Film sparks rare debate

Indonesian director presents saimmi drama on p@iygamy

JAKARTA: A new Indonesian
film has triggered a rare debate
on the taboo subject of poly-
gamy, a practice thought to be
widespread in the world's most
populous Muslim nation.

Berbagi Suami, or literally
Share Your Hushand, a feature
film with a slightly provocative
title, presents three men from
very different social circles who

~ choose to take a second, third
or fourth wife.

“Itis a satirical drama,” direc-
tor Nia Dinata said.

“[ show in my own way that
these women are not happy.
My film is about choice.”

The film has been hailed by
critics here for prying open the
hushed topic.

“Polygamy, although com-
monly practised within Indo-
nesian society, is not frequently
discussed or even openly
acknowledged in most circles,”
a critic in the English-language
Jakarta Post wrote.

“For that reason alone, Ber-
bagi Suami, which breaks
ground socially, is one of the
most significant as well as fine-
ly crafted films to emerge in
recent years.”

The film does not directly
condemn polygamy, about
which few statistics are avail-
able in Indonesia, but notori-
ously tough censors still shaved
17 seconds from its final cut,
including a kiss that lingers too
long and a hand caressing a
thigh.

“l want my audience to
think,” asserts Dinata, who
from her own research esti-
mates that some 10% of Indo-
nesian families are affected by
polygamy, which is legally per-
missible in the archipelago
nation.

Some 87% of Indonesia's 220
million inhabitants practise
Islam but, the director says,
polygamy draws its roots mot

only from this religion.

“Way before the Dutch (colo-
nialists) came here, we had
Buddhist or Hindu empires
where the men used to have
concubines. It's there in our his-
tory,” she says.

Polygamy too was long-lived
in the sultanates of Jogjakarta
and Solo, dating from the 17th
century up to recent years.

It shifted largely under-
ground during the rule of for-
mer autocratic president Suhar-

to.

Under pressure from his wife
Siti Hartinah, he adopted a
1970s law forbidding civil ser-
vants to marry a second time
without the assent of his first
wife and his superior.

The law remains in force.

Today, Indonesian political
leaders, fearing the possibili-
ty of being labelled a bad
Muslim, try to avoid taking
any vocal stance on polygamy
at all.

The debate is not completely
taboo though and the country
has had its share of prominent
polygamists, including tradi-
tionalist Muslim Hamzah Haz, a
vice president under the former
government of Megawati Su-
karnoputri.

Puspo Wardoyo, a restaura-
teur who made his fortune sell-
ing grilled chicken and now
owns a chain of more than 30

‘outlets, is another.

He appears frequently in the

" media surrounded by his big

family and has often repeated
that “more women are more
resources” while his four wives
insist they are happy.

Wardoyo asserts that poly-
gamy is necessary to compen-
sate for a demographic imbal-
ance that slightly faveurs
women, who live longer here,
and argues that it dissuades
men from conducting secret
love affairs. — AFP
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