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Abstract

Based on ethnographic fieldwork and literary analysis, this article analyses the Forum
Lingkar Pena (flp), the largest transnational writers’ collective for Muslim readers,
writers, and publishers in Indonesia. In the light of the different flp ‘subcultures’
embedded within the local framework of the respective branches, we examine moral
solidarity as a unifying element of the forum’s divisions. We presume that the flp is
characterized by moral solidarity, which is to be understood here to mean responding
to themoral needs of other people bymeans of sympathetic understanding. This essay
depicts the ways in which moral solidarity functions in the flp, and how it opens up
new perspectives for people who have a less privileged position in society. Moreover,
it demonstrates that to better understand this writers’ collective and the wider flp
family, the concept of moral solidarity needs to be complemented by a consideration
of individual moral agency.
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Introduction

Over the last few decades, Indonesia has witnessed a proliferation of literary
and visual media products that combine dakwah (proselytization) and enter-
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tainment in an Islamizing project. One example is the Forum Lingkar Pena
(flp, Pen Circle Forum), the largest writers’ collective forMuslim readers, writ-
ers, and publishers in Indonesia, encompassing an estimated 7,000 members
who are organized in 125 national branches and thirteen branches abroad. The
flp aims to increase the productivity of its members and the quality of the
texts written by them; to build up a network of writers producing high-quality
and educative texts; to improve reading and writing culture in the community;
and to campaign for a better life for writers.1 As young and inexperienced writ-
ers are the flp’s target group, Helvy Tiana Rosa, one of its founders, has called
the forum a group for prospective writers (geng calon penulis).2 In this writers’
collective senior authors, who have usually written numerous books, provide
training for lessmature writers with the objective of turning them into produc-
tive authors who uphold Islamic values.

The majority of flp members are female, and many of them are university
students. In addition, teachers, civil servants, private employees, housewives,
domestic servants, and high-school students have joined the flp. Its mem-
bers are engaged in a broad range of activities, such as producing fictional
texts and self-help books, writing screen adaptations, and producing sinetron
(soap operas). The novel Ayat-ayat cinta (Verses of love, 2004) by Habibur-
rahman El Shirazy (‘Kang Abik’), Goes to pesantren (2011) by M. Dzanuryadi,
and Membongkar rahasia ikhwan nyebelin (Exposing why some brothers are so
unbearable, 2008) by Koko Nata and Denny Prabowo (‘Denny P.’) illustrate the
broad range of literary products released by flp authors. Ayat-ayat cinta, set in
Cairo, which creates a utopian image of Indonesian maleness marked by the
protagonists’ in-depth Islamic knowledge, intelligence, diligence, compassion,
and helpfulness, was adapted for film in 2008 and ‘sparked a trend in Islamic
melodrama’ (Rakhmani 2014:342). The second text can be read as a self-help
book for santri (students of Islamic boarding schools) that highlights certain
qualities deemed necessary to maximize the students’ success in pesantren
(Islamic boarding schools), for instance a willingness to work hard and make
sacrifices (Dzanuryadi 2011:110). The third text, which reads like a handbook on
how pious young men should conduct themselves properly in Islam, features
certain attributes and customs of ikhwan (brothers) in a humorous way. Play-
ing on the association of wisdom with a customary goatee beard, in one of the
cartoons included in the book a boy jokingly asks his friend whether his goat

1 ‘Point-point penting dalam ad art’, Anggaran Dasar Forum Lingkar Pena, 24-10-2015, http://
www.flp-jakarta.com/2015/10/point-point-penting-dalam-ad-art.html (last accessed
7-5-2016).

2 Interview with one of the founders of the flp, Helvy Tiana Rosa, Pejaten, 9-5-2012.
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wasn’t as wise as many ikhwan, since both wore a goatee (Nata and Prabowo
2008:99). Despite this self-mockery, the message is conveyed to the readers
that it is important to wear a beard, even a tiny goatee, following the model
of the Prophet Muhammad, because doing so brings God’s rewards (Nata and
Prabowo 2008:100).

This text is one example of the literary and visual media products created as
part of the post-NewOrder boom in popular Islam,which use entertainment as
a means of proselytizing (Hoesterey and Clark 2012:209). However, the scripts
written by flp authors are not always related to Islamic themes. For example,
Sokat Rachman has written several scripts for soap operas such as: The coffee
bean show (Trans tv),3 Camera café (Metro tv), and Kampung Hawa (The
village of Eve) (Trans tv).4 But not only does the degree towhich Islamic values
shape flp members’ literary production vary; flp authors have also explored
variouswaysof implementing the collective’s declared aimof illuminating their
members and readers (mencerahkan) by writing.

The various flpbranches showgreat regional differences, so that one can speak
of different flp ‘subcultures’ embedded within the local framework of these
branches. In some of the flp’s national divisions, such as Bogor and Surabaya,
and international branches, such as Canberra and Cairo, members have a
strong background, or are active, in the Tarbiyah (education) movement,5
whereas in others this influence is not prominent. As far as the international
branches are concerned, flp Hong Kong, founded in 2004, is a unique case
because almost all the active members are migrant domestic workers, who
regard writing as a way of coping with everyday life.

This leads us to the aim of this article. In the light of the variety of flp
subcultures we examine moral solidarity as a unifying element of the forum’s
branches. We presume that the flp is characterized by moral solidarity, which
is to be understood here to mean responding to the moral needs of other
people by means of sympathetic understanding.6 Harvey writes in this con-
text:

3 The Coffee bean showwas nominated for the Panasonic Award 2009.
4 For more information on Sokat Rahman’s work, see http://sokatwritesstories.blogspot.de/p/

kar.html (accessed 03-07-2016).
5 A valuable source on the history of the Tarbiyah movement is Mitchell 1993. Van Bruinessen

2013 is helpful to understand the diversity of Islamic Tarbiyah groups.
6 In this article, we prefer to use the term ‘sympathetic understanding’ rather than ‘empathy’.
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It is the empathetic understanding of their pain and fear that prompts us
to join victims in their struggle against oppression or to take protective
action on their behalf if that is all that can be done.

harvey 2007:31

Moral solidarity, in this interpretation, is based on a relationship of privileged
people with the oppressed, shaped by a sympathetic understanding of their
unfortunate situations (Harvey 2007:33). Scholz (2015:729) also emphasizes
that such sympathetic understanding is an essential precondition ofmoral sol-
idarity and vice versa, stating that moral solidarity grows out of one human
being’s awareness of a moral obligation to display solidarity towards others, an
awareness that in its turn arises out of the ability to construct interpersonal
relationships and to put oneself in another person’s place. However, another
aspect that should be mentioned here is that moral solidarity becomes partic-
ularly apparent in corporate groups that share common values and norms and
have clear recruitment rules, as Durkheim has shown through his example of
the medieval guilds, which served as a second family and a religious grouping
for their members (Durkheim 1992 [1950]:24–5). Inspired by these works, we
depict theways inwhichmoral solidarity functions in thePenCircle Forumand
how it opens upnewperspectives for peoplewhohave a less privilegedposition
in society. Thus, in the first part of this essay we analyse how moral solidarity
plays out in the Pen Circle Forum. In the second part, informed by the works
of Mahmood (2005) and Schulz (2011) on moral agency and Ochs and Capps’s
observations on the moral position of narrative speakers (2001), we uncover
the individual moral concerns of flp members by looking at selected texts
and authors. We demonstrate that to better understand this writers’ collective
and the wider flp family, the concept of moral solidarity needs to be comple-
mented by a consideration of individual moral agency. We rely on empirical
data gathered during fieldwork in 2012–2013 and on literary analysis.

Moral Solidarity and the Pen Circle Forum

Read! In the name of your Lord who created. He created man from a
clinging form. Read! Your Lord is the most Bountiful One who taught by
means of the pen, who taught man what he did not know.

Quʾran 96:1–5, as quoted by haleem 2005:428

It comes as no surprise that several authorities affiliated with the flp, such
as Sinta Yudisia, Helvy Tiana Rosa, Pipiet Senja, and several flp bloggers in
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West Kalimantan and Mataram7 have quoted these verses of the Quʾran, Q.S.
al-ʿAlaq [96:1–5], to highlight that reading is essential for flpmembers because
God commands Muslims to read. These verses are considered clear proof that
writing for the sake of dakwah, to let others read or know more about Islam,
is important. Thus reading is understood as an obligation that observant Mus-
lims must fulfil. However, it should be noted here that this translation of the
first part of q 96:1 is not uncontested. Other possible translations are ‘Recite!’
or ‘Declaim!’ As Marco Schöller highlights, this detail is not unimportant, as
nowadays it is considered incontrovertible dogma that the Prophet Muham-
mad was unable to read (Schöller 2008:32).

This contradiction notwithstanding, an essential characteristic of the flp
is that it conducts daʾwa bi al-qalam, or ‘daʾwa [proselytization] by the pen’
(Arnez 2009:50). The intention towidely ‘spread the virus ofwriting’ (mewabah-
kan virus menulis) that Pipiet Senja expressed8 illustrates a wider trend among
flp authors; for them the act of writing, publishing, and disseminating Islamic
narratives is important because it serves to contribute to the commongood and
to social solidarity for otherMuslims. The circular structure of reading, writing,
and publishing, which is inherent in the term lingkar (circle/circumference),
ensures that readers and authors propagate sharednorms thatwill shape future
generations of readers, writers, and publishers. Helvy Tiana Rosa formulates
this as follows:

The flp establishes a rather unique circle. First, [members] begin as
readers, and then they become writers. After that they go to publishers,
who are also friends of the flp. And the publisher delivers the works to
the market, which again consists of friends of the flp. Well, this market
is constituted of the readers who become writers again.9

Thus the flp considers the continuous process of reading, writing, and pub-
lishing to be a fundamental principle. Books written by flp authors are readily

7 See http://annida-online.com/irc-writing-down-the-bones.html, http://flp-bengkulu
.blogspot.de (accessed 02-05-2016). q 96:1–3 are quoted by Setiawan as-Sasaki in flp Kota
Mataram; see https://flpkotamataram.wordpress.com/tag/al-quran/ (accessed 02-05-2016).

8 See ‘Demi Kasih Pada-Mu: Gelinjang Cinta Dara-Dara dan Seputar BuahDada’92, http://www
.kompasiana.com/pipietsenja/demi-kasih-pada-mu-gelinjang-cinta-dara-dara-dan-seputar
-buah-dada54ff57a9a33311d54c50fdbc (last accessed 23-09-2016).

9 Interview with Helvy Tiana Rosa, Pejaten Village, Jakarta, 9-5-2012. Unless otherwise men-
tioned, the quotations from interviews and from Indonesian fictional and non-fictional texts
are given in our own translation.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 06:47:22AM
via free access

http://annida-online.com/irc-writing-down-the-bones.html
http://flp-bengkulu.blogspot.de
http://flp-bengkulu.blogspot.de
https://flpkotamataram.wordpress.com/tag/al-quran/
http://www.kompasiana.com/pipietsenja/demi-kasih-pada-mu-gelinjang-cinta-dara-dara-dan-seputar-buah-dadakern .1em54ff57a9a33311d54c50fdbc
http://www.kompasiana.com/pipietsenja/demi-kasih-pada-mu-gelinjang-cinta-dara-dara-dan-seputar-buah-dadakern .1em54ff57a9a33311d54c50fdbc
http://www.kompasiana.com/pipietsenja/demi-kasih-pada-mu-gelinjang-cinta-dara-dara-dan-seputar-buah-dadakern .1em54ff57a9a33311d54c50fdbc


454 arnez and nisa

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 449–478

available in mainstream Indonesian bookshops, and flp works are mainly tar-
geted at a Muslim readership, which is not surprising since one of the condi-
tions set out in Chapter 5 of the statutes is that ordinary members must have a
strong interest in Islam and in writing.10 flp authors such as Helvy Tiana Rosa
and Kang Arul havementioned in interviews that there are some non-Muslims
joining the flp.11 However, others like Sudiyanto and Sri Al Hidayati, the heads
of flp Bekasi and flp Bandung respectively, have said that there have not been
any non-Muslim members in their branches. During our fieldwork, we did not
encounter any non-Muslims.

The flp’s structure provides for prospective writers to receive training from
experienced authors. The latter regard it their responsibility to support pro-
spective authors, who in turn have a duty to gain knowledge and become
productive writers who promote Islamic values. To ensure that writers can
further develop their careers, flp classifies its authors into three categories,
which relate to their writing experience:muda (young),madya (medium), and
andal (competent, reliable). Amentor supervisesmembers of the first category,
typically inexperienced writers, and organizes and runs writing workshops for
them. Writers who have received such training rise to the second category,
madya, as soon as they have gathered writing experience, as demonstrated by
the publication of their essays in the local media or by the launching of their
first anthologies of short stories. At this stage there is no formal supervision, but
the mentor concerned disseminates information about writing competitions
and gives suggestions as to how the authors can increase their productivity.
After having published several books and articles for themassmedia,members
successfully pass this stage and rise to the higher category of andal. Although
the way in which the authors are supervised varies in different flp branches,
and also the regulations governing the advance frommuda tomadya and andal
differ, passing these levels is important to ensure that flp authors progress in
their writing careers.

Promising authors are also given the opportunity to take on an active role in
the flp, including its international branches. The example of Kang Abik, who
established flp Egypt on 14 April 2001 and popularized this branch with his
bestselling novel Ayat-ayat cinta, illustrates how authors first get involved in
the writers’ collective and then develop their own ideas on how to advance the
forum, in this case by founding the flp Egypt branch:

10 See ‘Constitution of flp (Chapter 5, Article 2)’, https://flpkita.wordpress.com/about/
anggaran-rumah-tangga-flp-2/ (last accessed 18-4-2016).

11 Interviews with Helvy Tiana Rosa, Pejaten Village, Jakarta, 9-5-2012, and Kang Arul, flp
Ciputat, 29-1-2013.
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One day when I was reading Annida, I found an flp form inside with
instructions on how to become a member. There was also Mbak Helvy’s
email address, so I emailed her. Initially, I just tried to become amember.
Mbak Helvy’s response was very good because Egypt did not yet have an
flp branch. She said, ‘Abik, just be a correspondent for flp first.’ But then
I thought if I was only a correspondent I would be the only beneficiary. So
finally I shared my concern with Saiful Bahri mh and some friends from
Wihdah, such as Fera [Fera Andriani Djakfar] and others who oftenwrote
literary works. I said to them: ‘What about establishing flp Egypt?’12

Moreover, young writers are inspired by narratives written by successful flp
writers such as KangAbik. For example, Arif Friyadi, whowas born in Kudus on
19 June 1986 and studied at the Institute for Arabic Literature of the Al Azhar
University in Cairo, followed in Kang Abik’s footsteps. His book Mengapung
bersamaNil (Floating along theNile, 2009) illustrates someof the characteristic
elements of flp writings in Egypt.

As indicated in the introduction to this book, Friyadi considers writing
a good means of conducting dakwah, the declared aim of his publications,
because he thinks that it can stimulate the readers’ imaginations. According to
him, another essential part of dakwah is to share other people’s misery (Friyadi
2009:viii). A dominant feature of Floating along the Nile is that it guides the
female characters in the book to uphold Islamic norms andbehave accordingly.
Dress codes, in particular the veil, are used to highlight appropriate behaviour
according to Islamic norms. An illustrative example here is the female charac-
ter Salwa, who tries to steal the purse of Naufal, an Indonesian student at Al
Azhar, at the beginning of the book. Having caught Salwa, he reprimands her
for having stained her purity as a Muslim woman by her conduct:

Why do you have to stain your veil with bad deeds?! You know yourself
that the veil you’re wearing symbolizes a Muslim woman’s pure heart.
You also know that a mutadayyinah [pious Muslim woman] is a Muslim
woman who protects her face from slander by men. But you misuse your
veil to disguise your improper actions.

friyadi 2009:9

Salwa is remorseful and in an inner monologue asks God to forgive her for
having knocked at hell’s door. However, it soon turns out that Salwa did not

12 Interview with Habiburrahman El Shirazy, Mandarin Hotel, Jakarta, 7-7-2012.
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take the money because she was greedy, but because she wanted to help her
sick father. Naufal becomes gentler when Salwa confides her problem to him,
and after reminding her that she should put her trust in God, he gives her a
considerable amount of money, originally intended for other purposes, and
thus solves her problem. His judgement of women’s behaviour is clearly based
on the importance of the veil and proper Islamic dress, but what is also pointed
out is that he shows empathy towards people whose improper behaviour has
a noble background. Later, when he learns that Salwa has performed as a belly
dancer in the Nil Pharaoh nightclub, he does not immediately condemn her
for immoral behaviour. In a discussion between him and Salwa it is revealed
that on this occasion, too, she had wanted to help her father, who had been
falsely accused of possessing drugs. A man had offered his help on condition
that she agreed to work in the nightclub. In contrast to Naila, one of Salwa’s
friends, who accuses Salwa of being morally corrupt without first seeking to
discover the reasons for her conduct, Naufal understands Salwa’s situation, and
by the end of the book he even wishes to marry her. Like the male hero in
Ayat-ayat cinta, Naufal, too, upholds and disseminates Islamic norms, but he
acknowledges that deviant behaviour may be caused by exceptional situations
and that sympathetic understanding is an important prerequisite for being able
to judge a person fairly.

Sharing knowledge with others and integrating them into the flp are two
aims that are also evident in the fact that some flp authors pass on their
literary experience to their children.Helvy TianaRosa’s sonAbdurrahmanFaiz,
for example, started publishing his poems and essays in 2004, and due to his
success on the literary stage other children of flp writers—such as Adam and
Caca (Asma Nadia’s children), Bella (the daughter of Gola Gong), and Inayah,
Nisrina, Ahmad and Ayyasy (the children of the current flp chairperson Sinta
Yudisia)—followed Faiz’s example and produced narratives as members of
the keluarga flp (flp family). To introduce children to Islamic writing and to
attract possible new members some Indonesian branches (the flp branches
of Depok, Bekasi, Jambi, Surabaya, and Sumatra) and the international Saudi
Arabian branch have established the flp Kids programme. Future writers may
also be directly recruited from schools, as Berlian Santosa, head of flp Jambi,
and Muhyidin, who is responsible for the recruitment of new members, have
pointed out. Berlian Santosa describes the process of involving children and
young people with the flp as follows:

We go to extracurricular activities.We teach on Saturdays. […]We involve
them emotionally. We visit their Indonesian teachers and ask permission

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 06:47:22AM
via free access



dimensions of morality 457

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 449–478

of the head of the school. When we have emotionally involved the teach-
ers and they know that we are from the flp they ask us: Can’t you help
our children to develop their journalistic and literary talents? Finally, we
divided. Didin held smp 713 and I was in charge of smpit Nurul Ilmi, a
reputed high school.14

Another aim of flp Kids is to give children from low-income families access
to books and to educate them. This element of moral solidarity with mem-
bers of the community who are deemed less lucky than oneself is one reason
why several flp branches have founded community libraries, rumah cahaya
or rumcay. The term is an abbreviation of Rumah baCA dan HAsilkan karYA
(house for reading and producing (literary) works) and the literal translation
of rumah cahaya is ‘houses of illumination’. The diverse publications found
in these community libraries include both non-fiction texts, such as self-help
books, and also fiction, with texts produced by flp members and their chil-
dren naturally being prominent in both categories. They are not government-
run, but are similar to the governmental libraries referred to as Taman Bacaan
Masyarakat (tbm, Community Reading Gardens) that have been mushroom-
ing in the country since 2001 (Håklev 2010:2). Meant to increase the commu-
nity’s interest in reading, they provide a variety of materials—such as books,
magazines, popular newspapers, comics, andmultimedia products—and offer
a public space for reading, writing, and discussion. Unlike the state-funded
Community Reading Gardens, funding for rumcay comes from private donors,
membership fees, and royalties from the books produced by flp writers. Other
sources of capital, such as donations from companies, are hard to obtain,
and often there is no sponsor willing to give money in support of the activi-
ties of community libraries. Thus as not all flp branches have the necessary
financial means to establish a library, they are often integrated into members’
private houses. Only a few branches, which have received financial support
from Dompet Dhuafa (dd, Wallet of the Poor), a non-governmental organiza-
tion focusing on philanthropy, and TabungWakaf Indonesia (twi, Indonesian
Waqf Fund), a special division of Dompet Dhuafa founded in 2005, which is
in charge of administering the funds donated, have their own public spaces.
In the case of flp Depok, the community library is also the flp’s headquar-
ters. The establishment of reading houses was initially driven by the interest

13 smp 7 is a state junior high school in Jambi.
14 InterviewwithBerlian Santosa andMuhyidin,Denpasar,Munas flp (flpNationalAssem-

bly), 31-8-2013.
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of flp elites in having a fixed base for their writing community, which they
believed should adopt the format of a community library. These places also
serve as spaces where flpmembers can share their products with broader seg-
ments of society and can influence others to develop the culture of reading
and writing in Indonesia, which is also part of their mission. Hence rumcay
provide books for local communities that would otherwise not have access to
these texts.

Rumcay teach children Islamic norms and use activities such as narrating
stories, painting, or reading books. Hence, in some rumah cahaya there is a
special children’s programme, flp Kids. Furthermore, the community libraries
serve as meetings points for writers; they also function as a direct link to
the community and foster social cohesion. However, the trends set in the
various flp branches differ substantially at first glance. Some branches, like
flp Depok, focus on children, run the flp Kids programme for children aged
5–12 years, and besides giving them access to books also organize activities
such as storytelling, writing camps for children, and drawing to entertain them
and to teach them Islamic norms. By contrast, the flp Ciputat library attracts
authors, students, and journalists and encourages its authors to write scripts
and articles for newspapers, not offering any particular activities for children.
In the flp Aceh15 branch, the community library also temporarily served as a
space where victims of the conflict between the Indonesian government and
Gerakan AcehMerdeka (gam, Free AcehMovement) and of the tsunami could
receive treatment.

What do these activities have in common? The community libraries serve
as multipliers of flp’s dakwah at the grassroots level and they facilitate social
exchange among the members of the flp family, thus strengthening the cohe-
sion of the group. They offer additional services such as psychological support
based on the needs of the community concerned, as in the case of flp Aceh.
Moreover, they grant people who cannot afford to buy books access to them.
Hence the community libraries become a service provided by advanced flp
writers for less privilegedmembers of the community. This can clearly be inter-
preted as an act of moral solidarity, though according to Harvey (2007:22) such
an act must be based on the premise that it is not ‘self-serving’, for example, by
promoting one’s own career.

But moral solidarity does not necessarily exclude the possibility that the
actors concerned may have self-serving interests at the same time. A person
may show sympathetic understanding of the needs of a fellow human being

15 Interview with Helvy Tiana Rosa, Pejaten Village, Jakarta, 9-5-2012.
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while at the same time also pursuing different interests that may improve their
own position as well.

The example of the community libraries reveals that several motivations
come together in them. Besides displayingmoral solidarity for weaker commu-
nity members, their other aims are to entertain and educate people and help
them to achieve prosperity. One person who exemplifies this is Asma Nadia,
one of the writers’ collective’s founders and sister of Helvy Tiana Rosa, who
has started her own projects, in which she combines dakwah with commerce.
She has founded her own publishing house, Asma Nadia Publishing; she has
adapted several of her books into films, such as Emak ingin naik haji (Mother
wants to go on the hajj, 2009) and The jilbab traveler (The veiled traveler,
2016); she sells fashion-conscious Muslim dress; and she has created numer-
ous community libraries, which are known as rumah baca Asma Nadia. Kang
Arul, a writer and lecturer, who wrote a guide for ‘writerpreneurship’ in 2010,
regards the writing of scripts and the turning of them into film as a pragmatic
trend:

In the past, the flp only wrote plays and books and published short
stories in Annida and Ummi. The reason might have been that Helvy,
the founder, and her friends also ran a women’s theatre, and all these
women wrote plays. Then they started writing scripts […] and soon they
started playing roles in these scripts. Afterwards, Ayat-ayat cinta and
Ketika cinta bertasbihwere adapted to film. The pragmatism is very strong
because the production houses, the flp, and other media want to make
a profit.16

Despite this pragmatism, moral solidarity is an important aspect of the flp,
which in the following we will depict from the perspective of selected people
who benefit from it: firstly, female migrant workers who belong to the flp
branch in Hong Kong, and secondly, individual authors who have overcome
personal crises thanks to the flp.

flp Hong Kong

Responding to thequestionas towhichbranch is performingmost impressively
at the present time, Kang Abikmentioned flp Hong Kong, which was founded

16 Interview with Kang Arul, flp Ciputat, 29-1-2013.
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in 2004;17 it is a unique case because, unlike other flp branches, almost all the
active members18 are migrant domestic workers:

To be honest it is theHongKong branch. I have been toHongKong several
times. They have an exceptional spirit. If I’m not mistaken I was invited
six times by bmi.19 I think that they are extraordinarily enthusiastic.20

In addition toKangAbik, several other prominent flp figures havebeen invited
to Hong Kong, including Helvy Tiana Rosa, Asma Nadia, Intan Savitri, Rah-
madiyanti, Gola Gong, and Pipiet Senja. Notably Senja is very close to flp
members in Hong Kong, whom she has helped to get works published by the
publishing house Zikrul Hakim, where she is employed. She has edited their
manuscripts and she often travels to Hong Kong to train them.

As an institution, Dompet Dhuafa strongly supports the flp Hong Kong
branch as well as other dakwah groups. Another reason why it was attractive
to establish a branch in Hong Kong was that this city provides better working
conditions than other places where female migrant workers typically work.
This is made clear by the following quotation from Mas Benu, who works as
a journalist for Indo Suara and Klik:

Hong Kong gives all workers, including housekeepers, one day off a week.
The freedom of organization, freedom of speech: these are among the
things that induced our friends here to start organizing themselves.21

Persons of standing associated with the flp, such as Helvy Tiana Rosa and
Pipiet Senja, who have strongly supported the flp Hong Kong branch, show
theirmoral solidarity by givingmigrants a voice, allowing them to narrate their
experiences in Hong Kong, to speak about love, family life, their difficulties in
adjusting to a new culture, and how they negotiate between their Indonesian
and Islamic identity and the local culture in Hong Kong.Moreover, they enable
women to become productive writers by conducting writing workshops and,

17 The majority of Indonesians in Hong Kong are female migrant domestic workers. On
Indonesian migrant workers in Hong Kong, see Tan Soen May 2006, Constable 2009, and
Lim 2016.

18 In 2013 there were around thirty active members. Interview with Dhieny Megawati, Bali,
2-9-2013.

19 bmi is the abbreviation for Buruh Migran Indonesia (Indonesian Migrant Workers).
20 Interview with Kang Abik, Mandarin Hotel, Jakarta, 7-7-2012.
21 Interview with Mas Benu, McDonald’s, Jakarta, 8-6-2012.
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as in Asma Nadia’s case, opening a mobile community library. Every week,
flp authors in Hong Kong bring their collections to Victoria Park in two big
suitcases in order to let others borrow and read their books. Besides running
this mobile library, they also hold a small book bazaar most weekends, where
they sell their own and other flp members’ publications.

For Ermawati, who now uses the pen name Mell Shaliha, among other
formermigrantworkers, it was the flp that triggered her own literary activities:
after her first contact with the flp she wrote the novel Xie xie ni de ai (Thank
you for your love, 2011) in which she comes to terms with her experiences in
HongKong. IndiraMargareta, who is the current vice chairwoman of flpHong
Kong, also started her career as a migrant worker in Hong Kong. Her narration
‘Cahaya untuk penaku’ (Illumination formypen, 2012), which is included in the
collection The miracle of life—Sandiwara Upik Abu (2012) by Indira Margareta,
Dhieny Megawati, and Indira Yuli Duryat, shows how writing has become
therapy for her. It is through the perspective of the narrative speaker that
readers become aware of the solidarity of the flp as a group, which becomes
a stabilizing factor for the first-person narrator and opens up the new world of
writing.

At the beginning of this text, the first-person narrator complains about the
difficulty of finding opportunities to write while working as a migrant worker
in a household in Hong Kong. Because she has to look after two children and
do the household chores, she does not have much time to write. Moreover, she
is not allowed to. She uses every day off to visit the flp Hong Kong branch and
learn about writing (Margareta 2012:55). Due to her strict grandmother, who
lived with her, she had to save electricity and was thus forced to write in secret
at night:

[…] at that time I had to type in secret. I had trouble finding the letters on
the keyboard and it took me a long time to compose every sentence. Not
only that, but I also had to type lying down. Ifmy grandmother had known
that Iwaswriting in themiddle of the night shewould certainly have been
angry and have reportedme tomy boss. So I placed the laptop onmybelly
and then I typed, dealing with all the difficulties as best I could.

margareta 2012:56

In the course of the story, her grandmother accuses her of having secretly taken
us$50 and of having ‘stolen’ electricity. The story takes a positive twist when
her boss finds out about her secret hobby and starts promoting it after she has
found out that the narrator’s stories also appear in the media. Hence member-
ship of the flp has given her the power to continue her writing activities in a
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difficult situation.Moreover, it has givenher a voice andgainedher recognition,
as can be seen from the fact that her writings are published in the media. The
text suggests that the regular meetings of the writers’ collective have positively
affected the spirit of her writing.

Other examples that reveal how moral solidarity impacts on individual
writers are the biographical narratives of Gola Gong and Pipiet Senja, which
are presented below.

Finding a NewHome in the flp

Gola Gong is one of many writers who found a new meaning in his life when
he came into contact with the flp. Gola Gong was born in the province of
Banten, in the subdistrict of Purwakerta, West Java, in 1963. Gola Gong or
Gol A Gong is his pen name and it means ‘All success comes from Allah’.22
Before he became attached to the flp he was already established as a popular
Indonesianwriter. Currently, he is amember of the flp’s Dewan Pertimbangan
(Advisory Council). Throughout his career, Gong has been a prolific writer. His
impressive oeuvre consists of hundreds of short stories, essays, poems, and
novels. Furthermore, he has been involved in themedia industry. Among other
things, he worked as a journalist for the haimagazine from 1989 to 1990, and in
1995 wrote tv scenarios for one of Indonesia’s well-known private tv channels,
Indosiar.

However, one experience in particular had a deep impact on his future life,
as the following quotation indicates:

I was born as a normal child. I was not lacking anything. But, at the age
of 11, I had an accident; I fell from a tree. My left hand was smashed and
it was amputated up to the elbow. I had to continue my life as a different
person: disabled!

gong 2006:26

His accident made him feel inferior to non-disabled people, and as a result he
began seeking support and stability in life, particularly in writing. However, he
did not have any new ideas for literary works, in particular during the period
1995 to 2000, when he suffered from writer’s block. During these five years he
did not produce a single piece of writing; indeed, at this time he saw the whole

22 His birth name is Heri Hendrayana Harris.
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of the Indonesian literary world as being in a state of lethargy. In this period,
Gong started questioning the aimof his writings. In 1996, he stated that ‘writing
has no objective and no meaning’ (Gong and Irkham 2012:394).

When in the face of this perceived absence of meaning Gola Gong sought
alternatives to his previous way of life, he came across Annida, a magazine
known for conducting dakwah in a ‘friendly whisper’ (Latifah 2006:5) and
which has been termed an Islamist magazine (Rijal 2005:430). Helvy Tiana
Rosa, who worked for Annida as editor-in-chief from 1991 to 2000, had a strong
impact on the relationship between Annida and the flp for several years.23
Other flp authors such asKangAbik, and also SaktiWibowo,who is connected
with the Greater Jakarta branch (flp Jakarta Raya),24 also came into contact
with the flp through Annida. Another example is Sinta Yudisia, who started
writing for Annida when she still lived in Tegal and acted as the chairwoman
of flp Tegal from 2004 to 2007. Annida was initially tailored to the needs
of the family, before it turned to specifically targeting women; now Annida’s
readership is youngMuslimswho are encouraged to read, in linewith the angel
commanding Muhammad to read in the name of God. Its wish to address a
young Muslim readership is also reflected in its tendency to feature ‘morally
correct’ cover boys and girls (Kailani 2012:37). However, due to a decline in its
readership, the magazine’s print publication began to struggle, and so it was
transformed into an online magazine in 2009.25

Feeling the need to gain more knowledge about Islam, Gola Gong felt
attracted by the writings published in Annida; through his connection to the
magazine he subsequently came into contact with the flp. He appreciated
this forum for its diversity and its incorporation of Islamic ideas into fiction
(Gong 2006:23). Another important factor why he decided to join the flp was
that he thought it was composed of ‘good people’, who did not merely write
about following Islamic norms of conduct but also complied with these norms
in everyday life.His efforts to adjust the content of hiswriting tobemore ‘mean-
ingful’ were part of his ethical path, similar to the way in which George (2010:9)
described Pirous’s wish to become a better Muslim. His attachment to the flp
can be seen as part of a spiritual journey duringwhich he found a newmeaning
in his observance of Islam.

23 http://www.annida-online.com/statis-1-profil.html (last accessed 29-4-2013). Interview
with Sinta Yudisia, 8-7-2012.

24 Interview with Kang Abik, Mandarin Hotel, Jakarta, 7-7-2012; interview with Sakti
Wibowo, Jakarta Book Fair, 24-6-2012.

25 In the past, Helvy also participated in many activities conducted by Partai Keadilan
Sejahtera (pks, Prosperous Justice Party). See Arnez 2009:51.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 06:47:22AM
via free access

http://www.annida-online.com/statis-1-profil.html


464 arnez and nisa

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 449–478

Another biographical narrative that illustrates how a writer found a new
home in the flp is that of Pipiet Senja. Senja has suffered from thalassaemia—
a blood disease which requires lifelong medical treatment, including frequent
blood transfusions—since she was a child. This illness has deeply affected her
everyday life; for example, she was only able to complete two years of senior
high school. Despite her short life expectancy she has fought against her illness
and tried to make her life more meaningful. Due to this serious illness several
people did not expect her to have survived for so long.

Helvy Tiana Rosa has been crucial for Senja because her charisma and her
dakwah induced her to be part of the movement (Senja 2005:96). In contrast
to Gola Gong, however, her first encounter with the flp was deeply emotional.
In her first speech as a new member to the other flp members her emotional
reaction becomes apparent:

The genuine, warm welcome, appreciation and attention, and the inten-
tion to help each other within the Islamic brotherhood, really movedme.
My eyes were filled with tears. This is a writing community which is dif-
ferent from others!

senja 2005:96

Moral solidarity becomes apparent in Helvy Tiana Rosa’s sympathetic under-
standing of Pipiet Senja’s needs, and of her wish to be warmly welcomed into
a corporate group sharing common Islamic values and to be reassured with
regard to her writing abilities. The following example illustrates the impor-
tance of Helvy Tiana Rosa’s reassuring words in convincing her of her ability
to become a writer producing Islamic literature.

When Senja listened to a speech by Rosa in 2000 on how to produce Islamic
fiction, she understood that Islamic fiction should have an Islamic spirit (ruhi-
yah Islami), enlighten the umma (Islamic community), and avoid taboo top-
ics such as sexuality (Senja 2012:24, 27). These principles increased Senja’s
doubts as to whether she would be able to write good Islamic fiction. Finally,
she asked Rosa to put her into contact with a liqo (religious meeting held
by the Tarbiyah movement), to which Rosa responded: ‘Is it okay if the liqo
is with the pks [Partai Keadilan Sejahtera, Prosperous Justice Party], Sister?’
(Senja 2012:28). Thus she directed Senja to the pks liqo to gain Islamic knowl-
edge.

Rosa’s dakwah influenced Senja’s awakening process, as the further devel-
opment of her spiritual path illustrates. The late Yoyoh Yusroh (1962–2011), a
senior pks politician, became Senja’smurabbiya, or mentor of her religious cir-
cle. Senja’s response to the liqowas positive. Since having become active in this
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religious study circle, she has been impressed with the attitude of the people
associated with the Tarbiyah movement. In particular, she appreciates their
humility:

On average, flp members have a low profile. Look at Asma, she is very
humble, nobody is arrogant. If you meet someone, then bring her or him
to me. Only newcomers are likely to be arrogant because they have not
yet learnt the Tarbiyah basics.26

Senja’s statement demonstrates that for her, being active in Tarbiyah and mas-
tering Islamic knowledge are important aspects in the formation of an Islamic
subjectivity and an ethical path.

The flp’s characteristics of performing dakwah, offering moral solidarity,
and carrying out acts of social welfare have strengthened Senja’s attachment.
The experience of encountering loyal, caring, and trustworthy people in the
writing community was particularly important to Senja’s spiritual awaken-
ing and a motivation for becoming attached to the flp. She benefitted from
their solidarity when flp authorities released an anthology titled Ketika duka
tersenyum (When grief smiles, 2001) anddedicated the royalties to Senja to help
cover her surgery costs.When Rosa announced at themosque of the University
of Indonesia that they would devote the proceeds to her and encouraged her
to always be patient and strong (Senja 2005:97), Senja was deeply moved:

My tears flowed. htr’s27 hands embraced my shoulders, tightening her
hug, a symbol of the sincerity, devotion and sense of brotherhood of flp
people in general, and the writers of Ketika duka tersenyum in particular.

senja 2005:97

Moral Agency

In the last decades, discourses about Islam and moral agency have become
more prevalent in the public sphere in Indonesia. As Brenner observed for the
period after the fall of Suharto, the new-found freedoms and the influence of
global Islam caused the rise of extremism and fuelled discourses on gender,
sexuality, and morality between conservatives and liberals (Brenner 2011:484).

26 Interview with Pipiet Senja, Margo City, 9-9-2012.
27 Abbreviation of the name Helvy Tiana Rosa.
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Parker and Nilan (2013:9) pointed out that the rapid pace of Islamization has
put immense pressure on young Indonesian women, and that most of them
agree that ‘they need to filter […] the immoral influences of the decadentWest
and accept only the good’. These developments have to be seen in the context
of the fact that an increasing number of Indonesians have becomemore aware
of Islam; Islamic dress codes have become more common;28 and numerous
women and men agree that the former should wear a veil and only wear long,
decent garments. Among studies of moral subjects and their subjectivities,
such as Talal Asad’s work on the role of physical discipline in medieval ascetic
practices (2003) and Charles Hirschkind’s analysis of the ethics of listening
(2006), Saba Mahmood’s work on the politics of piety (2005) stands out as it
examines virtue ethics from the standpoint of women’s piety. However, paying
tribute to the experiences of the individual, Mahmood contends that it is
important to think about ‘the variety of ways in which norms are lived and
inhabited, aspired to, reached for, and consummated’ (Mahmood 2005:23). For
her, agency can mean internalizing norms and working on ethical perfection.
Hence, according to Mahmood, moral agency manifests itself in resistance not
so much against the women’s environments, but rather against structures that
are perceived as opposing their religious ideals, for example, liberalism and
secularism. She maintains that norms can help subjects on their way to self-
fulfilment, but she also acknowledges that these norms mark the boundaries
within which these women move. Dorothea Schulz has contributed to the
discussion of moral agency by referring to its ability to select from different
normativepoints of viewanddo so in a responsiblemanner (Schulz 2011:94,117).
Her study sheds light on the ways in which women claimmoral agency and on
how they interpret collective and personal renewal and their specific religious
subjectivity.

Drawingupon these studies,we seek to contribute to answering thequestion
as to what moral agency can mean to selected flp authors. In analysing the
moral agency of different subjectivities in selected texts written bymembers of
the flp family, we also rely on Ochs and Capps (2001:45–6), who contend that
everyday narratives of personal experience keep moral positions alive, instil
experience with moral guidance, and evaluate people’s actions in the light of
how they should behave.

In the context of Islamic literature, it is not uncommon to encounter posi-
tions that are directed against the perceived vices of secularism, such as sexual
libertarianism and gambling. Several of these texts react against such immoral

28 See, for example, Schröter 2013:42.
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behaviour by adopting a counter-position based on Islamic norms. Taking as
examples The jilbab traveler (2012) by Asma Nadia and Membongkar rahasia
ikhwan nyebelin (2008) by Nata and Prabowowe analyse themoral positions of
the narrators, acknowledging that ‘narratives are a primary means for persons
to give meaning and order to their lives […] they provide important insights
into theways inwhichpersons conceive of themselves asmoral persons’ (Zigon
2008:147–8).

The Jilbab Traveler (2012)

Asma Nadia, who was born on 26 March 1972 and graduated from Institut Per-
tanian Bogor (ipb, Bogor Agricultural University) in 1991, is proud of having
travelled to numerous foreign countries, including Western ones. In line with
Schröter’s observation that ‘womenembody theneworientation towards Islam
through veiling and covering the aurat’ (parts of the bodyMuslimwomenmust
cover in public) (Schröter 2013:42) she emphasizes that using Islamic symbols
such as the jilbab (veil) is a way of demonstrating one’s self-assertiveness as
a Muslim woman. In 2012 she compiled a travel book, The jilbab traveler,29 a
collection of autobiographical stories by female writers who share their experi-
ences on journeys to other countries with their readers. As the title suggests,
this book encourages its targeted Muslim female readership to make jour-
neys to foreign countries. Asma Nadia proposes that wearing the veil abroad
has many advantages for Muslim women. Openly expressing their faith makes
them feel self-assured, and it also gives them the feeling of being safe. The veil,
she argues, should become part of the enlightened Muslim woman’s ingrained
culture, a symbol of virtuous achievement in the sense of the term as defined
by Mahmood (2005:14).

The jilbab traveler aims to set an example for young, non-affluent Muslim
women to help them realize their dream of travelling to other countries, and
to prepare them for their journeys. Although Asma Nadia in her introduction
to the book states that ideally a woman should be accompanied by a muhrim
(close male relative), she realizes that for various reasons women might be
‘forced to travel on their own’ (2012:7). The book is based on the life of Asma
Nadia herself, who, as can be read on the dust jacket, frombeing ‘a little girl that
lived beside the railway, has become an author and traveller who has explored
130 cities in 30 countries of the world’. The realization of her own childhood

29 Another version of this book, titled Jilbab traveler, appeared in 2009.
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dream to travel to foreign countries becomes a point of reference for the tar-
geted readership, who are encouraged to followAsmaNadia’s example. In addi-
tion to individual travel stories written by women, The jilbab traveler contains
tips on how to survive abroad, including information on places where one can
find halal (lawful) food and mosques. This information is complemented by
shortword lists at the end of each chapterwith translations of everyday phrases
from Indonesian into English, Greek, German, and so on. In her introduction,
Asma Nadia speaks to veiled Muslim women, whom she addresses as ‘you’:

I wish this book to be a driver of dreams, particularly for you who are
already wearing the veil. With the veil we can still flap our wings […]. You
can. You certainly can.

nadia 2012: ix

Besides Asma Nadia, who wrote the introduction to this book and authored a
chapter on South Korea, many other female authors contributed to it by nar-
rating their travel experiences in Scotland, France, Germany, Italy, the Nether-
lands, Turkey, Russia, and the Dominican Republic. In the second chapter,
‘Pangadaran di Karibia’ (Enjoying Pangandaran in the Caribbean) by Tria Bar-
mawi, the first-person narrator tells the reader how she and two friendsworked
in Cabarete in the Dominican Republic for five weeks. On the first page of
the account she clarifies that the purpose of her visit was not to spend a
vacation there, as might have been expected. Rather, she emphasizes that
she worked in an office which had recently opened in a space formerly used
as a café, and explains that a Muslim woman is destined to work (Barmawi
2012:11).

In addition to the high value she attaches to ‘work’, being fully veiled is
important for the first-person narrator. She upholds a shared Islamic moral
framework, as defined bywearing a longMuslimdress, andmaintains this even
though she is in a tourist place, where many women wear bikinis:

Bikinis were a common sight. Many female tourists were even swimming
and sunbathing topless. Imagine their reaction when they saw me with
Muslim clothes—covered from head to foot.

barmawi 2012:13

One of the reactions that she describes is that people mistakenly think that
she is Mother Theresa. The narrator does not comment on this at this point;
however, she had previously emphasized that 99 per cent of the population
of the Dominican Republic is Catholic, suggesting that Dominicans are unfa-

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 06:47:22AM
via free access



dimensions of morality 469

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 449–478

miliar with religious traditions other than Catholicism. She is associated with
Mother Theresa—so this scene can be read—because the people there are not
used to interacting with Muslims and connect the sight of long robes worn by
women, which they are familiar with, with the habits of Catholic nuns. The
indigenous people’s ignorance of Islam also becomes clear when the narra-
tor tells her readers how she met a shopkeeper who wanted to buy similar
clothes, because she thought her dress was the latest fashion trend. She con-
siders this woman to be ignorant, and declares that correct Muslim dress does
not have anything to do with commodification. The foreign ‘other’ is described
as people with a limited world view, who mistakenly consider the narrator’s
clothing to be either a symbol of Catholicism or an exotic and desirable fash-
ion item. Due to her different physical appearance, her ‘Asian face’ (Barmawi
2012:14), and her long, conspicuous clothes many people in Cabarete come
to know where she lives. When she realizes this, she comments: ‘Wow, we’re
famous.’ In Cabarete the first-person narrator becomes a prestigious woman,
who is regarded as special and exotic. She is characterized by theway shemain-
tains her belief in her core principles, which are manifest in her observance of
Islamic dress codes, despite the fact that she is visiting a foreign country. As
observed by Schulz (2011:117) in the context of biographical narratives in Mali,
she selects between different normative points of view, deliberately deciding
to maintain and demonstrate the norms associated with her identity as a Mus-
lim woman to Catholic indigenous people or tourists, neither of which share
her moral framework. Muslim dress, such is the message the story conveys to
the readership, does not impede the narrator’s agency but rather fosters it by
indicating visually how it serves as an identity marker and a part of her tradi-
tion. The first-person narrator becomes amoral agent in the sense ofMahmood
(2005) by internalizing Islamic norms and ethically perfecting herself. More-
over, she represents these norms wherever she finds herself, and her agency is
exercised in connection with an attitude of worldly sophistication, contrasted
with the comparatively limited horizons of the indigenous population. The
latter, as opposed to the narrator, do not knowmuch about other religious tra-
ditions. For the narrator, the stay in Cabarete entails an element of struggle
because she has tomeet the challenge of dealing with everyday problems, such
as finding safe means of transportation and coping with frequent power black-
outs, while at the same time representing her Muslim identity to the outside
world.
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ExposingWhy Some Brothers are so Unbearable (2008)

In contrast to The jilbab traveler, Koko Nata, chairman of flp Depok from
2005 to 2007, and Denny Prabowo, who headed the recruitment section in the
flp Depok branch from 2005 to 2006, primarily target a young, pious, male
readershipwith this non-fictional book.AsmaNadia supplied a laudatory blurb
for its cover, declaring it to be required reading (wajib) for itsmain target group,
namely ikhwan (Ar.: male relatives, brothers), because they are expected to
improve and develop the community (islah). The second target group, akhwat
(female relatives, sisters), Asma Nadia recommends, can use the book as a way
to protect themselves from being misled by the mistaken ways of ‘unbearable’
brothers. Having noted that the definition of the term ikhwan has become
narrower because it is associated with the activists of particular organizations,
such as theMuslimBrotherhood, she explains how the term is used in this book
by quoting the authors:

Without intending to further narrow the meaning of ikhwan, we use the
term ikhwan to refer to male teenagers who are active in Rohani Islam
(Rohis).30 Both school and campus Rohis. By being active in Rohis we do
not only mean those whomanage these organizations. Boys who actively
participate in routine religious gatherings, take an active part in reviving
goodworks and tradition in themosque and regularly attend themosque
are included in the term ikhwan as we use it.

nata and prabowo 2008:5

An interesting part of this book is the classification of ikhwan into different
types, as shown in Figure 1.

In the previous chapter the different types of ikhwan had been delineated in
relation to four categories: their understanding of Islam, their working meth-
ods, their personalities and physical appearance, and their self-awareness. In
a mixture of standard Indonesian, colloquial Indonesian, Arabic, and English,
the reader is presented with the different characteristics of ikhwan. In the first
category, understanding of Islam, we find three types of ikhwan: Ikhwan Spons,
Ikhwan Besi, and Ikhwan Bambu. The designation Ikhwan Spons is influenced
by Arabic and English (spons = sponge). This term is used for pious youngmen
who ‘soak up’ too much material, but are able to strenghten their arguments
by elaborating on verses of the Qurʾan and the hadith, the collection of tra-

30 The literal translation of the term is Islamic Spiritual Guidance.
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figure 1 Classification of Ikhwan
nata and prabowo 2008:53
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ditions relating to the sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad. As the
third-person narrator explains:

This type of ikhwan has the insufferable habit of humiliating other people
who do not share their views.

nata and prabowo 2008:25

Nevertheless, the narrator evaluates this type of ikhwan positively, the argu-
ment being that they can be beneficial to the umma on two conditions: that
the people in their environment treat them gently, because they also consist of
‘soft material’, and that they are fed with ‘pure’ material (Nata and Prabowo
2008:25). Hence, the sources from which such an ikhwan gains his knowl-
edge are deemed highly relevant, although they are not explicitly mentioned
here.

The next type, Ikhwan Besi (Iron Brother) refers to male persons who were
‘junkie, funky, and jorky’,31 in the past and after a decisive event have turned
towards Islam. This change is regarded as a radical one, which means that the
youngmennow listen to Islamic jihadmusic rather thanheavymetal (Nata and
Prabowo 2008:26). The third-person narrator explains that this type of ikhwan,
who is consideredunbearable in viewof his lack of flexibility andhis arrogance,
might potentially return to his former, secular lifestyle. Therefore it is stressed
that an Ikhwan Besi must be firmly integrated into the umma:

[…] if we continue trying to approach him, to embrace him, to break open
the iron crust that encloses his heart, God willing, he will be able to shine
again.

nata and prabowo 2008:29

The last type in this category is the Ikhwan Bambu (Bamboo). He is pre-
sented as a model for the male target readers. He is characterized by extensive
Islamic knowledge, his habit of advising others in an agreeable manner, his
readiness to accept advice from younger people, and the fact that he never
tires of learning. Like bamboo, which is regarded as an old-fashioned mate-
rial, this type of ikhwan is considered less trendy; however, he also shares
the sturdiness and flexibility of bamboo. The ideal ikhwan is defined in terms
of his parallels to the characteristics of bamboo. The narrator first explains
how the latter can be used in various contexts, such as kitchen furniture,

31 A term inspired by the Javanese word jorok (dirty, filthy).
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handicrafts, or the modern paper industry, and how the plant displays steady
growth, and then comments on the similarities between bamboo and such an
ikhwan:

The ideal ikhwan should also be like that. He consorts with pious people
in order to increase his knowledge, continuously improves himself, grows
steadily, and as soon as he is old enough, he sets out on his travels,
exploring every corner of theworld. Like the bamboo that is able to sprout
in any nook, the ikhwan must bring benefit and light with his everyday
behaviour.

nata and prabowo 2008:31

In short, it is the men included in this category who, it is hoped, will create a
pious and active dakwah generation (Nata and Prabowo 2008:30). Moreover,
they are presented as ideal marriage partners for pious young women. The
three types of ikhwan presented here serve to illustrate the moral stance of the
narrative speaker that possession of Islamic knowledge is not in itself sufficient
to create an ideal pious man, but rather that openness, an interest in discus-
sion, and flexibility are desired qualities of ikhwan. The narrator constantly
evaluates ikhwan in terms of their attitude towards Islam and their other, per-
sonal characteristics. As observed by Ochs and Capps (2001:45–6), it is the nar-
rative speaker who provides moral guidance to the readers. By applying this
to ikhwan, it can be observed that their actions are evaluated on the basis of
everyday narratives—for example, in the third chapter of the book, where the
narrator discusses e-mails written by young women seeking advice on how to
deal with an ‘unbearable’ ikhwan; suggestions on how to solve the respective
problems are given at the end of each of the e-mails. The narrator functions
as an adviser who evaluates the types of ikhwan on the basis of his own Islamic
knowledge and assesses problems arising frommisguided behaviour, for exam-
ple narcissismor the exaggerated exercise of dominance towardswomen. Their
actions are evaluated against the backdrop of shared Islamic values, particu-
larly of Rohis activists.

Concluding Remarks

Forum Lingkar Pena occupies an exceptional position in the Indonesian liter-
ary scene because it operates as a transnational writers’ collective, supports the
interests of young, inexperienced, mostly Muslim writers, offers them training
as writers, and supports Islamic values. Having been created on the initiative of

Downloaded from Brill.com05/22/2023 06:47:22AM
via free access



474 arnez and nisa

Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 449–478

Helvy Tiana Rosa and her sister Asma Nadia in 1997, it first attracted a consid-
erable number of authors through the magazine Annida, whereas at present
members are being attracted in various other ways, such as through numer-
ous writing workshops inside and outside Indonesia. Recruitment plays an
important role in this writers’ collective, which is inclusive in the sense that
membership is open to non-Muslims as well, although in practice non-Muslim
members seem to be rare.

The differences between flp subcultures such as those of flp Cairo, which
targets Indonesian students and flp Hong Kong, whose members are mostly
female Muslim workers, show some similarities with the different types of
ikhwan as featured in Exposingwhy some brothers are so unbearable. Regardless
of their individual characteristics or their professions, they are marked by a
shared code of conduct and identity markers in their external appearance that
distinguish them from others.

Although there are some examples of flp members who publish on non-
Islamic themes, such cases are rare. Most flp writers share a common moral
framework in which individual priorities may be established, such as giving
youngMuslims advice on partnership or how to behave adequately in a pesan-
tren. Quotes from Islamic sources are not uncommon, and both Arabic and
English terms along with Indonesian colloquialisms are found in many pub-
lications, both fictional and non-fictional.

Another point of reference for the flp family is moral solidarity. As shown
by the examples of flp Hong Kong, Gola Gong, and Pipiet Senja, solidarity
is an important basis for the cohesion of the writers’ collective, also across
national boundaries. Solidarity with less influential members of society is an
important aim of the flp, and it is expressed through different activities for
diverse target groups, including children in flp Depok’s rumcay, students in
flp Ciputat, and victims of conflict in flpAceh. However,moral solidaritymay
also be combined with other aims, such as achieving prosperity, as indicated
by individual projects such as Asma Nadia’s publishing house or Gola Gong’s
community library. At the same time, these projects illustrate that despite
still being loosely associated with the flp, individual members have created
new schemes that combine dakwah by the pen with Islamic mores, solidarity,
entertainment, and entrepreneurship. Moreover, several flp writers, among
them Kang Abik, Helvy Tiana Rosa, and Asma Nadia, have recently adapted
their books into films, thus exploring an additional market that complements
fictional and non-fictional texts.

In this article, we have illustrated the meaning of moral agency in selected
narratives by looking at the moral position of narrative speakers. Among the
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aspects of moral agency are the incorporation of Islamic norms by both male
and female narrative voices and the construction of an ideal ofmale and female
Muslims, based on their conduct and appearance. Moral solidarity can also
mean sympathetic understanding in the sense of Harvey (2007), as is shown
by the example of Pipiet Senja: one reason why she decided to become an flp
member was that Helvy Tiana Rosa showed understanding for her situation
and supported her.

Besides productivity and diligence, the concept of ‘struggle’, both with one-
self andwith others, is a further one that carries greatweight. Overcoming one’s
difficulties in writing, or the fear of not being able to produce Islamic literature
according to the ideals of the flp, are elements of an individual struggle that
Pipiet Senja, for instance, was concerned with. As far as the Islamic commu-
nity is concerned, this struggle means supporting the interests of Muslims in
Indonesia, but also in other countries, such as Palestine. In several cases, the
proceeds of flp’s literary production have been channelled to Palestine. Exam-
ples are the short story collection Gadis kota Jerash (The girl from Jerash city,
2009), which contains short stories by prominent flp authors such asHabibur-
rahman El Shirazy and Sinta Yudisia, and the novel The lost Java (2012) by Kun
Geia.

Last but not least, another flp struggle is that against a perceived lack of
quality, as the writers’ collective has been criticized for failing to produce high-
quality texts. IrfanHidayatullah, head of the flp from2005 to 2009, pointed out
that this is due to the youthful membership of the flp and the fact that many
flp authors conductdakwahonaRohis campus.Heobserves thatmanywriters
are over-hasty in publishing their writing and concludes that ‘we have to over-
come this problem together’.32At the timeof thewriting of this article, the ideas
under discussion with regard to how to solve this problem included stronger
cooperation between the flp and universities and the increased participation
of members in writing competitions. However, regardless of the literary qual-
ity of the texts, it is likely that this writers’ collective will continue to act as a
corporate group that assists young Muslims to advance their careers as writers
and to propagate Islam.

32 Interviewwith Irfan Hidayatullah, Kementerian Pendidikan (Ministry of Education), 3-11-
2012.
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