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Abstract 

Colonial encounters were pivotal in the development of feminist consciousness and the 
ZRPHQ·V� OLEHUDWLRQ� PRYHPHQW� DPRQJ� ZRPHQ� DQG� PHQ� LQ� FRORQL]HG� FRXQWries like 
Indonesia. However, the influences of the colonial encounter on the foundation of 
feminist consciousness were not developed by passive recipients of colonial ideas. The 
initial idea of Islamic education for Muslim girls showed the crucial influence and 
contribution of Islam and Muslim women to early feminist ideas in Indonesia. Islamic 
HGXFDWLRQ�IRU�0XVOLP�JLUOV�ZDV�LQWHQGHG�WR�DQVZHU�WKH�VSHFLILF�SUREOHP�RI�ZRPHQ·V�ODFN�
of empowerment within family and social life. The idea of education for women·V�
empowerment transformed into part of the nationalist movement against colonialism 
ZKHQ�LQ�WKH�HQG�LW�OHG�WR�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WKDW�EURXJKW�
,VODP�DV�D�FULWLFDO�WRRO��)RXQGDWLRQ�RI�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�ZDV�D�FULWLFDO�
internal effort against patriarchal values and structures in the Islamic context. I argue 
WKDW�WKHVH�IHPLQLVW�DJHQGDV��VXFK�DV�,VODPLF�HGXFDWLRQ�IRU�JLUOV�DQG�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�
organizations, were integral to the Islamic reform movement. 
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A. Introduction 

An encounter with colonial rulers is often viewed as the main, even 

the only, factor in the development of feminist consciousness among 

women (and men) in some colonized countries. For example, Qasim 

$PLQ·V� �����- ������ LQVSLULQJ� UHIOHFWLRQ� RQ� ZRPHQ·V� ULJKWV� LQ� (J\SW��

documented in his books, Al-0DU·DK� $O-Jadidah (The New Women) and 

Tahrir Al-0DU·DK �:RPHQ·V�/LEHUDWLRQ���H[KLELWV�WKH�VLJQLILFDQW�LQIOXHQFHV�RI�

%ULWLVK�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQ�DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�KLV�LQWHUDFWLRQ�ZLWK�

WKH�IRUHLJQHUV��+LV�LGHDV�RI�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQ�GR�QRW�HPHUJH�VROHO\�IURP�

his views on the situation of Egyptian women. His intensive intellectual 

mingling with his British colleague, Lord Cromer, and his experiences 

ZKLOH�VWXG\LQJ�LQ�)UDQFH��DZDNHQHG�KLV�FRQFHUQ�DERXW�ZRPHQ·V�VHFOXVLRQ��

+H� ZDV� LQVSLUHG� ZLWK� LGHD� RI� ZRPHQ·V� HGXFDWLRQ� WR� follow Western 

FLYLOL]DWLRQ·V�YLHZ�RI�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQ��$KPHG��������������$�VLPLODU�FDVH�

LV� IRXQG� LQ� ,QGRQHVLD�� 7KH� LGHD� RI� ZRPHQ·V� emancipation through 

educating girls, voiced by Kartini (1879-1904) in the late 1800s, was often 

viewed as resulting from her intensive interaction with her Dutch 

colleague, Rosita Abendanon-Mandri (Soebadio, 1979).  

Colonial encounters were pivotal in the development of feminist 

FRQVFLRXVQHVV� DQG� WKH� ZRPHQ·V� OLEHUDWLRQ� PRYHPHQW� DPRQJ� ZRPHQ� DQG�

men in colonized countries. However, in my view, the influences of the 

colonial encounter on the foundation of feminist consciousness were not 

developed by passive recipients of colonial ideas. The social and personal 

LQWHUDFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ� WKH�´FRORQLDOµ�DQG� WKH�´FRORQL]HGµ� LQ�ZKLFK�ZRPHn in 
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colonized countries like Indonesia gained inspiration and motivation to 

develop feminist consciousness and build a feminist movement was not based 

on the hierarchical power relationship in which the colonial was always  the 

SRZHUIXO�´VDYLRUµ�RI��FRORQized women, saving them from discrimination and 

marginalization. Indonesia provides us with an example of how feminist 

consciousness and ideas were built from a dynamic process which included 

active self-reflection among Indonesian women about various social and 

political situations that appeared to be a problem of gender discrimination and 

marginalization. The colonial encounter was not a unique source of inspiration 

in the development of feminist consciousness in Indonesian history.  

The initial idea of Islamic education for Muslim girls showed the 

crucial influence and contribution of Islam and Muslim women to early 

feminist ideas in Indonesia. Even though, as Locher-Scholten (2002: 21) 

PHQWLRQV��.DUWLQL·V�LGHD�RI�D�VFKRRO�IRU�JLUOV�ZDV��YLWDO��LQ�OHDGLQJ the later 

generation of Indonesian feminists, the idea of Islamic schools for Muslim 

JLUOV� FDQQRW�EH�VHSDUDWHG� IURP�LWV�SLRQHHUV·� VRFLDO��DFDGHPLF��DQG�SHUVRQDO�

interaction with  male  Muslim leaders and clerics (ulama) and their self-

reflection about specific conditions of Indonesian Muslim women. 

In many countries, including Egypt, Japan (Sievers, 1983), and 

Indonesia, education for women appeared to be one of the most powerful 

DJHQGD�LWHPV�RI�´ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQµ�DQG�WKH�IHPLQLVW�PRYHPHQW�LQ�WKH�ODWH�

1800s and early 1900s. Before Kartini thought of founding a school for girls, only 

a limited number of elite Indonesian women, mainly those coming from royal 

families and government officials, participated in Dutch schools (Soebadio, 

1979). While some Dutch schools offered  very limited  access to the pribumi or 

´QDWLYHµ�,QGRQHVLDQ�ER\V��IURP�WKH�QRQ-elite families to learn limited  writing 

and reading skills, the pribumi girls had no  access at all (Nata, 2001). The 

projection and imagination toward Western civilization reflected through equal 

access to and participation in education for women dominated construction of 

the idea of schools for girls and women. This situation developed a notion that 

education for women was a global feminist agenda with the West as the only 

VRXUFH�RI�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQ�DQG�IHPLQLVW�PRYHPHQW� 

Islamic schools for Muslim girls and women in an Indonesian 

historical context showed that the idea of education for girls was contextual 
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and local, which means some specifically local conditions motivated these 

early activists. In other words, the idea of school for girls during the colonial 

SHULRG� GLG� QRW� DOZD\V� UHIOHFW� D� ZLVK� WR� ´LPLWDWHµ� WKH� FRORQLDO� SURJUHVV� RI�

´FLYLOL]DWLRQ�µ�,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�,QGRQHVLD��,VODPLF�HGXFDWLRQ�IRU�0XVOLP�JLUOV�Zas 

LQWHQGHG�WR�DQVZHU� WKH�VSHFLILF�SUREOHP�RI�ZRPHQ·V� ODFN�RI�HPSRZHUPHQW�

ZLWKLQ� IDPLO\� DQG� VRFLDO� OLIH�� 7KH� LGHD� RI� HGXFDWLRQ� IRU� ZRPHQ·V�

empowerment transformed into part of the nationalist movement against 

colonialism when in the end it led to the foundDWLRQ� RI�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�

organizations that brought Islam as a critical tool. 

3DUWLFLSDWLRQ� RI� 0XVOLP� ZRPHQ·V� RUJDQL]DWLRQV� LQ� WKH� QDWLRQDOLVW�

movement was not meant only to fight against Dutch colonialism. It played a 

crucial role in challenging the male-dominated nationalist movement that had 

GHFHQWUDOL]HG�ZRPHQ·V�YRLFHV�DQG�DJHQGDV�LQ�WKH�VWUXJJOH�IRU�LQGHSHQGHQFH��

:RPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQDOLVW�PRYHPHQW�UHSUHVHQWHG�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�

have a voice and to incorporate feminist agendas into the nationalist 

PRYHPHQW��)XUWKHUPRUH��IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�ZDV�D�

critical internal effort against patriarchal values and structures in the Islamic 

context. As a consequence, it can be an argument to prove that Islam and the 

Muslim societies during the colonial period were not a singular entity; rather, 

they were dynamic, heterogeneous and progressive, including in the context of 

gender and sexual relations. Here I argue that these feminist agendas, such as 

Islamic education for girls and Muslim wRPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��ZHUH�LQWHJUDO�

to the Islamic reform movement. 

In discussing the points I carry out in this paper, I specifically examine 

the life experiences of Rahmah Al-Yunusiyah (1901-1969) and Walidah Ahmad 

Dahlan (1872-1946), two female Muslim pioneers who significantly contributed 

WR� YRLFLQJ� WKH� LGHD� RI� ,VODPLF� VFKRROV� IRU� JLUOV� DQG� 0XVOLP� ZRPHQ·V�

organizations in Indonesian history. Al-<XQXVL\DK� H[KLELWHG� D� ´SXEOLF�

SHUVRQKRRGµ�� GLYRUFLQJ� KHU� KXVEDQG� LQ� RUGHU� WR� IRFXV� RQ� UHDOL]LQJ� DQG�

expanding her idea of Islamic schools for girls. Walidah Ahmad Dahlan focused 

RQ�´GRPHVWLF�VXEMHFWLYLW\µ�LQ�ZKLFK�VKH�GHYHORSHG�KHU�LGHDV�RI�VFKRROV�IRU�JLUOV�

DQG�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�WKURXJK�KHU�PDULWDO�UHODWLRQ�ZLWK�$KPDG�

Dahlan, the leader of the Islamic reform movement. These differences challenge 

the conventional notions of the division between public and domestic in which 

the first is often viewed as more political than the second.  
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'HVSLWH� WKHLU� FUXFLDO� FRQWULEXWLRQV� WR� ´ZRPHQ·V� HPDQFLSDWLRQµ� DQG�

´ZRPHQ·V�HPSRZHUPHQW�µ�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ�DUH�RIWHQ�LJQRUHG�LQ�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�

of the history feminist movements in Indonesia. In the historical context of 

FRORQLDOLVP��WKH�'XWFK��ZLWK�WKHLU�SROLFLHV�RI�´HPSRZHULQJ�ORFDO�SHRSOHµ�ZKLFK�

included education, prioritized Indonesians from elite families like Kartini and 

GLVFULPLQDWHG� DJDLQVW� 0XVOLP� FRPPXQLWLHV�� .DUWLQL·V� LGHDV� RI� JLUOV·� VFKRROV�

received significant attention and were spotlighted by   the Dutch rulers, which 

led to her popularity even in the memory of later generations of Indonesians. In 

������D�'XWFK�JRYHUQPHQW�RIILFHU��-+�$EHQGDQRQ��GRFXPHQWHG�.DUWLQL·V�OHWWHUV�

to her Dutch colleague, Rosita Abendanon-Mandri, in the book Door Duisternis 

tot Licht (After Darkness, Light  Is Born) which was first translated into English, 

Letters of a Javanese Princess, in 1920. Meanwhile, the Dutch rulers viewed Islamic 

education as a potential challenge against their power. Under such political 

conditions, the Dutch colonial government marginalized important efforts of 

Muslim women like Walidah and Al-Yunusiyah. The biographies examining 

their life experiences do not examine their work within the context of feminist 

PRYHPHQWV�RU�ZRPHQ·V�OLEHUDWLRQ�PRYHPHQW��$V�D�UHVXOW��WKH�LGHDV�RI� ,́VODPLF�

IHPLQLVPµ�ZHUH�QRW�UHDOO\�SRSXODU�HYen in the ears of the Indonesian Muslim 

group. Elaboration of the life experiences of Walidah and Al-Yunusiyah in the 

context of the early development of feminist consciousness will contribute to 

centralizing their ideas and the contributions of Muslim women to feminist 

movements in Indonesia.  

 
B. Kartini, Dutch Colonialism and School for Girls 

Kartini was born into an elite family on April 21, 1879, in Jepara, 

Central Java. Her mother Ngasirah was the daughter of a religious scholar. 

Her father was Raden Mas Adipati Sosroningrat, Regent of Japara.  His father, 

the Regent of Demak, Pangèran Ario Tjondronegoro, was an enlightened man 

who had given European educations to all of his sons and who is described by 

his granddaughter Kartini as³"the first regent of middle Java to unlatch his 

door to that guest from over the sea³:HVWHUQ�FLYLOL]DWLRQ�µ��&RWp���������As 

some of children from the elite family, Kartini had the opportunity to attend a 

Dutch school. With the privileged ability of speaking Dutch, she had access to 

reading books, magazines and newspapers and an opportunity to 
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communicate and interact with Dutch communities. Under this social 

situation, Kartini gained an opportunity to know Western ideas of 

HPDQFLSDWLRQ� DQG� OLEHUDWLRQ�� LQFOXGLQJ�ZRPHQ·V� HPDQFLSDWion (Biography of 

Raden Adjeng Kartini, 2014). 

Kartini called for the erection of schools for girls. The opportunity of 

attending the Dutch school and having an intensive interaction with the Dutch 

significantly shaped her idea of schools for girls. However, she was greatly 

FRQFHUQHG�DERXW�WKH�VRFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�LQMXVWLFHV�LQ�-DYD�FHQWHUHG�LQ�WKH�UXOHUV·�

DEXVH� RI� SRZHU�� ,Q� KHU� ����� OHWWHU�� ´*LYH� WKH� -DYDQHVH� (GXFDWLRQµ� .DUWLQL�

PHQWLRQV��́ 7KH�6WDWH�DQG�WKH�QRELOLW\�KDYH�EHQHILWHG�IURP�WKLV�EXW�ZKDW�KDYH�WKe 

people themselves gained? What benefit have the people had from their highly 

revered nobles who the Government uses to rule them? To date, nothing, or 

very little; more likely they have been disadvantaged on those occasions when 

the nobility has abused iWV� SRZHUµ� �.DUWLQL�� ������� .DUWLQL� DOVR� FULWLFL]HG� WKH�

tradition called adat of submission and fatalism within Javanese society that was 

fostered by an Islamic teaching of destiny (takdir). After she rejected belief in the 

virtue of an adat that forced a girl to marry, Kartini viewed education as the 

answer (Coté, 1992). In her mind, education was not only meant to build 

intellectual capacity but also to provide moral education (Kartini, 1992). 

Because of the emphasis on moral education, Kartini pointed out the 

LPSRUWDQFH�RI�VFKRROV�IRU�JLUOV���6KH�WKRXJKW�WKDW�´ZRPDQ�KDV�D�JUHDW�WDVN�WR�

SHUIRUP�LQ�WKH�PRUDO�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�VRFLHW\«��VKH�FDQ�FRQWULEXWH�PXFK��LI�QRW�

most, to ensure the improvement of thH�PRUDO�VWDQGDUGV�RI�VRFLHW\«��+ow 

can Javanese mothers now educate their children if they themselves are 

uneducated? The education and development of the Javanese people can 

never adequately advance if women are excluded, if they are not given a role 

WR�SOD\�LQ�WKLVµ��.DUWLQL�������� 

.DUWLQL·V�FULWLFDO�UHIOHFWLRn against the social-political situation of living 

XQGHU�´IHXGDOLVWLFµ�-DYDQHVH�VRFLHW\��VSHFLILFDOO\�ZLWK�WKH�ORFDO�adat of fatalism 

and the religious faith of destiny, showed that the colonial encounter was not 

the only inspiration shaping her idea of woPHQ·V� HPDQFLSDWLRQ� WKURXJK�

education for girls. Her letters and the idea of schools for girls displayed 

.DUWLQL·V� VWURQJ� VHOI-reflection of social, cultural, political, and religious 

problems within the society. With the idea of schools for girls, Kartini founded 

the academic and intellectual basis for feminist movements in Indonesia that 
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gave lessons to the   later generations of Indonesian feminists to pay attention 

to education for girls and women. As Dahlan (1979: 48-����SRLQWV�RXW��.DUWLQL·V�

ideas of education for girls and her critical reflection against local and religious 

custom played a crucial role in developing feminist consciousness among the 

later Muslim women in the country. 

 
C. Islamic Reform and the Nationalist Movement 

Ahmad Dahlan, born in 1868 in Yogyakarta, Java, was a pioneer of the 

Islamic reform movement in Indonesian history. He experienced an academic 

life in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, where he met some Egyptians well-known   in the 

Islamic reform movement, such as Muhammad Abduh, Al-Afghani, and 

Rasyid Ridha. In 1912, Dahlan founded the Muhammadiyah, one of the largest 

Islamic organizations in Indonesia, to voice his idea of Islamic renewal. He 

criticized the dogmatic and uncritical way of understanding Islam; he also 

FULWLFL]HG�0XVOLPV·�´VWDWLFLVPµ�DQG�ODFN�RI�VSLULW�WRZDUG�´WKH�DGYDQFHPHQW�RI�

OLIH�µ�+H�PHDQW�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�0XKDPPDGL\DK�WR�SURYLGH�HGXFDWLRQ�IRU�

Muslims to introduce a new tradition of understanding Islamic teachings. One 

RI� 'DKODQ·V� LGHDV� RI� ,VODPLF� UHQHZDO� ZDV� WKH� WUDQVIRUPation of Islamic 

HGXFDWLRQ�IURP�DQ�́ LQIRUPDOµ�PRVTXH-based education to more formal Islamic 

schools (Biography of Ahmad Dahlan, 2012). 

In addition to Yogyakarta in Java, Minangkabau in West Sumatra was 

another important geographical area of the rise of the Islamic renewal 

movement, especially through the Muhammadiyah. Abdul Karim Amrullah, 

born in 1879, was an important figure of the Islamic reform movement in this 

area. Like Dahlan, Amrullah experienced academic life in Mecca. He founded 

the Minangkabau branch of Muhammadiyah and spread the idea of Islamic 

education in the area (Rasyad, Salim, and Saleh, 1991: 37). Once again, for the 

pioneers of Islamic reform movements, Islamic education was the answer to 

WKH�SUREOHP�RI�́ VWDWLFLVPµ�ZLWK�,QGRQHVLDQ�0XVOLPV at that time. 

The Dutch colonial administration implemented a special policy for 

Islamic education. The colonial power did not give Muslims an opportunity to 

participate in the Dutch schools. Instead, it controlled Islamic schools through 

obliging them to report the syllabus of courses (Nata, 2001). For Muslims, 

FRORQLDOLVP�ZDV�DQ�LVVXH�ERWK�RI�QDWLRQDOLVP�DQG�RI�UHOLJLRQ��'DKODQ·V�LGHD�RI�

formalizing Islamic schools was not only an important idea of the Islamic 
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reform movement, it was also a critical agenda of nationalist movements since 

it challenged the colonial policy of education.  

,Q� WKH� KLVWRU\� RI� ,QGRQHVLD�� WKH� ´,VODPLFµ� QDWLRQDOLVW� PRYHPHQW� DV�

IRXQG� LQ�'DKODQ·V� ,VODPLF� HGXFDWLRQ�ZDV�QRW� UHDOO\�SRSXODU� DQG�ZDV� HYHQ�

ignored in the studies of the Indonesian nationalist movement. This situation 

resulted from a long historical process when the Dutch colonial administrator 

GHYHORSHG� D� ¶VWUXFWXUH� RI� QRW� VHHLQJ·� �)ORULGD�� ������ ´RYHUORRNLQJ� ,VODPLF�

LQIOXHQFHV«� ZKLOH� H[DJJHUDWLQJ� DQG� HVVHQWLDOL]LQJ� WKH� LQIOXences of non-

,VODPLF� LGHDOVµ� �+HIQHU�������������7KH�QDWLRQDOLVW�PRYHPHQWV� OHG�E\� �´QRQ-

UHOLJLRXVµ�OHDGHUV��VRPH�RI�ZKRP���JDLQHG�VRFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�EHQHILWV�IURP�WKH�

Dutch colonial policy of providing schools for pribumi �´QDWLYHµ��,QGRQHVLDQV��

On October 28, 1928, the prominent figures of WKLV�´QRQ-,VODPLFµ�QDWLRQDOLVW�

movements, such as Soegondo Djojopoespito, Djoko Marsaid, Muhammad 

Yamin, R. Katja Sungkana, and Johannes Leimena conducted a nationalist 

FRQJUHVV�FDOOHG�´7KH�<RXWK�3OHGJHµ��0XVHXP�6XPSDK Pemuda, 2013). As in 

the Islamic reform movement, male figures dominated.   As a result, neither 

the Islamic reform movement nor the nationalist movement incorporated 

IHPLQLVW�DJHQGDV�RI�ZRPHQ·V�HPDQFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKHLU�DJHQGDV� 

 
D. Walidah Ahmad Dahlan: EducatLRQ�IRU�*LUOV�DQG�WKH�0XVOLP�:RPHQ·V�

Organization 

Walidah was born in Yogyakarta in 1872. Her father, Kyai Pengulu 

Haji Muhammad Fadhil, was a distinguished ¶XODPD (Muslim cleric) in 

Kauman, Yogkarta. She married Ahmad Dahlan, after which she was more 

popular as Nyai Ahmad Dahlan (Suratmin, 1990: 10). Her background of a 

religious family and the educational environment in Kauman were an 

important foundation on which to develop her academics and activism, which 

became more developed after her marriage to Ahmad Dahlan. 

The Kauman society was a Javanese religious society (santri) (Alfian, 

1989: 144). They actively participated in traditional Islamic education (pengajian) 

based in pesantren (home-based education) and mosques. Some wealthy families 

sent their children to large pesantren in other cities, such as Tebuireng and Gontor 

in East Java. As in the case of Dahlan, some families sent their sons to study Islam 

in Mecca and Egypt. In this academic circumstance, Kauman produced many 

¶XODPD��6XUDWPLQ� 1990: 14). Walidah was born and raised within this situation.  
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Her parents did not send her away to pesantren because she was a 

female. Kauman society restricted their daughters to activities outside their 

homes (Wahyudi, 2002: 43). With this limitation, Walidah still had the 

opportunity to develop her social-academic accomplishment. 

:DOLGDK·V�IDWKHU��KHU�ILUVW�WHDFKHU��WDXJKW�KHU�EDVLF�,VODPLF�NQRZOHGJH�

VXFK� DV� UHDGLQJ� WKH� 4XU·DQ� DQG� WH[WERRNV� RQ� ,VODP� ZULWWHQ� LQ� WKH� ORFDO�

Javanese language with the Arabic alphabet (Wahyudi, 2002: 43). He also gave 

KHU�D�FKDQFH�WR�WHDFK�\RXQJHU�IHPDOH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�KHU�SDUHQWV·�KRXVH��6XUDWPLQ� 

1990: 19). On the one hand, this experience helped Walidah develop the 

capacity for public communication and, on the other, played an important role 

in opening her mind about the needs of providing public education for girls. 

She realized that there was a huge problem of illiteracy among Muslim girls in 

her hometown. Occasionally her father asked her to lead a larger pengajian, 

which contributed further to strengthening her leadership skills (Suratmin, 

1990: 21). 

Walidah married Dahlan when she was still very young, in an 

arranged marriage that was common within Kauman society at that time. The 

arranged marriage had a significant impact on Walidah, calling her attention to 

the conditions of Muslim women and she began working her ideas of 

emancipation of Muslim women after her marriage (Wahyudi, 2002: 57). She 

often accompanied Dahlan when he gave public lectures and pengajian in 

many Muslim communities (Puar, 1989: 60). 

The experience of being the wife of the leader of the Islamic movement 

FRQWULEXWHG� WR�:DOLGDK·V� DZDUHQHVV� RI� WKH� SULPDU\� SUREOHP� RI� ,QGRQHVLDQ�

Muslims -- illiteracy and lack of access to educational services. She understood 

that the Muhammadiyah her husband founded did not really pay attention to 

the specific problem of illiteracy among Muslim women. Walidah taught 

women who worked in the local garment factory a skill of reading the Quran 

and writing using Arabic alphabets.  

When the 0XKDPPDGL\DK�ZDV�ILUVW�IRXQGHG��:DOLGDK�ZDV�'DKODQ·V�

only help in operating the organization (Suratmin, 1990: 30). Even though 

'DKODQ� DQG� WKH�0XKDPPDGL\DK� GLG� QRW� UHDOO\� SD\� DWWHQWLRQ� WR�ZRPHQ·V�

empowerment agendas, he inspired Walidah to create and work oQ�´IHPLQLVWµ�

DJHQGDV� ZKHQ� KH� VDLG� WKDW� 0XVOLP� ZRPHQ� KDG� DQ� HTXDO� ´ULJKWµ� WR� WDNH�

advantages from the Muhammadiyah (Suratmin, 1990: 30). Following her 
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KXVEDQG·V�LGHD�RI�IRXQGLQJ�WKH�0XKDPPDGL\DK��LQ�������:DOLGDK�HVWDEOLVKHG�

D�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�FDlled the Aisyiyah as a vehicle for her ideas 

of empowering Muslim women in Indonesia (Pimpinan Pusat 'Aisyiyah. 

�������:DOLGDK� HQYLVLRQHG� WKDW�$LV\L\DK�� DV� WKH�0XKDPPDGL\DK�ZRPHQ·V�

organization, would play an important role in integrating the agendas of 

emSRZHULQJ� DQG� ´OLEHUDWLQJµ� 0XVOLP� ZRPHQ� LQWR� WKH� 0XKDPPDGL\DK·V�

agenda of the Islamic reform movement (Wahyudi, 2002: 60).  

Dahlan, actively involved in the nationalist movement, had many 

colleagues from such nationalist movements as Sudirman, Soetomo, Soekarno, 

and Mas Mansyur. Walidah took advantage of this situation to broaden her 

social-intellectual milieu with these nationalist movement leaders. As a result, 

she gained knowledge about nationalist movements and stronger 

organizational and leadership skills (Wahyudi, 2002: �����$IWHU�'DKODQ·V�GHDWK�

in 1923 (Suratmin, 1990: 36), Walidah maintained her social-intellectual power 

WR�VWUXJJOH�IRU�,QGRQHVLDQ�ZRPHQ·V�ULJKWV�DQG�WKH�LQGHSHQGHQFH�RI�,QGRQHVLD� 

:LWK� RWKHU� ZRPHQ·V� RUJDQL]DWLRQV�� $LV\L\DK� LQLWLDWHG� WKe first 

,QGRQHVLDQ�ZRPHQ·V� FRQJUHVV�'HFHPEHU� ��-25, 1928, two months after the 

´<RXWK� 3OHGJHµ� WKDW� ZDV� GRPLQDWHG� E\� PDOH� ILJXUHV� RI� WKH� QDWLRQDOLVW�

PRYHPHQW��:KLOH�WKH�ZRPHQ·V�FRQJUHVV�DV�D�QDWLRQDOLVW�PRYHPHQW�GLUHFWO\�

challenged colonialism, the congress also criticized the male- dominated 

QDWLRQDOLVW�PRYHPHQW�WKDW�QHJOHFWHG�VSHFLILF�ZRPHQ·V�SUREOHPV�DQG�LJQRUHG�

IHPLQLVW� DJHQGDV�� :LWK� WKH� ZRPHQ·V� QDWLRQDOLVW� PRYHPHQW�� $LV\L\DK� DQG�

RWKHU� ZRPHQ·V� RUJDQL]DWLRQV� LQYROYHG� LQ� WKH� ZRPHQ·V� FRQJUHVV� YRLFHG� D�

numbeU�RI�DJHQGDV�WKDW�WRRN�LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�ZRPHQ·V�VSHFLILF�SUREOHPV��

5HVXOWV� RI� WKH� ZRPHQ·V� FRQJUHVV� LQFOXGHG� GHPDQGV� IRU� ���� WKH� FRORQLDO�

administration  build more schools for girls and financial support (studie fonds) 

for girls from the lower class with excellent academic potential; (2) marriage 

registration that would give  wives legal protection; (3) financial support  for 

widows and orphans of pribumi government officials; (4) building an 

organization that focused on combating illiteracy among girls, reducing under-

age marriages, and providing short courses on health issues for girls, and (5) 

IRXQGLQJ� D� XQLRQ� RI� ,QGRQHVLDQ� ZRPHQ·V� RUJDQL]DWLRQV� WR� FRQVROLGDWH�

ZRPHQ·V�QDWLRQDOLVW�PRYHPHQWV��%ODFNEXUQ�������� 

:DOLGDK·V�LGHDV�DQG�HIIRUWV�RI�HPSRZHULQJ�ZRPen I describe above 

show the significant contribution of Muslim women in both feminist and the 
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QDWLRQDOLVW�PRYHPHQWV�LQ�,QGRQHVLD��:DOLGDK�GHYHORSHG�KHU�LGHDV�RI�ZRPHQ·V�

liberation through her marital life with Ahmad Dahlan; this situation 

demonstrates that marital and domestic life can play a crucial role in the 

GHYHORSPHQW� RI� SURJUHVVLYH� LGHDV� RI� ZRPHQ·V� OLEHUDWLRQ� DPRQJ� 0XVOLP�

women in 1920s Indonesia. 

6XFK� WHUPV�DV�´ZRPHQ·V�HPDQFLSDWLRQ�µ�´ZRPHQ·V� OLEHUDWLRQ�µ�DQG�

´ZRPHQ·V� HPSRZHUPHQWµ� PRUH� SRSXODUO\� DSpeared in the discussion of 

IHPLQLVW� DQG� ZRPHQ·V� PRYHPHQW� LQ� ,QGRQHVLDQ� KLVWRU\�� ,Q� VSHFLILF�� WKH�

SRSXODU� XVH� RI� WKH� WHUP� ´ZRPHQ·V� HPDQFLSDWLRQµ� LQGLFDWHG� WKH� SDUWLFXODU�

LQIOXHQFH�RI�'XWFK�´IHPLQLVW�LGHDµ�GXULQJ�WKH�FRORQLDO�SHULRG�WKDW�PDLQO\�XVHG�

the worG� ´HPDQFLSDWLH�µ� ,� SUHIHU� XVLQJ� WKH� WHUP� ´IHPLQLVW� PRYHPHQWµ� WR�

present a stronger political and social value in understanding the ideas and 

agendas of Indonesian Muslim women I discuss here. 

 
E. Rahmah Al-Yunusiyah: the Formalization of Islamic Education 

for Muslim Girls 

In 1923, about twenty years after the death of Kartini, Al-Yunusiah, 

began to strengthen the Diniyah School Putri (Islamic School for Girls). This 

school was first established by her older brother, Zainuddin Labay al-Yunusy in 

1916 as part of his Islamic reform project through the formalization of Islamic 

education (Hamka, 13). Nine months since the establishment of the school, 

Zainuddin passed away and Rahmah continued this idea and brought this into 

the important position as academic instituWLRQ�WKDW�VXSSRUWHG�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V�

empowerment. The first groups of her students included 71 women who were 

mainly young mothers. These students founded Persatuan Murid-murid Diniyah 

School (the Union of the Diniyah School Student) (Nata, 2001: 226).  

Al-Yunusiyah was born in 1904 during the golden period of the rise of 

Islamic reform movement in Minangkabau, West Sumatera. In the age of 16, 

Al-Yunusiyah married Bahauddin Latif, the son of a prominent Muslim cleric, 

Abdul Latif. Bahauddin had to move to other town when he was involved in a 

conflict against his father due to the different religious understanding. Al-

Yunusiyah remained in Minangkabau as she wanted to continue her 

education in an Islamic school there. After six years in the marital relationship, 

in 1922, Al-Yunusiyah divorced Bahauddin. She did not want that 

%DKDXGGLQ·V� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� SROLWLFDO� PRYHPHQW� ZLOO� UXLQ� KHU� GUHDP� DQG�
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distract her focus of building an Islamic school for girls. She was even reluctant 

when some of her colleagues had the idea of remarriage. She wanted to focus 

on her Islamic school for Muslim girls (Rasyad, Salim, and Saleh, 1991: 39-41).  

She broke the domination of Muslim male scholars. She was among 

the 20 greatest Muslim scholars of West Sumatra that is dominated by male 

¶XODPD� �0XQDZDURK�� ������ ����� 6LQFH� KHU� FKLOGKRRG�� $O-Yunusiyah was 

engaged in many academic activities of seeking Islamic knowledge from 

prominent male ulama including her old brother, Zainuddin, and Abdul 

Karim Amrullah (Rasyad, Salim, and Saleh, 38). 

The Islamic school for Muslim girls she founded challenged the public 

views about the traditional gender role of women strongly alive within the 

Minbangkabau society at that time. Rahmah had to face public cynicisms. 

Often times, Al-Yunusiyah and her students heard their neighbors mocking, 

´&DQ�ZRPHQ�EH�D�WHDFKHU"�,PSRVVLEOH��'RQ·W�VSHQG�\RXU�WLPH�WR�JR�WR�VFKRROV�

RU�WR�UHDG�ERRNV�EHFDXVH�\RX�ZRXOG�HQG�XS�JRLQJ�EDFN�WR�NLWFKHQ«µ��5DV\DG��

Salim, and Saleh, 43). Al-<XQXVL\DK·V�PLVVLRQ� LQ�EXLOGLQJ�,VODPLF�VFKRol for 

JLUOV� ZDV� ´WR� HGXFDWH� JLUOV� ZKR� KDYH� ,VODPLF� VSLULW� DQG� FDSDEOH� ZRPHQ�

teachers who have responsibility of social wealth and nationalism based on the 

GHYRWLRQ�WR�WKH�*RGµ��0XQDZDURK�������7KH�,VODPLF�VFKRRO�VKH�IRXQGHG�DQG�

PDQDJHG�GLG�QRW� WHDFK�´NQRZOHGJH�DQG� VNLOOVµ�RI� EHLQJ�´JRRG�ZLYHV-wise 

PRWKHUVµ� EDVHG� RQ� ,VODPLF� PRUDOLW\�� 5DWKHU�� WKH� VFKRRO� WDXJKW� ,VODPLF�

knowledge that had orientation to build intellectual capacity of Muslim 

women including Arabic, Islamic history, Islamic theology, and Islamic 

jurisprudence as well as public speaking skill (Rasyad, Salim, and Saleh, 39).  

Her vision of Islamic education for girls was different with the idea of 

education for Muslim girls voiced by the earlier pioneer of education for girls 

in Padang Panjang, Roehana Koeddoes. While Koeddoes focused more on 

building technical and vocational skills like sewing and cooking, Al-Yunusiyah 

emphasized more on building intellectual capacities of Muslim women 

(Munawaroh, 15). By providing a wider access for Muslim girls to engage in 

Islamic academic and intellectual activities, Al-Yunusiyah opened the door for 

them to enjoy the power of knowledge. 

Al-Yunusiyah became the first Indonesian woman to visit Al-Azhar 

University of Cairo, a center of excellent in Islamic studies; she was invited by 

the President of the University. Even though, this was only a short visit, the 
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experience of visiting the university provided her with significant intellectual 

and social power among Muslim scholars in her hometown. Al-<XQXVL\DK·V�

Islamic schools for girls inspired Sheikh Abdurrahman Tadj, the President of 

Al-Azhar University to transform this idea to the university. Al-Azhar 

University also awarded Al-Yunusiyah shaikhah (female master in Islamic 

knowledge), the highest honorary scholar title. Al-Yunusiyah was the first 

women to receive the award (Ghazali, 1991: 238). This award was not only a 

recognition of her contribution to Islamic education for Muslim girls; more 

than that this was an acknowledgment of her great accomplishment as a 

reformist Muslim scholar and her authoritative position in Islamic knowledge; 

the shaikh honorary title was usually only for male scholars (Ghazali, 239). 

In the context of living under colonialism, Al-<XQXVL\DK·V�

intellectual network with Muslim scholars from Al-Azhar University played 

an important role in shaping feminist movement in Indonesian history. 

Unlike Kartini who gained significant influences from her Dutch colleagues, 

the connection with Muslim scholars in Egypt contributed to the 

acknowledgement of Al-<XQXVL\DK·V�FRQWULEXWLRQ�DQG�DXWKRULW\�LQ�WKH�ILHOG�

of Islamic reform movement in her hometown; Minangkabau society were 

among the most religious Muslims in Indonesia. As a result, her project of 

Islamic education for Muslim girls gained popularity and public support. It 

is very important to specifically study whether Al-Yunusiyah had the 

opportunity to build intellectual connection with or encountered with 

feminist ideas of a number of the early 20th Century Egyptian feminists, such 

as Qasim Amin, Malak Hifni Nassef (1886-1918), Huda Shaarawi (1879-

1947), Doria Shafik (1908-1975), and Mai Ziyada (1886-1941). 

Al-Yunusiyah made an important step to design a collaboration 

between the Islamic school she founded and Al-Azhar University. This 

collaboration provided scholarships for the alumni of her school to study in 

Al-Azhar University. The first delegation to study in the university 

included 8 alumni in 1958 (Munawaroh, 29). One of them earned a 

prestigious accomplishment and was asked by the university to teach in the 

Department of Letters. The government of Kuwait also awarded 

scholarships for the alumni of Al-<XQXVL\DK·V� VFKRRO� WR� VWXG\� LQ� VRPH�

universities there (Munawaroh, 29).  
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The collaboration of Al-<XQXVL\DK·V� ,VODPLF� VFKRRO� IRU� JLUOV� DQG�

some universities in the Middle East, especially Egypt demonstrated her 

contribution to Islamic reform movement in the region with the inclusion 

RI�´ZRPHQ·V�ULJKWV�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�HGXFDWLRQµ�LQ�WKH�,VODPLF�HGXFDWLRQDO�

institutions. Unlike the transformation of the idea of Islamic reform from 

the Egyptian scholars to the Indonesian reformists that was mainly through 

mainstream issues of theology as found in the case of Ahmad Dahlan and 

Abdul Karim Amrullah (Hamka, 1961: 39-40), Al-<XQXVL\DK·V�H[SHULHQFHV�

revealed WKDW� ZRPHQ·V� ULJKWV� LVVXHV� SOD\HG� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� UROH� LQ� WKH�

transformation of Islamic renewal ideas from Indonesia to Middle East, 

Egypt in particular. 

The Islamic schools for girls she founded also gave a major impact 

in shifting the academic tradition of Islamic schools from the traditional 

model of pesantren to a more formal educational system. In the traditional 

academic system of pesantren, the learning system was centralized in one 

figure of male kyai, the leader of pesantren. The earlier learning process of 

the pesantren V\VWHP�ZDV� QRW� EDVHG� RQ� D� ´V\VWHPDWLFµ� V\OODEXV� DQG�ZDV�

conducted mainly in a mosque (Dhofier, 1999). Al-Yunusiyah attempted to 

decentralize the power of (male) religious leader in an Islamic academic 

institution and called for the sharing of authority and responsibility with 

other teachers and instructors involved. Al-<XQXVL\DK·V�,VODPLF�HGXFDWLRQ�

for girls was a strategic way to train Muslim women with Islamic 

knowledge and to increase the number of Muslim women teachers and 

scholars. The idea of the formalization of Islamic schools for Muslim girls 

also challenged the patriarchal academic tradition in pesantren that 

positioned male teachers in the center of academic activity and gave only 

boys to participate. With the Islamic school for girls, Muslim girls had a 

greater opportunity to engage in seeking Islamic knowledge. Al-

<XQXVL\D·V� LGHD�RI� ,VODPLF�HGXFDWLRQ� IRU�JLUOV� LQVSLUHG�PDQ\�pesantren in 

Java, the basis of pesantren educational system, to build special learning 

programs for girls and even build pesantren for girls (pesantren puteri) 

(Munawaroh, 33).  

Unlike Kartini who had a close social and personal relation with 

and gained significant influences from her Dutch colleagues, Al-Yunusiyah 

was consistently independent from the Dutch colonial ruler. In the early 
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1900s, the Dutch administration applied a policy to intervene with Islamic 

education by restricting courses viewed to contribute to the development of 

critical tradition among Muslim students and led them toward the 

rebellion (Hamka, 8). Al-Yunusiyah received an offer of financial subsidy 

from the Dutch colonial government to improve her Islamic school. She 

rejected the offer in order to maintain the independence of her school from 

the intervention of the Dutch colonial interests. In 1905, the Dutch 

administration issued a regulation that obliged guru agama (teacher of 

Islamic knowledge) to request approval from and to report their learning 

process to local ruler (Machnun Husein, 1983: 5-6). Al-Yunusiyah initiated 

establishing Komite Penolakan Ordonansi Sekolah Liar (the Committee to 

Reject the Regulation of Unregistered Schools) to oppose the Dutch policy 

that controlled unregistered schools (Munawaroh, 23). 

Al-Yunusiyah also expressed a critical challenge against the 

intervention of male Muslim scholars. When the Muhammadiyah was first 

introduced in Minangkabau, some of the male initiators approached Al-

<XQXVL\DK� WR� DIILOLDWH� KHU� ,VODPLF� VFKRRO� ZLWK� WKH� 0XKDPPDGL\DK·V�

education program. She rejected this idea because she wanted to maintain 

her school free from the influences of any organizations that, in the context 

of nationalist movement, often involved in political movement. When 

Mahmud Yunus, a prominent male Muslim scholar issued the idea to 

reform the Islamic educational system in Indonesia through the 

establishment of Panitia Ishlah al-Madaris al-Islamiyah (The Committee of 

Islamic Schools Unification) and the fusion of Islamic schools into one 

learning system in order to improve the quality of the educational system 

(Munawaroh, 2002: 21-22). Al-Yunusiyah opposed the idea coming from 

<XQXV��D�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW�PDOH�0XVOLP�ILJXUH�DQG�D�GLVWLQJXLVKHG�¶XODPD��

She had her own thinking that it was easier to manage Islamic schools if the 

management of the learning system was held by each school.  

Al-Yunusiyah wanted to increase the number of Muslim women 

teachers in Islamic schools (guru agama) to teach Muslim women and girls 

DV� KHU� DJHQGD� RI� ZRPHQ·V� HPDQFLSDWLRQ� IURP� WKH� LVRODWLRQ� DQG�

marginalization in any social fields. Al-Yunusiyah viewed that this mission 

can only be achieved if Islamic schools consistently focused on teaching 
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and learning activities and were not intervened by non-academic related 

interests, including politics (Munawaroh, 13).  

Al-<XQXVL\DK·V� LGHD�RI� LQFUHDVLQJ the quantity of female guru 

agama betrayed the policy of the Dutch colonial government that 

HPSKDVL]HG� WKH� HGXFDWLRQ� IRU� JLUOV� WR� GHYHORS�ZRPHQ·V� DWWLWXGHV� RI�

being good mothers. The Dutch policy of gender segregation in 

education was formulated based on the perspective that women were 

supposed to be good mothers and they had obligation to care their 

families and their children. Since many of their children went to Dutch 

schools, their mothers had to learn Dutch in order to be able to 

communicate with their children. In the letter, the Dutch ruler 

mentioned that education for women for academic-intellectual goals, 

such as to produce female teachers, was unnecessary (S. L. van der 

Wal, 1960: 23-25). 

Al-Yunusiyah did not restrict Muslim women to participate in 

political movements. She understood that education was a medium to 

HPSRZHU� ZRPHQ·V� FDSDFLW\� VR� WKH\� FDQ� HQWHU� LQWR� VRFLDO� OLYHV� ZLWK�

knowledge in their hands and compete against men. She did not 

suggest Muslim girls to be involved deeper in political activities that 

would destroy their orientation and motivation to accomplish maturity 

in academic matters. She developed theoretical foundation of female 

VWXGHQWV·�SROLWLFDO�ZD\V�ZKLFK�ZDV�´WR�ORYH�WKHLU�FRXQWU\�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�

strong belief in Islam (iman)µ� DQG not through the participation in 

political movement. The female students had to prepare well their 

intellectual development, so they would be able to compete with men 

when they were involved in politics (Munawaroh, 21). In 1933, she led a 

political gathering of mothers in Padang Panjang, West Sumatera to 

protest against the Dutch occupation. She was a member and the 

committee of Sarikat Kaum Ibu Sumatra (the Union of Sumatran Mothers) 

who fought against the Dutch colonial ruler (Munawaroh, 24). 

Al-YunusiyaK·V�LGHD�RI�,VODPLF�VFKRRO�IRU�0XVOLP�JLUOV�VLJQLILFDQWO\�

FRQWULEXWHG�WR�ZRPHQ·V� OLEHUDWLRQ�PRYHPHQW� LQ� ,QGRQHVLD��+HU� LGHD�ZDV�

also crucial to challenge Islamic reform agenda that centralized male 

Muslim scholars; the agenda of education for Muslim girls became an 
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integral agenda of the Islamic reform movement. Al-Yunusiyah used her 

project of Islamic education as one of her nationalist agendas against Dutch 

colonialism. Despite the fact that she was involved in an underage 

marriage which was a common practice in 1900s Indonesia, Al-

<XQXVL\DK·V�GHFLVLRQ�QRW�WR�IROORZ�KHU�KXVEDQG·V�PLJUDWLRQ�DQG�WR�ILQDOO\�

separate with him in order to focus on education and academic life 

demonstrates her out-of-the-box way of thinking. Within Indonesian 

society, even until contemporary period, divorce is considered taboo and a 

widow receive many stereotypical and stigmatic views as bad 

woman/wife. Muslim widows often get stronger negative opinions from 

the community as impious Muslim. Al-Yunusiyah challenged popularly 

traditional view within Muslim communities in Indonesian history about 

ZRPHQ·V�REOLJDWLRQ�DV�D�JRRG�KRXVHZLIH�DQG�D�OR\DO�ZLIH� 

 
F. Conclusion 

Muslim women have contributed significantly to the 

development of the feminist movement in Indonesian history. Despite 

KarWLQL·V� LGHD� RI� VFKRRO� IRU� JLUOV� WKDW� GHYHORSHG� IURP� KHU� LQWHQVH�

interaction with her Dutch colleague becoming the main inspiration, these 

0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·V� LGHD�RI� ,VODPLF�HGXFDWLRQ� IRU�0XVOLP�JLUOV�SURYH� WKDW�

feminist awareness in the colonial historical context was not just the  

result of colonial encounters. The feminist consciousness was also 

developed through self-reflection of the conditions of Muslim women 

and a personal, social, and academic interaction within Muslim 

communities in local, national and trans-national contexts. The 

contribution of Muslim women also appeared in the active involvement 

RI� 0XVOLP� ZRPHQ·V� RUJDQL]DWLRQV� LQ� WKH� QDWLRQDOLVW� PRYHPHQW� WKDW�

challenged both the colonialism and the male-dominated nationalist 

movement. Finally, the contribution of Muslim women to the 

development of feminist consciousness and awareness in the Indonesian 

historical context showed that the Islamic feminist agenda cannot be 

separated from the Islamic reform movement. This also reflected the 

progressive dimension of Islam and the Muslim communities in 

Indonesia during the colonial period. 
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