage to outsiders within Salafist communities occurs at
the intersection of personal decisions, religious principles, and social
contexts. On a personal level, individuals may be influenced by
emotional needs or the limited availability of partners who fully align
with Salafi principles. Religiously, Salafi teachings emphasize piety and
doctrinal compatibility, making such marriages appear as an
opportunity for da‘wah. Socially, some factors such as limited partner
availability, family pressure, and the influence of modernization and
cross-community interactions often drive these choices. Thus, such
marriages reflect the Salafist effort to balance religious commitment
with the complexities of real-life circumstances.

Concerning the principle of male leadership, the Salafists firmly
hold on to their belief that men have the right to expect women to
take a secondary role, based on their interpretation of Q.S. al-Nisa’
[4]: 34, which is final and incontestable. However, over time, Salafist
women have been accommodated in their organizational and
institutional management structures. Generally, the Salafi doctrine
emphasizes the domestic role of women as wives and mothers but
does not outright prohibit women from pursuing education, as long
as it aligns with Islamic principles, such as gender segregation and
content deemed appropriate under sharia. In some Salafi
communities, women are encouraged to pursue higher education in
fields relevant to their roles, such as Islamic studies, education, or
healthcare, which can support their domestic duties or benefit the
broader Muslim community.

For instance, several Salafist-affiliated educational institutions
have begun to accept female students. Based on the preliminary data
in early 2024, there are STDI Imam Syafi‘i in Jember with more than
1536 students, LIPIA especially in office management and finance
with thousands of students and alumni, and Ma‘had Aisyah binti Abu
Bakr Li al-Dakwah, the first university for Salafist women, as for the
trend, the acceptance of female students continues to increase year by
year since it was established. Although the management hierarchy in
each institution is still controlled by men, in some fields, an wstazah
and shaykhah are given a supervisory position. For example, it found
three shaykbabs in Ma‘had Aisyah binti Abu Bakar Li al-Dakwah, and
some mushrifah located in the LIPIA Campus dormitory.

The shift in understanding and practice of the relationship
between men and women can be viewed from two aspects. First,
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there is the factory of necessity. When a specific academic field
cannot be managed by male experts, women are given the
opportunity to assume this role. Second, there is the factor of change
orientation. Some Salafist institutions have started to realize that they
cannot continue to manage institutions without the support and
assistance of women. Surprisingly, the female staff has proven to be
more conscientious and effective in managing their department,
especially in terms of utilizing the allocated resources.

Furthermore, Salafist women are also able to participate in the
development of da‘wah, which has made them aware of their capacity
to assume the role of active promoters and agents. The most
prominent contribution of these women is their efforts in recruiting
and maintaining their group’s social networks. The involvement of
Salafist women in managing social media networks and serving as
administrators demonstrates their expanding roles in the public and
digital spheres. This participation reflects a shift where women are
contributing to community outreach and da‘wah efforts while
navigating modern technology within the boundaries of Salafi
principles. In this way, they act as independent agents in their own
right rather than passively supporting the male leadership of their
movement.

Concluding Remarks

Several conclusions can be drawn from the above discussion.
The Salafist movement is an Islamic movement in Indonesia that has
undergone several adjustments, for example, in the context of
providing access for women. With increased access to higher
education, women have been given access to assume agency in the
development of da‘wah. This widening scope of activity in the public
sphere has made them aware of their active role in supporting their
community; however, it is limited to internal affairs. Salafist women
increasingly participate in the recruitment process and maintain their
group’s social networks. These are clear indicators that Salafi women
are slowly assuming more active roles in the internal structure of the
movement and are no longer satisfied with their customary role as
passive supporters and assistants. The shifting roles of Salafi women
can be evidenced by their increasing involvement in social and
educational roles, which indicates a transformation in traditional
gender norms within Salafi communities. While Salafi ideology has
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historically emphasized women’s roles within the domestic sphere,
the growing participation of Salafist women in higher education and
professions such as teaching, healthcare, and community
development suggests a gradual redefinition of their societal roles.
This is further supported by the rising acceptance of female students
in educational institutions, reflecting a broader acknowledgment of
the importance of women’s education for personal, familial, and
community advancement. Additionally, Salafi women’s engagement in
social activities, such as charity work, religious outreach (da‘wah), and
empowerment programs, highlights their expanding agency beyond
domestic boundaries. These developments demonstrate that while the
framework of Salafi ideology remains influential, practical adaptations
are occurring to accommodate modern social and educational
opportunities for women.
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