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Introduction


The wearing of veil for Muslim women in Indonesia’s Java Island is a phenomenon that carries different meanings among the women folks themselves and the entire society at large. These differing meanings particularly stem from the age of the women, more so in relation to the post-Soeharto Indonesia. During President Soeharto’s 30-year reign in power that ended in May 1998, Muslim women, and especially those who served as civil servants, were not expected to wear headscarf to their places of work. President Soeharto’s government had outlawed such Islamic dress code in public places. Young women during this period, and indeed the Indonesian society at large clamored for a revolution that would restore Islamic practices and ways of life back to public places. The women had yearned to veil as a symbol of their deep commitment to Islam. The increasing numbers of women pursuing higher education today wear headscarf as a way of reconciling autonomy opportunities and modern education with the growing commitment to Islam as a profession. This paper explores the existing relations between Islam as a religion and the using of veil among Muslim women in Java, Indonesia.
Politics and veiling

The Islamic resurgence in Indonesia that begun in the 1970s was particularly rife among campus students. Muslim student groups took centre stage in appealing to their colleagues about the need to join forces and call for reforms in the government. The clamor among university students resulted in a new Islamic activism spirit but sought to de-privatize the religion by involving it in political and social transformation. This was done through scholarship programs that meant to support the poor, organized cooperatives for health and transportation, and a general development of activist’s cadre whose main responsibility was to transform students’ life to reflect Islamic ways (Nagata 2001, 24). 


The new order government under Soeharto formulated laws in 1978 that aimed at reducing the political activities of campus students. Instead, the students took advantage of the fact that state controls often weighed less heavily on organizations that were registered as religious. This further led to even more activity as the anti-regime mobilization swept across all the campus in the period preceding Soeharto’s fall from power. The jilhab, which is the local name for the veil, became a specific symbol during the struggles that pitted Muslim students on the one hand and the government agencies that protected president Soeharto. Young women students from the universities veiled themselves during widespread demonstrations which eventually brought to an end Soeharto’s 30-year long reign in power (Baswedan 2004, 669). 


The veils were particularly used by the female student activists to protect themselves from violence threats as they took part in the pre-democracy rallies. They had also been donned specifically to signify to the rest of the Indonesian public that the cause the students were championing for was far from power politics. It was a moral cause that intended to bring to an end a regime that had little respect for Islam. The fact that Soeharto’s New Order government had outlawed veiling among public servants and students attending non-religious schools was a perfect reason for the female students to don the same veil and participate in anti-government crusades. As the Islamic resurgence hit a crescendo in the early 1990’s, Soeharto’s regime attempted to deflect anti-Islam criticism by becoming friendly to conservative Muslim groups. These efforts saw the government turn out to become Islam friendly and the pressure by young women to veil, symbolically as a protestation of the anti-Islam government waned off. There were even calls by critical women activists that veiling was no longer important, particularly at a time when Soeharto had begun to associate himself with conservatism Islam in his last days in power (Smith-hefner 2007, 389). 
Following President Suharto's fall, many programs were conducted in the whole of Java advocating for women as well as Islam rights. This was a determining moment, politically, in Indonesia. The moment was accompanied by optimism since the sidelining occasioned by the previous government was no more and reforms were imminent. These reforms were expected in the government sector as well as the social arena. Issues of morality and values were taking center-stage in post-Suharto era. The proposal to have women being mandated on their dress among other issues is currently a bone of contention. There is the view that the democratic ground that is now available should not restrict women in their bid to express theory Islamic faith, top among these being the adorning of the veil (Clarissa 2007, 7).

Becoming aware


Veiling among women students in campuses and college continued to gain prominence even after President Soeharto’s resignation in 1998. The reason for veiling among these women students had, however, changed as the pressure of donning it to symbolize the struggle for democracy no longer existed. The phenomenon had gained popularity even at a time when conservative parents feared for their daughters that the practice would deny them employment opportunities in government organizations. However, the system of governance had changed and the government no longer restricted veiling (Mulee & Barthel 1992, 323).


The practice had assumed a new and widely acceptable meaning that was far from the revolutionary anti-Soeharto protests. It was considered a positive phenomenon which was indicative of the understanding of a young woman and what her faith required of her. This period was considered as one of reawakening where the young girls had brought a new meaning to veiling. The parents accepted the fact that their daughters had taught them something new concerning their religion and took the challenge positively by seriously getting to study Islam and veiling as well.   

Majority of the young women who took to veiling in the post-Soeharto times accepted that their actions were neither imposed nor done for social reasons. They described their decision to be more inclined to pietistic reasons. It was because of their deepening knowledge and understanding of religion as well as learning of their responsibilities that they had resorted to veiling. There are weighty ethical standards together with other behavioral restrictions which are all associated with veiling. As such, the decision to don the veil among Muslims is considered as a thing of enormous behavioral divide. For instance, veiled women are expected to be silent rather than being loud and boisterous. They are also expected not to hold hands with men, smoke, dance, or even polish their fingernails. Violation of any of these rules by a woman in veil is dangerous as it bears the consequence of subjecting her to moral censure by the public. These repercussions are harsh and for any individual to take them up knowingly only goes to explain the extent of their understanding of religion. It shows great willingness to refrain from practices and behaviors that have been outlawed by religion (Clarissa 2007, 5).
Veiled insecurities


The society is seen to pose a lot of dangers particularly to the girl child. Young women who go to the universities are particularly at risk of so many dangers owing to the non-restrictive life at these institutions of higher learning. It has been noted that the proportion at which students at Gadja Mada university veil grows tremendously between the time of their joining college and the subsequent years of study. The dangers are worse off for a majority of the women students because most of them only find their first opportunity to live away from their parents when they join college. As is the norm in most Indonesian universities, students board their own facilities and are allowed to live as they are pleased, often making their own decisions.


The freedom that is largely present at such institutions of higher learning is seen as one that can easily condone practices that have been outlawed by religion. It is after their continued stay at the campuses and college that young women resort to donning the veil. Symbolically, these gowns are seen as respectable clothing that could easily shield one from committing sinful acts that have been outlawed by religion (Brenner 1996, 673). Given the fact that the veiling practice is more predominant within these institutions of higher learning than in any other social places, new women students still grappling with the way of life at these centers of education easily adopt veiling. Initially, they could be taking into it as a result of influence from the surrounding environment without their own knowledge. However, with time they gradually come to accept it and even interpret the reason for donning it. It acts as protection against the many dangers that the college life itself subjects the women to. Even to their male counterparts, the moment they spot the hijab it sends some message to them. The strong interconnection between Islam and veiling preserves the women students from the pressures of age and freedom of college life and instead, it rather preserves them. Thus, veils carry with them the strong symbol of Islam as a religion. Anybody who wears the headscarf transmits the message that she is ready to commit herself to the doctrines and teachings of Islam (Sunder 2003, 395).      
It is observed that the Javanese women living it urban areas have a higher level of education compared to their rural colleagues. Just like any other society with educated women, marriage of Javanese educated women usually happens later in life. The rural folks often have arranged marriages with most marriages among rural women happening before they even reached the age of 18 years. The educated lot has more say in the choice of partner than the uneducated lot. It is therefore evident that traditional settings are coming to a slow death, with the Javanese women gaining more and more independence and equality (Hollander 1997, 186).  It is also an indicator of the influence that the veiling woman due to acquired freedom from the much activism emanating from the veiling message. 
Conclusion

There is a very strong interaction between Islam faith and the wearing of headscarf among Javanese women. The headscarf, locally known as hijab, is symbolical in different aspects and has been used for various reasons. In the revolution period that greeted Indonesia during former President Soeharto’s reign, Muslim women students took centre stage during the demonstrations in veils. During the period, veils adopted a new symbol showcasing the struggle for democratic space in Indonesia. This was particularly so after the New Government order by Soeharto had outlawed women civil servants and students in non-religious learning institutions from wearing hijabs. The orders were largely considered as anti-Islamic and the hijab was used as a symbol to restore a government that would give Islam due consideration. After the resignation of Soeharto in 1998, the political and struggle meaning that was associated with veiling waned off and instead, it acquired new symbols and meaning that was associated with religion. Women students in campuses continued veiling as a way of demonstrating their deep understanding and commitment to their faith. Veiling has also continued to be used as a symbol of security for women students at institutions of higher learning who are faced with numerous dangers. There is too much freedom in these institutions and the students resort to veiling as a way of curtailing the consequences of the freedom. Thus, veiling among Muslim women continues to be upheld in high esteem even in non-political scenes because of the teachings.
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