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Abstract 

Just 30 years ago it was rare to see an Indonesian woman wearing a hijab or veil. Today, 

veiling has become a relatively common practice, particularly among middle-class Muslim 

women living in urban areas.  Although statistics on the prevalence of veiling are scant, the 

fact of growing use of headscarves is widely accepted in the literature. This paper examines 

socio-demographic correlates of veiling among young women in the capital region of 

Indonesia. We analyse a representative sample of 1,443 Muslim women aged 20-34 in 

Greater Jakarta in 2010. About 26% of the women surveyed wore the veil. We found a 

moderately strong association between veiling and other measures of religiosity, including 

self-reported subjective religiosity and frequency of reading religious texts. Our multivariate 

analysis suggests a positive association between educational attainment and the likelihood of 

veiling among young Muslim women. In discussing these findings, we draw upon the 

qualitative component of our study and the literature on Islam, gender, and modernity in 

Indonesia. The paper highlights the difficulty encountered examining the practice of veiling 

as a binary choice, and as a measure of religiosity.  

 

Keywords: Veiling, Indonesia, Hijab, Women and Islam, Survey, Prevalence of Veiling, 

Religion and Education.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Indonesia is home to the world’s largest Muslim population. The latest population census 

indicates that Islam is the nominated religion for over 200 million residents, or 87 per cent of 

Indonesia’s 238 million population (BPS-Statistics Indonesia, 2013).  In contrast to much of 

the Middle East, veiling in Indonesia is neither a deeply rooted cultural practice, nor it is 

universally practised among Muslim women (Brenner, 1996; Smith-Hefner, 2007; 

Candraningrum, 2013; Feillard and van Doorn-Harder, 2013). Just 30 years ago, it was rare to 

see an Indonesian Muslim woman wearing a hijab or veil. However, against the background 

of a renewed vigour of Islam following the political Reforms in the late 1990s, hijab-wearing 

women are noticeable in streets and the popular media and across all facets of the public 

sphere (Warburton, 2006).  

In the period following the abrupt ending of 32 years of Suharto’s authoritarian New Order 

regime in 1998, there has been a rising scholarly interest in examining the dress practices of 

Muslim women in Indonesia and particularly the adoption of various kinds of head and face 

coverings (Brenner, 1996; Candraningrum, 2013; Hamdani, 2008; Jones, 2007; Nisa, 2012; 

Parker, 2008; Smith-Hefner, 2007; Jefferies 2011; Wagner, Sen, Permanadeli, & Howarth, 

2012, Rahmaniyah 2013).  The focal point in academic discussions on veiling in the new 

Reform Era democracy rests on explaining the interactions between its growing 

pervasiveness, particularly among the young educated urban population, the rise of Islamic 

piety, the questions of identity and agency, and the broader context of socio-political change. 

So far, however, there has been little research that examines the socio-demographic correlates 

of veiling or estimates its statistical prevalence in the general Muslim population.  

As with other measures of religiosity, any attempt to quantify and measure veiling is 

challenging. To begin with, we acknowledge that it is difficult to conceptualise the practice of 

veiling as a simple binary choice. The literature on women and Islam in Indonesia highlights 

the complexities in articulating the meaning of and the motivation behind putting on a veil 

(Brenner, 1996; Hamdani, 2008; Parker, 2008; Rinaldo, 2008).  

In many parts of urban Indonesia, where Muslims are the overwhelming majority but veiling 

is not the norm, the practice of veiling represents multiple rays of a spectrum including styles, 

modesty, frequency, consistency, and intensity among others (Amrullah, 2008; Jones, 2007). 

At the very least, the general intention of veiling is to cover up the aurat – an Arabic term 

used in the Indonesian context to refer to the parts of a woman’s body that should not be seen 

in public. Individual and group interpretations of aurat (Ind: batas aurat) vary widely. On the 

liberal end, a combination of using a scarf as a loose head cover with a long-sleeved top, tight 

jeans, and open-toe high heels on public outings, is enough to identify a woman as being 

veiled (Ind: memakai jilbab, berhijab).  On the conservative end, while the practice is 

relatively rare, there are women in complete chadors (Nisa, 2012) covering their whole body 

in loose material, at times including the masking of their faces.  The literature suggests that it 

is difficult to assert that the intensity of veiling runs parallel to other conventional measures 

of religiosity.  

Bearing these conceptual constraints in mind, we take a statistical approach to understand the 

phenomenon of veiling in Greater Jakarta. This teeming metropolis encompasses Indonesia’s 

capital city of Jakarta and its surrounding satellite cities of Tangerang, Bogor, Depok and 

Bekasi, home to an estimated population of 28 million in 2010 (BPS-Statistics Indonesia, 



4 
 

2013). We focus our analysis on a binary variable of whether a Muslim woman is veiled in 

any form or not using a representative sample of 1,443 Muslim women aged 20-34 residing 

in Greater Jakarta in 2010. Our paper asks the following questions. First, what is the 

prevalence of veiling among young women in Greater Jakarta? Second, what is the 

relationship between veiling and other self-reported measures of religiosity? Third, what are 

the socio-demographic correlates of veiling?  

 

Addressing these research questions contributes to the bourgeoning scholarship on the 

contemporary Islamic revival. In particular, we seek to understand how the perceived 

increase in the uptake of veiling in urban Indonesia helps modify convictions about the 

assumed parallel trends of modernity and secularisation. We structure our paper around three 

hypotheses: 

 

 First is the proposition that the rise in veiling signifies a growth of personal or 

internalised religious identity among young adults in Jakarta. Here, we look at the 

relation between the practice of veiling and other measures of religiosity such as 

subjective religiosity, frequency of reading Islamic texts, membership of a 

religious organisation, and parental religiosity.   

 Second, we test the view that the increased uptake of veiling represents a society-

wide trend towards religion, thus representing anti-secularisation and anti-Western 

sentiments. In other words, is the act of veiling an expression of religiosity largely 

driven by a sense of longing for a distinct, non-Western identity?  To examine this 

hypothesis, we test the association between veiling and some crude measures of 

social attitudes and political views.  

 The last proposition hinges on the bourgeoning discussions of Islam in 

contemporary Indonesia that see veiling in the context of the rising middle-class 

and the associated emergence of ‘pious’ consumption (Fealy, 2008; Heryanto, 

2008; Jones, 2007; Jones, 2010).   To test this proposition, we use education levels 

as a proxy of socio-economic status, and investigate how the likelihood of veiling 

varies by women’s education levels and/or socio-economic background.   

 

We begin this paper by giving an overview of veiling in contemporary Indonesia. Here, we 

note how veiling has shifted from being a marginal practice to a fashionable one. We further 

outline the literature on the drivers of the increased popularity of veiling in Indonesia, and 

how the phenomenon of veiling in contemporary Indonesia can be understood in the global 

context. Section 3 details our approach, data and methods.  Section 4 presents our results 

organised by the three hypotheses of interest as described above.  We complement our survey 

results with an additional sub-section that draws upon qualitative findings from our study.  

2 BACKGROUND 

2.1 VEILING: THE SHIFT FROM BEING A MARGINAL TO A FASHIONABLE 

PRACTICE 
In previous generations, few Muslim Indonesian women wore headscarfs, and those who did 

tended to be older members of the traditional rural class or the Muslim merchant class 
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(Smith-Hefner 2007).  During the 1980s, wearing the veil was seen as a militant action, 

practised mainly by a minority of religious activists, particularly students at universities, who 

were calling for reform of the New Order regime (Candradingrum 2013).  In 1985, there was 

some controversy as the government prohibited some female students from wearing the veil 

in school, arguing that it was against the school uniform regulations. A study of veiling in 

Java conducted prior to the onset of the reforms noted that although there was an increasing 

adoption, or rather ‘conversion’, for veiling among Javanese women since the 1970s, it 

remained a ‘marginal practice’ and veiled women were often met with suspicion (Smith-

Hefner, 2007, p. 675).    

 

Smith-Hefner’s subsequent field studies in the nation’s second largest state university located 

in Yogyakarta suggest that the prevalence of veiling among female Muslim students had risen 

from less than 3 per cent in the late 1970s, to over 60 per cent in 1999-2002. Although there 

are no statistics to support claims of the increasing popularity of veiling in the Muslim female 

population as a whole, such assertions are widely accepted on the basis that veiling has 

become socially visible.  In particular, the practice of veiling has started becoming more 

widespread following the fall of the New Order and subsequent onset of the reforms period 

(Ind: Reformasi) in 1998 (Jones, 2007; Warburton, 2006). Veiled women are increasingly 

seen in everyday interactions and are increasingly noticeable in popular media with some 

magazines being totally devoted to styles of veils and focus on proper relationship 

management for young Muslims.   

 

Veiling has evolved from a marginal practice of certain socio-demographic segments such as 

university students to an element of mainstream consumer culture (Heryanto 1999; Jones 

2007). Today, veiling is mandatory in some regencies in Indonesia, such as those in the 

province of Aceh, which practise Shariah law (Parker, 2008; Warburton, 2006).  However in 

most provinces, including Jakarta, there is little overt pressure from religious authorities for 

women to wear the veil and veiling is a relatively free choice. Mandatory veiling in Islamic 

schools/ tertiary institutions and certain workplaces such as Islamic Banking are noted 

exceptions in this case as are the occasional cases of mandatory use of hijab by female 

government workers in some districts or local governments.   

 

Any discussion of veiling in contemporary Indonesia must acknowledge that veiling is not a 

homogenous practice. It is simplistic to divide women into those who wear a veil and those 

who don’t.  Some women may wear a veil only for certain formal occasions; others may wear 

it on a daily basis. Some wear a long veil with long skirts that cover their body shape, 

whereas others wear a ‘fashionable’ veil matched with trendy jeans or figure hugging clothes. 

This point is well emphasized in Nef-Saluz’s (2007) anthropological study of students at 

Gadjah Mada University. She categorized veiling students into three categories. The first 

category consisted of those women wearing full chadors. This was a relatively small group 

seen by many of the other students as being very extreme. The second group wore long veils, 

and long skirts and socks intended to cover the shape of their body. These also would not 

interact with boys, and practised certain behaviours.
2
 Some of the other students felt that 

these girls were ‘boring’ or ‘too serious’. The third group, which was quite heterogeneous, 

                                                           
2
 Nef-Saluz referred to a respondent with a Chador who regularly attend a Shalafi study group in a particular 

mosque, did not listen to music , did not watch TV and had generally very low media consumption.  
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was those who wore a ‘hijab gaul’ or ‘trendy veil’. This was the largest group of veiled 

women and consisted of young women who often combined a head covering with jeans and 

form-fitting clothes.  Their veils were trendy and stylish.  The categories were not always 

strictly defined and students moved from one category to another or wore different types of 

veils, or changed from being veiled to unveiled for different occasions.  However, despite the 

varied practice of veiling, it is generally agreed that Indonesia has witnessed a rise in the 

voluntary adoption of veiling since the late 1990s.  

2.2 DRIVERS OF VEILING IN CONTEMPORARY INDONESIA 
As distinct from the popular Western discourses presenting veiling as a symbol of female 

oppression and fundamentalism (Byng 2010), contemporary studies on veiling in Indonesia 

underscore a theme of modernity. Brenner (1996) posits that veiling is central to the 

production of modernity among Muslim women in Java. The idea of veiling as an expression 

of modernity was continued by Smith-Hefner (2007) who argued that: 

“…the new veiling is neither a traditionalist survival nor an antimodernist reaction 

but rather a complex and sometimes ambiguous effort by young Muslim women to 

reconcile the opportunities for autonomy and choice offered by modern education 

with a heightened commitment to the profession of Islam”  (2007, p. 389)  

Others take the idea of veiling as being part of modernization and focus on consumerism: 

veiling is now part of consumer culture.  Heryanto (1999) notes veiling and other symbols of 

Islam are a form of “lifestyling” associated with modernity and wealth.   

“In today’s Islam in Indonesia, old familiar images have been replaced by new ones. 

The associations of Islam with rural poverty, religious dogmatism, the Middle East, 

anti-Chinese, anti-West sentiments, and fundamentalists seeking to establish an 

Islamic state are juxtaposed with new images. Now Islam is also associated with 

television talk shows…mobile phones and consumption of ketupat [rice cakes] during 

Ramadhan at McDonald’s” (Heryanto 1999:176) 

Along this line, Jones (2007, 2010) strengthened the proposition that veiling represents a rise 

in pious consumption.  She outlined three interrelated drivers of pious consumption in 

Indonesia: the rise of the middle-class, the rise of Islamic piety, and the rise of consumption 

associated with the middle-class.  A comparative study behind the social psychology of 

veiling provides further evidence of this argument, suggesting that while veiled women in a 

Muslim minority setting in India places veiling in the context of a reaffirmation of their 

cultural identity, veiled women in Indonesia, a Muslim majority country, speaks of veiling in 

terms of fashion, modesty and convenience (Wagner et al., 2012).   

In contrast to the veiling as consumption literature, others have examined veiling in the realm 

of class, identity, and the collective practice of Islam in the public sphere. Rinaldo (2008) 

draws upon the practice of veiling among tertiary-educated members of the Prosperous 

Justice Party (Ind: Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS)). As distinct from other more varied 

veiling and Islamic clothing styles, the women of PKS notably wear a relatively modest and 

conservative form of veiling. Rinaldo argued that among these women, the Hijab serves as an 

expression of collective pious identity.  More importantly, it serves as a symbol of a break 
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from the past - from the state gender ideology of the New Order, and from an era of cultural 

Islam in the past to a new dawn of political Islam in Indonesia:   

“The clothing practices of PKS women contribute to modern habitus not only because 

they depend on self-discipline and education, but because they represent an orientation 

toward something new and different. They reference the Middle East but are not an 

imitation”. (2008: 32).  

Rinaldo’s case study of the women of PKS presents a contrasting landscape to the widespread 

popularity of veiling in the post- New Order period, beyond the realm of the ideologically 

driven members of PKS. Hasbullah (1999) noted that in the late 1990s, the widespread 

redefinition of Islam from ideological/political Islam to cultural Islam has induced 

Indonesians to engage in more religious activities, including voluntary adoption of the 

practice of veiling. These variations in the meaning and the drivers of veiling in Indonesia 

explain why the observed styles and practices are far from homogenous.  

2.3 NEW VEILING AND SECULARISATION 
Outside of Indonesia, recent case studies in other parts of the Muslim world also indicate that 

veiling is gaining traction among the well-educated middle class; for example, in Cairo 

(MacLeod, 1992), and in Turkey (Gole, 2003; Sandicky and Ger 2010). In the developing 

Muslim world, it is plausible that the uptake of veiling serves as an indicator of parallels 

between modernity and religiosity. As argued by past research on Indonesia outlined in the 

preceding sub-section, much of this is attributed to the growth of an educated urban middle-

class that is also becoming increasingly religious. Such trends run counter to earlier 

predictions made by secularisation theorists.  

Prior to the bourgeoning criticism of secularisation theory (Hadden, 1987; Norris & Inglehart, 

2011; Stark, 1999), past studies in the West have mostly found negative associations between 

socio-economic status (often measured by education level) and religiosity (Albrecht & 

Heaton, 1984). But models of secularisation do not always fit well in the non-Western 

context.  Using data on Muslims living in Java, Tamney found that education and 

urbanisation are positively related to established religiosity (measured in the practices of 

regular prayers, alms-giving and fasting) (1979) and to the role that religion plays in 

everyday life (functional religiosity) (1980).   We note that Tamney’s observations in the late 

1970s are consistent with the bulk of the literature associating veiling with religiosity among 

the urban, educated middle class in present-day Indonesia.  

3 APPROACH, DATA, AND METHODS 

3.1 APPROACH  
Our review of research on the uptake of veiling in Indonesia highlights a number of important 

points.  First, the literature points to a consensus that the current popularity of veiling is not 

due to a revivalism of a historical tradition, nor it is necessarily a proxy of growing Islamic 

fundamentalism.   Rather, veiling is associated with the ‘production of modernity’, of ‘life 

styling’, of ‘collective practice of Islam’ and of ‘pious consumption’ particularly among the 

urban middle-class in post-authoritarian Indonesia.   
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Second, we note that such trends are not specific to Indonesia. The literature is rich with 

parallel cases of other Muslim-majority countries where veiling has become increasingly 

fashionable among middle-class women. These discourses around modernity and veiling add 

to the complexity of the juxtaposed scholarship on secularisation on one hand and the 

scholarship on radicalisation/fundamentalism in the Muslim world on the other.   

In the light of these findings, we expect that a quantitative exercise on the correlates of 

veiling would find a positive association between socio-economic status and veiling among 

young adults in Greater Jakarta. In this paper, we built upon Tamney’s work (1979 and 1980) 

and use education level as an indicator of an individual’s socio-economic status.  

3.2 DATA 
To examine the nature of veiling among young women in urban Indonesia, we use data from 

the 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood survey. The survey interviewed 3,006 

young adults aged between 20 to 34 years randomly sampled from Jakarta as well as the 

adjoining cities of Bekasi and Tangerang. The survey collected detailed information 

regarding demographic characteristics of the respondents, including their current education 

and work situation, their health and well-being, attitudes and values.  The survey instrument 

contained numerous questions designed to measure religious affiliation as well as different 

dimensions of religiosity. In addition to the survey, face-to-face interviews were conducted 

with 80 randomly selected men and women from the original sample. The aim of these 

interviews was to gain additional insights into the lives of the respondents and ask them more 

in-depth questions about a range of topics including religion and religiosity. 

In this study, we limit the analytical sample to 1,443 women who were self-reported Muslim.  

The mean age of women in the sample was 27.4 years old. An overview of other 

demographic characteristics of the respondents in our analytical sample is shown in Table 1.  

All percentages reported are weighted to correct for an overrepresentation of women not in 

the labour force among the sample members compared to the general population of 20-34 

year olds living in Greater Jakarta in the 2010 Census. 

As mentioned the survey contained a range of questions designed to measure different 

aspects of religiosity. The first variable we examine, which is our primary variable of interest, 

is whether the woman wears a veil on a daily basis or not (Ind:  Apakah anda sehari-hari 

memakai Jilbab?). However we also examine the data for three additional indicators or 

measures of religiosity. The first can be described as subjective religiosity and is based on a 

question which asks people to rate their level of religiosity on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 

equals ‘not religious at all’ and 5 equals ‘very religious’.  The second one is what we term 

organizational religiosity and it is a binary variable that indicates whether the person is a 

member of a religious organisation or not. Finally, personal religiosity, measures a slightly 

different aspect of religiosity. It is based on a question that asks people how often they read 

religious texts or books, the options being: frequently, sometimes, and never.  

3.3 METHODS 
At the first stage of the analysis, we use bivariate analysis to examine the relationship 

between wearing a veil and the other measures of religiosity. The aim is to investigate 

whether or not wearing a veil goes hand in hand with other indicators of religiosity including 
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high self-perceived religiosity, being a member of a religious organization and reading of 

religious texts. If wearing the hijab is predominantly a religiously-motivated behaviour then 

we would expect a strong relationship between veiling and the other measures of religiosity. 

On the other hand, if veiling is motivated by other reasons such as avoiding sexual 

harassment or to give the appearance of respectability, or as a status symbol, then the 

relationship between veiling and the other religiosity indicators will be weaker. 

In the second stage of the analysis we examine who is most likely to wear a veil using a 

multivariate approach. Our dependent variable is whether the woman wears a hijab, and is 

equal to 1 if she does, and 0 if she does not.  Probit models are used to examine the effect of 

several predictors on the likelihood of wearing a hijab.  We control several personal 

characteristics of women that may affect whether or not they wear the hijab including age (in 

single years), whether the woman is married or not, and her employment status. We also 

examine the role of parent’s religiosity which is grouped into four categories: neither parent 

is religious or very religious, just the father is religious or very religious, just the mother is 

religious or very religious, and both parents are religious or very religious.  However our 

primary interest is to examine the effect of socio-economic status on the likelihood of veiling. 

We use highest education as a general proxy for a woman’s socio economic-status.  We add 

father’s education as a control variable but not mother’s education since both are highly 

correlated.  

Finally, we use information from the in-depth interviews to examine what women had to say 

about the reasons for veiling (or not veiling). This points to the limitations of considering 

veiling as a binary model.  
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Table 1. Sample statistics 

    N (unweighted) Percentage (weighted) 

Marital status 

  

 

Not currently married 452 32 

 

Married 986 68 

    Highest education level 

  

 

Primary School or below 263 18 

 

Junior secondary school 283 20 

 

Senior secondary school 621 43 

 

Certificate qualification 133 9 

 

University degree 141 10 

    Father's education level 

  

 

Primary School or below 683 46 

 

Junior secondary school 197 15 

 

Senior secondary school 341 24 

 

Certificate qualification 51 4 

 

University degree 58 4 

 

Don't know 11 7 

    Employment status 

  

 

Employed 659 48 

 

Unemployed 82 7 

 

Studying  63 4 

  Not in the labour force - other 635 42 

Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey, note that missing cases are not 

reported. 

4 RESULTS 

4.1 PREVALENCE OF VEILING AND OTHER SELF-REPORTED MEASURES OF RELIGIOSITY 

The percentage of women who reported wearing a hijab, as well as the distribution for the 

other measures of religiosity are shown in Table 2 below. Overall, we find that just over one 

quarter of the women reported that they wore a veil. It is important to note that this 

percentage could cover a wide range of veiling behaviour, from the woman who wears the 

veil every time she is out in public or in the presence of a man, to the student who wears the 

veil while on the university campus but not at other times.  

Turning to the other measures of religiosity, we find that few people reported that they were 

at either extreme when it came to self-assessed level of faith, with less than 1% stating that 

they were not religious at all, and only 7% describing themselves as very religious. The vast 

majority of respondents described themselves as being in the middle on the subjective 

religiosity scale, with a score of 3. In terms of organizational religiosity, we find that 

belonging to a religious organization was a minority behaviour, occurring in only 17% of the 

sample.  In terms of the frequency of reading religious texts, 22 % said that they read them 
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frequently. The majority again however said that they do so only sometimes. Given that no 

time frame was included in the wording of the question, the answer to this question may be 

somewhat subjective. For example one individual may describe their reading of religious 

texts once a week as ‘sometimes’, while another person may class that as being ‘frequent’.  

Finally, if young women’s own level of self-perceived faith is compared to their perceptions 

of their parent’s faith, on average respondents judged that their parents were more religious. 

For example only 7 per cent of women said that they themselves were very religious, but 19 

per cent felt that their father was very religious, and 21 per cent felt that their mother was 

very religious. However the majority of the very religious respondents said that their parents 

were also very religious, and almost none reported their parents as not at all religious.  
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Table 2. Measures of religiosity 

Own religiosity % (weighted) 

Do you wear a hijab on a daily basis? (N=1,443) 

 

 

Yes 26 

 

No 74 

   On a scale of 1-5, how religious are you? (N=1,438) 

 

1 [not religious at all] 0.8 

 

2 7 

 

3 67 

 

4 15 

 

5 [very religious] 7 

 

Don't know/can't answer 4 

   Are you a member of any religious organization? (N=1,442) 

 

Yes 17 

 

No 83 

   How frequently do you read religious texts? (N=1,442) 

 

Frequently 22 

 

Sometimes 60 

 

Never 18 

   Parents' religiosity   

On a scale of 1-5, how was/is your father? (N=1,441) 

 

1 [not religious at all] 2 

 

2 6 

 

3 41 

 

4 22 

 

5 [very religious] 19 

 

Don't know/can't answer 11 

   On a scale of 1-5, how was/is your mother? (N=1,441) 

 

1 [not religious at all] 1 

 

2 4 

 

3 41 

 

4 26 

 

5 [very religious] 21 

  Don't know/can't answer 7 

Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey 

4.2 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WEARING A HIJAB AND OTHER MEASURES OF RELIGIOSITY 

The data presented above present a picture of a relatively moderate level of religiosity, with 

few people describing themselves as being overtly non-religious, or very religious.  To get a 

better idea of the relationship between wearing a hijab and the other measures of religiosity, 
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we conducted a series of pairwise cross-tabulations to examine each measure of religiosity 

against the other. Since all the measures are discrete variables, we used a chi-square test to 

test whether the two variables were dependent on each other, and an associated Cramer’s V to 

examine the strength of the relationship between each pair of variables. Due to the small 

number of cases who indicated that they were not at all religious (i.e. 1 on the level of faith 

scale) these respondents were grouped together with those that indicated they were a 2 on the 

level of faith scale for the purpose of the chi-square tests. 

We find that all of the chi-square tests were significant at p<0.001.  Due to space limitations 

we do not present each cross-tabulation here, however Table 3 below shows the values of 

Cramer’s V for each pairwise relationship. In general, the relationship between each measure 

of religiosity and the other could be described as ‘moderately’ strong. The strongest 

association is between wearing a hijab and the frequency of reading religious texts. For 

example, while 41 per cent of veiled women reported reading religious texts often, only 16 

per cent of unveiled women reported doing the same. Overall women who wore the hijab 

were more likely to score highly on the other religious measures. However, a small minority 

of veiled women appeared not to be strongly religious based on these measures. For example 

4 per cent of women who wore a hijab indicated that they were only a 1 or a 2 on the level of 

faith scale. Similarly 5 per cent never read religious texts. It is also interesting to note that the 

indicators of father’s and mother’s religiosity, while statistically significant, were only 

weakly related to whether the woman wore the hijab or not. 

 

Table 3. Relationship between wearing a hijab and other measures of religiosity 

  
Subjective 

religiosity 

Member of 

religious 

organization 

Frequency of 

reading 

religious texts 

Father's 

religiosity 

Mother's 

religiosity 

Wear a hijab daily 0.22 0.21 0.30 0.11 0.09 

Subjective religiosity   0.16 0.21 0.28 0.32 

Member of religious 

organization 
    0.26 0.10 0.09 

Frequency of reading 

religious texts 
      0.16 0.16 

Father's religiosity         0.50 

Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey 

 

The 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood survey also has a separate section on 

media consumption. While the set of questions on media consumption is placed apart from 

the section on religiosity in the questionnaire, we could explore whether there are significant 

differences in the consumption of religious media and the practice of veiling. In Table 4 

below we note the differences in the frequency of consuming religious media (TV, radio, and 

the Internet) between veiled and unveiled Muslim female respondents were significant at the 

5 per cent level. As expected, veiled respondents reported higher frequency of consuming 

religious media.  
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Table 4. Consumption of religious media  

 

Watch religious 

programs on television 

Listen to religious 

programs on radio 

Browse religious 

websites on internet 

  Veiled Unveiled Veiled Unveiled Veiled Unveiled 

Daily 31 21 5 4 4 1 

Several times a week 26 26 14 9 19 6 

Once a week 19 16 7 8 12 7 

Less than once a week 14 20 19 16 24 20 

Never 10 17 54 64 41 66 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey.  The table present column percentages. 

Differences between veiled and unveiled women significant at p<0.05, tested for consumption of all media types 

using chi-square. 

4.3 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WEARING A HIJAB AND ATTITUDES 

Table 5 and 6 outline the relationship between the wearing of hijab and selected attitudinal 

measures. In general, there were no major differences between women with and without a 

veil in regards to their world views (Table 5).  Differences between veiled and unveiled 

women are statistically significant for the last two statements but the relationship is only 

weak.  Here, we note that our measures on world views in the survey are rather poor to be 

specifically used in a study on veiling.  First, a surprisingly large proportion of respondents 

either agreed or strongly agreed that Indonesia should become an Islamic state. We suspect 

that a large number of respondents may have misunderstood the question.
3
 Second, the 

wording in the last two statements suggest that we cannot ascertain whether a respondent was 

in favour of Western vis-a-vis Middle Eastern/Islamic influence on young people.    

Table 5. Percentage of women who agree with the following statements, by veiling status  

  

It is better for 

Indonesia to be an 

Islamic state 

Western culture has a very  large 

influence on Indonesia's young 

generations 

Middle Eastern culture has a very 

large influence on Indonesia's 

young generations 

  Veiled Unveiled Veiled Unveiled Veiled Unveiled 

Strongly agree 10 7 11 8 3 3 

Agree 47 45 74 69 51 40 

Mixed 12 14 5 6 22 24 

Disagree 28 29 7 9 19 20 

Strongly disagree 1 1 0 1 1 0 

Don't know 2 4 2 8 5 13 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey. The table present column percentages.  

                                                           
3
 In the second wave of the Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey fielded in 2014, the wording to this 

question was revised to: ‘ It is better for Indonesia to adopt Sharia law’ but still a majority claimed to agree with 

this sentiment. 
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When it comes to political views, we did find a difference between veiled and unveiled 

women in the likelihood of having voted for an Islamic party in the last election (Table 6). 

Among women who reported wearing a veil, 14 per cent indicated that they had voted for an 

Islamic party compared to just 6 per cent of women without a veil. However, the large 

majority of veiled women did not vote for an Islamic party. 

Table 6. Party voted in the last General Election (2009) 

      

   Veiled Unveiled 

 
Non-Islamic party 57 67 

 Islamic party 14 6 

 No answer/did not vote 29 27 

 Total 100 100 

 Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey. The table present column percentages. Difference 

is significant using a chi-square test at p<0.05 (Cramer's V 0.15) 

 

4.4 MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS 

Table 7 present the results of our multivariate analysis on the likelihood of veiling.  Age was 

not a significant predictor of veiling. This is likely due to the nature of our sample.  With our 

target population covering a relatively narrow age range, we cannot observe the widely held 

perception that veiling and religiosity is positively associated with age.   

We found no significant difference in the likelihood of veiling between female Muslim 

respondents who were not married and those who were married at the time of the survey. Our 

results support what has been widely observed in the literature on contemporary veiling in 

Indonesia: a) holding all else constant, the likelihood of veiling is highest among students 

relative to young Muslim women in other activity categories; b) there is a positive 

relationship between the likelihood of veiling and education level.  Figure 1 further depicts 

how the predicted probability of wearing the veil is higher among tertiary educated Muslim 

women relative to other Muslim women in our sample. 

There is a very strong relationship between wearing the veil and the education of the 

respondent’s father. As education levels of parents are well below the education levels of the 

respondents (Table1), those with a highly educated parent are selective of the highest status 

people. Thus, veiling is not just a result of the respondent’s own education; it is influenced 

further by the respondent’s social class as indicated by the education of her father. 
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Table 7 Predictors of veiling among 20-34 year old Muslim women, Greater Jakarta, 2010 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Age 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01 

      Marital status 

     Not married (ref) 

     Married -0.05 0.12 0.13 0.15 0.12 

      Highest education level 

     Primary school or below 

 

-0.32*** -0.29*** -0.27** -0.02 

Junior secondary school 

 

-0.34*** -0.31*** -0.29*** -0.19 

Senior secondary school (ref) 

     Certificate 

 

0.41*** 0.46*** 0.45*** 0.36*** 

University 

 

0.51*** 0.57*** 0.55*** 0.37** 

      Employment status 

     Employed 

     Unemployed 

  

-0.19 -0.22 -0.18 

Student 

  

0.54*** 0.53*** 0.63*** 

Not in the labour force - other 

  

0.04 0.02 0.03 

      Parent's religiosity 

     Neither parent religious or very religious 

    Father religious or very religious 

   

0.05 

 Mother religious or very religious 

   

-0.16 

 Both parents religious or very religious 

   

0.20** 

 

      Father's education level 

     Primary school or below (ref) 

     Unknown 

    

-0.33*** 

Junior secondary school 

    

0.85*** 

Senior secondary school 

    

1.41*** 

Post-secondary qualification 

    

2.24*** 

      Constant -0.96*** -0.98*** -1.19*** -1.23*** -1.18*** 

Source: 2010 Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey. Results of probit models. 

N=1,443.  
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Figure 1. Predicted probability of wearing a hijab, by highest education level for models 2 - 

5 

  

 

4.5 QUALITATIVE INSIGHTS  

Using in-depth interview results of both male and female Muslim respondents, we were also 

able to garner further insights on the practice of veiling.
4
  We found that the narratives on the 

personally defined boundaries of where one should put on the hijab, on its intermittent 

practice, motivation, and meaning for different women supports the argument that veiling has 

different meanings in different contexts. For example, one respondent reported that she only 

wore the hijab on ‘special occasions’ such as going to events or meetings at her children’s 

school, to a recent school reunion party, and to a Koran reading group.  For this respondent, 

the hijab connotes dressing up which she associates with outfits appropriate for semi-formal 

and formal occasions, and the rationale of covering up in front of non-mahram
5
 males was 

not expressed.  

The following examples suggest that among veiled respondents, their decision when to put on 

the veil was not always dependent upon whether or not they would be in a situation where 

they would encounter male non-mahrams:  

                                                           
4
 The survey also asked partnered male respondents whether their spouse/romantic partner (Ind: Pacar) wears 

the veil. In this paper, we have not included male respondents’ reports of their partner’s characteristics to 

estimate the prevalence and correlates of veiling.  However, we found that qualitative insights by male 

respondents are valuable to contextualise our quantitative results.  
5
 A woman’s mahram is a person that she is never permitted to marry because of a close blood relationship or a 

relationship by marriage. 
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 Respondent A says that she does not wear the hijab consistently. She wears it on 

‘special occasions’, such as to go events or meetings at her children’s school, to a 

recent school reunion party, to a Koran reading group.  The respondent does not wear 

the hijab all the time, citing it being too hot. For respondent A, the hijab connotes 

dressing up and she associates it with outfits appropriate for semi-formal and formal 

occasions. 

 Respondent B reported that his wife wears the hijab, but only when she goes out of 

the neighborhood. Respondent  B  defined the ‘neighborhood’ as ‘encompassing areas 

around his home’ so his wife would put on the hijab when picking up her children 

from school, which happened to be located some distance from the house.  

 Respondent C reported that she wears the hijab only when she goes out of the house, 

or to be precise, when she goes out from the fence bordering her front yard.  She only 

needs to reach out from her terrace to buy vegetables from a cart vendor who daily 

visits her neighborbood. In such occasions, she does not put on her veil.  

The three cases above suggest the spatial specificities of veiling between one individual to 

another and highlight the limitation of our approach in defining the practice of veiling as a 

binary choice for Muslim women.  

5 CONCLUDING REMARKS  

While we acknowledge that our approach to understand the nature of veiling is limited by the 

complexities and variations in the meaning, drivers, and contexts of veiling, we believe that 

our paper contributes to the literature on the uptake of veiling in post-New Order Indonesia in 

a number of ways.  

First, our approach provides self-reported behaviour and attitudes from a representative 

sample of young adults in Greater Jakarta.  We estimate that 1 in 4 young Muslim women are 

currently involved in some form of veiling in the capital metropolis.  

Second, we found that there is a moderately strong relationship between veiling and various 

measures of religiosity, including subjective religiosity, reported frequency of reading 

religious texts, and reported consumption of religious media.  Such findings offer quantitative 

support for the bourgeoning scholarship on rise of consumption of ‘piety’ among the middle 

class in democratising Indonesia (e.g. Fealy, 2008).  

Third, in our attempt to investigate the association between veiling and social views, we 

found weak relationships between veiling and social attitudes. We underline that we do not 

have satisfactory measures to establish whether the uptake of veiling is indicative of anti-

West sentiments among our respondents. Still, we found positive associations between 

veiling and voting preferences towards Islamic-based political parties.  

Fourth the insights from the multivariate analysis support existing knowledge from the 

predominantly qualitative scholarship on veiling in Indonesia. We note that our results 

indicated that marital status is not a significant predictor of veiling. While this may be the 

case, our qualitative insights suggest that transition to marriage may encourage young women 

to put on the veil, often at the request of their husbands and families. Among the middle-

class, veiling may also be regularly practiced following the pilgrimage to Mecca (Umra/ 

Hajj).   
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Our multivariate analysis supports the assertion that there is an important class dimension in 

the uptake of veiling in Indonesia.  Previous qualitative studies on veiling suggest that 

regardless of whether veiling is treated as a symbol of political Islam (PKS – Rinaldo, 2008), 

or whether it signifies increasing pious consumption and ‘lifestyling’ (Heryanto, 1999; 

Hasbullah, 1999; Jones, 2007, 2010) the likelihood of veiling  is higher among the educated 

segment of the population. Our findings provide quantitative evidence of a strong association 

between respondent’s own education and the likelihood of veiling. We especially observed 

this positive association between class and veiling when we incorporated father’s education 

as a proxy for class.  Overall, these findings support the hypothesis that veiling represents a 

display of public respectability, modesty, proper behaviour for middle/upper class women. 

This is supported by the emergence of Islamic fashion/styles, by the wearing of hijab by 

female ministers, parliamentarians and senior public servants.  

The finding that veiling is particularly prevalent among students is also consistent with other 

qualitative studies on veiling that had been frequently conducted within universities (e.g. 

Smith-Hefner, 1996.2007; Nef-Saluz 2007). We speculate that while ‘class’ and the 

associated pious consumption are one important part of story behind veiling, conformity is 

another important sub-theme in this issue.  Schooling produces an environment for ideas, be 

it ideological or fashion, to spread easily among peers. In such settings the practice may be 

less an expression of true piety than a manifestation of the formation of cliques and gangs so 

typical of school settings around the world.   

In Greater Jakarta, the emergence of elite Islamic High Schools was an important factor in 

class history in Jakarta. While we cannot distinguish whether a respondent had attended a 

Madrasah or an elite Islamic private high school, our data did suggest that attending an 

Islamic school at age 16 is positively associated with veiling (Appendix Table 1). In the mid-

1990s, a number of general (public) high schools started the practice of requiring students to 

wear appropriate religious outfits on Fridays, including hijab for Muslim girls. The popularity 

of veiling among female public servants in Greater Jakarta provides another avenue for 

research to gauge peer effects in formal institutions influence veiling.
6
 

Drawing on our survey and further qualitative interviews, we conclude that in general, veiling 

has little to do with desires to express anti-Western sentiments among young adults in Greater 

Jakarta.  However, we recognize the limitation of our analysis due to the cross-sectional 

nature of the dataset. While our analysis only showed a weak relationship between veiling 

and social views, we note that much has changed in the five years since we collected this 

data.  A second wave of the Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood survey was fielded in 

2014. Our preliminary analysis identified 841 Muslim female who participated in both wave 

1 and wave 2 of our study (Appendix Table 3). We note that among these respondents, the 

rate of veiling had indeed climbed from 25 per cent in 2010 to 37 per cent in 2014.  About 18 

per cent of the respondents, who reported that they did not wear the veil daily in 2010, 

reported that they were veiled in 2014.  Less than 6 per cent veiled respondents in 2010 

reported that they no longer put on the veil on a daily basis in 2014. At this stage, we cannot 

conclude whether the increased prevalence is attributed to the increasing age of respondents 

or to other societal factors.  

Along this line, one may be tempted to speculate a link between the rise of veiling and the 

renewed rigour for conservative Islam, as evident in the polarizing campaigns for 2014 

Presidential Election (see Kwok, 2014).  This brings up another weakness from our survey in 

that compared to a qualitative study on veiling; we cannot identify the distinctive style of 

                                                           
6
 See appendix Table 2 on the distribution of veiled/unveiled respondents by employment sector.  



20 
 

veiling among our respondents.  For example, we did not record how many veiled 

respondents are wearing long veils over loose garments and how many would be happy to 

wear a head covering and jeans. In the last year or so, there has been increasing calls for the 

adoption of the Jilbab Syar’i – loosely translated as the ‘proper’ Islamic way to cover up for 

women. Future waves of the survey should include more detailed questions on the various 

styles of hijab used by respondents on a daily basis.   

On one hand, this may be a response to the middle-class ‘lifestyling’ and consumptive 

aspects of veiling trends in urban Indonesia. On the other, the growing debates about what is 

proper/the right way to veil, and what is not, is indicative of mounting tensions in many other 

aspects pertaining to the practice of Islam in the country. Further work needs to be done to 

examine the extent to which divergent veiling practices relate to the fragmented influences of 

the many sources of Islamic authority across the many layers of Indonesian society.   
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7 APPENDIX 

 

Appendix Table 1: Veiling by type of educational institution attended at age 16 

Type of educational institution attended at age 16  Veiled  Unveiled Total 

        

General 83.74 90.4 88.34 

Religious - Islamic 15.92 9.44 11.44 

Religious  - Christian /Catholic 0.35 0.15 0.21 

    Total 100 100 100 

        Pearson chi2(2) =   8.6590   Pr = 0.013 
   Note: out of the 1,443 Muslim female respondents in our sample, 949 reported that they were 

at school at age 16.  

 

 

Appendix Table 2: Veiling among employed women by employment sector in primary job 

Employment sector for main  job Veiled  Unveiled Total 

        

0. Not answered 0 0.21 0.15 

1. Private companies 50.55 59.31 56.86 

2. NGO 3.3 0.21 1.08 

3. Family business 2.75 4.07 3.7 

4. Government 13.74 5.35 7.7 

5. Self-employed 20.88 15.85 17.26 

6. Domestic worker 8.79 14.99 13.25 

Total 100 100 100 

   Pearson chi2(6) =  31.9802   Pr = 0.000 
   Note: This table only accounts for Muslim females who were employed at the time of the 

survey.  
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Appendix Table 3: Veiling transition between 2 waves: 2010 and 2014 

Do you wear the veil on a daily 
basis Do you wear the veil on a daily basis 2014 Total 

2010 Yes No   

Yes 18.4 5.8 24.3 

No 18.2 57.6 75.7 

Total 36.6 63.4 100.0 

Note: This table accounts for 841 Muslim female respondents that participated in both Wave 

1 and Wave 2 of the Greater Jakarta Transition to Adulthood Survey.  Percentages in the 

table are cell percentages 


