
Every year, in the last month of  the Islamic calendar, millions of  
Muslims from around the world come together in Mecca to perform 
the Hajj, the pilgrimage that all capable Muslims should perform at 
least once in their lives. In 2013, the National Museum of  Ethnology 
in Leiden organised the exhibition Longing for Mecca. The Pilgrim’s 
Journey. The chapters in this volume are the outcome of  the two-day 
symposium on the Hajj, which was held at the museum in connection 
to the exhibition.

The central theme that runs through the book is how Hajj practices, 
representations of  Mecca and the exchange of  Hajj-related objects 
have changed over time. The chapters in the first part of  the book 
discuss religious, social, and political meanings of  the Hajj. Here the 
relationship is addressed between the significance of  pilgrimage to 
Mecca for the religious lives of  individuals and groups and the wider 
contexts that they are embedded in. Together, these anthropological 
contributions provide insights into the effects on Hajj practices and 
meanings for present-day Muslims caused by current dimensions of  
globalisation processes. The second part of  the book takes material 
expressions of  the Hajj as its starting point. It explores what Hajj-
related artefacts can tell us about the import of  pilgrimage in the 
daily lives of  Muslims in the past and present. The contributions 
in this part of  the volume point out that Mecca has always been 
a cosmopolitan city and the nodal point of  global interactions far 
exceeding religious activities.

Together, the chapters in this book depict the Hajj ritual as a living 
tradition. Each with its own focus, the various contributions testify 
to the fact that, while the rites that make up the Hajj were formulated 
and recorded in normative texts in early Islam, details in the actual 
performance and interpretations of  these rites are by no means 
static, but rather have evolved over time in tandem with changing 
socio-political circumstances.
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The hajj and PoliTics in conTemPorary Turkey 
and indonesia

Robert R. Bianchi

The explosive growth of the modern Hajj is one of the most dramatic events 
in world religion and human migration. The Hajj is a distinctively Islamic 
contribution to globalisation with far-reaching political ramifications throughout 
the Muslim world and the wider international system. The annual congress in 
Mecca renews Muslims’ awareness of a common destiny and strengthens their 
desire to refashion global politics into a more inclusive and multipolar order 
with a greater voice not only for Islam, but for all non-Western civilisations 
(Bianchi 2004).

Turkey and Indonesia are vivid examples of powerful Muslim societies that 
have helped to transform the Hajj and that, in turn, have been deeply affected 
by political disputes over pilgrimage policy. Turkey and Indonesia have been 
among the most prominent and innovative nations helping to make today’s 
Hajj a potent fusion of faith and power. Their leadership extends far beyond 
pioneering techniques in pilgrimage management to include new forms of 
Islamic capitalism, multiparty democracy, and independent diplomacy toward 
the great powers, particularly in bargaining with the United States, China, and 
the European Union (Bianchi 2013). The Hajj has become a pivotal and highly 
controversial feature of day-to-day political life in both Turkey and Indonesia, 
where lingering divisions between the secular and the religious and vigorous 
press freedoms encourage constant criticism of all efforts to expand the role of 
Islam in public life, including pilgrimage affairs. State sponsorship of the Hajj 
generates a steady stream of scandals, subsidies, services, contracts, investments, 
and patronage that spark countless battles in the media and the legislatures. 
In every aspect of pilgrimage affairs, the business and political stakes are 
astronomical, and the emotional effects on believers are incalculable.

Much of the pressure on politicians and state officials stems from a 
fundamental mismatch between the soaring demand for Hajj travel and the rigid 
cap that Saudi Arabia places on pilgrimage quotas worldwide. Over the last two 
decades, per capita rates of Hajj participation in Turkey and Indonesia have 
actually declined because minor adjustments in the quotas have lagged behind 
population growth (Direktorat Jenderal 2008, 2010; Tūrkiye İstatistik Kurumu 
2012). Some of the excess demand can be relieved by encouraging people to 
perform an Umra (a short visit to Mecca at any time of the year) instead of a 
Hajj, but everyone understands that there are no substitutes for the Hajj—not 
in God’s eyes, and certainly not in terms of community respect and social status. 
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Hence, the competition for Hajj visas intensifies year after year, stoking endless 
requests for special treatment and bending the rules.

In this environment, the incentives for cronyism, favouritism, and 
discrimination become irresistible. All too often, the sanctity of the Hajj is 
overpowered by the lure of profit as politicians and entrepreneurs try to exploit 
the passions of ordinary people who must wait for years to obtain a pilgrimage 
spot and who fear that a lifetime of savings and dreams will go for naught. 
Hajj-related problems are putting alarming pressures on Turkish and Indonesian 
democracies at a time when they are already struggling to overcome militaristic 
legacies, partisan factionalism, and profound social inequalities. How do political 
and governmental leaders in Turkey and Indonesia cope with—and succumb 
to—these pressures? Can we identify particular strengths and weaknesses in their 
democratic institutions that help to explain why their efforts succeed or fail?

The Hajj and Multiparty Democracy

Democratic politics are more rigid in Turkey and more fluid in Indonesia. 
Turkish parties are well established and tightly ordered around a dominant 
majority party and a handful of weaker rivals. In Indonesia, all of the parties are 
weak and still searching for reliable constituencies. Competition for votes and 
resources is fierce at the national, provincial, and local levels.

Moreover, Muslim voters in Turkey have a clear-cut choice between religious 
and secular parties, whereas Indonesians must make uncertain trade-offs between 
so-called secular parties that endorse state-supported religious activities and at 
least a half-dozen self-declared Islamic groups with overlapping programmes and 
candidates. In Turkey, the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi; AKP) is the unrivalled successor to a long series of popular right-of-
centre parties that have captured the lion’s share of support from religious voters 
for nearly 70 years. Like its predecessors, the AKP can claim full credit for the 
steady expansion of state-subsidised religious services into every corner of the 
country.

In contrast, most Indonesian parties espouse a vague blend of secular and 
Islamic slogans that endorse state funding for the Hajj and religious schools 
while deliberately blurring their positions on more controversial issues, such as 
the scope of Islamic law and the treatment of non-Muslims. Because the ruling 
parties—first Golkar (the former government party established by Suharto) 
and then the Democratic Party—have sponsored the Hajj in grand style, it is 
difficult for any of the Islamic factions to portray Indonesia’s pilgrimage boom 
as their achievement or to argue that they could deliver better religious services 
if they were in power.

These fundamental differences in political party systems—Turkey’s single 
dominant Islamic party versus Indonesia’s shifting collection of weak factions 
with ambiguous religious views—help to explain why the Turkish and Indonesian 
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Hajj patterns have developed so differently over the last 50 years. For example, 
the regional distribution of Hajj participation has moved in opposite directions 
in the two countries. The geographic picture in Turkey has remained remarkably 
stable. The pattern under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s rule is nearly identical to the 
trends that emerged under his elected predecessors. Meanwhile, democratic 
reform in Indonesia has turned the alignments of the Suharto era upside down 
(figures 1 and 2).

Article Robert R. Bianchi: Table and figures  
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Figure 1: Turkey Hajj rates, 2009–2012 & 1979–1993. Standard scores* for 67 provinces. 

 

Source: Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu (Turkish Statistical Institute) (2012), Kültür İstatistikleri 
(Cultural Statistics). Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu: 187; R. Bianchi (2004), 
Guests of God: Pilgrimage and Politics in the Islamic World. New York Oxford University Press: 
287-289. 
 
Notes: *Standard scores facilitate comparison across data sets that have different averages and 
statistical distributions. They allow us to gauge the relative degree to which Hajj rates in each 
province stand out from the rest of the population at different time points. For example, 
Kütahya had the highest Hajj rate in 1979–1993 and in 2009–2012, whereas Tunceli had the 
lowest Hajj rate in both periods. In contrast, Hajj rates in Istanbul and Bingöl changed markedly 
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Figure 1: Turkey Hajj rates, 2009–2012 & 1979–1993. Standard scores* for 67 provinces.

Source: Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu (Turkish Statistical Institute) (2012), Kültür İstatistikleri 
(Cultural Statistics). Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu: 187; R. Bianchi 
(2004), Guests of God: Pilgrimage and Politics in the Islamic World. New York Oxford 
University Press: 287-289.

Notes: *Standard scores facilitate comparison across data sets that have different averages 
and statistical distributions. They allow us to gauge the relative degree to which Hajj rates in 
each province stand out from the rest of the population at different time points. For example, 
Kütahya had the highest Hajj rate in 1979–1993 and in 2009–2012, whereas Tunceli had 
the lowest Hajj rate in both periods. In contrast, Hajj rates in Istanbul and Bingöl changed 
markedly during the same years. Istanbul’s rate moved from below average to above average, 
while Bingöl’s rate moved in the opposite direction. In Turkey as a whole, the strong 
correspondence between the relative rankings of provincial Hajj rates in the two periods 
indicates considerable stability in the regional distribution of pilgrimage participation.
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Turkey’s Hajj belt remains firmly anchored in the Central Anatolian 
heartland. The main axis runs between Konya and Ankara, extending broadly 
into adjacent provinces in Western Anatolia and all along the Black Sea coast 
to the north. The areas of weakest Hajj participation—the border provinces of 
European Turkey, the long southern coastline of the Aegean and Mediterranean 
from Izmir to İskenderun, and the Kurdish districts in the far southeast—also 
remain unchanged (table 1).

Moreover, the social and political bases of Turkish Hajj participation are also 
extremely stable. Hajj participation rates are highest in provincial capitals and 
towns with intermediate levels of urbanisation and economic development and 
lower in wealthier metropolises and poorer villages. Rates are lowest in nearly 

 2 

<<fig. 2>> 

Figure 2: Indonesia Hajj rates, 2007–2013 & 1974–1996. Standard scores for 26 provinces. 

 

 
Source: Direktorat Jenderal Penyelenggaraaan Haji dan Umrah (2010), Haji dalam angka (The 
Hajj in numbers). Jakarta: Kementerian Agama RI: 24-32; R. Bianchi (2004), Guests of God: 
Pilgrimage and Politics in the Islamic World. New York: Oxford University Press: 292-293. 
 
Notes: In contrast to the stable distribution of provincial Hajj rates in Turkey, the relative 
positions of Indonesia’s provinces shifted dramatically between the periods of 1974–1996 and 
2007–2013. Jakarta and East Kalimantan suffered the most precipitous declines, whereas 
Maluku and East Nusa Tenggara experienced the strongest improvements. Most of rural Java 
and Sumatra moved from very low positions to above-average positions. 
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Figure 2: Indonesia Hajj rates, 2007–2013 & 1974–1996. Standard scores for 26 provinces.

Source: Direktorat Jenderal Penyelenggaraaan Haji dan Umrah (2010), Haji dalam angka (The 
Hajj in numbers). Jakarta: Kementerian Agama RI: 24-32; R. Bianchi (2004), Guests of God: 
Pilgrimage and Politics in the Islamic World. New York: Oxford University Press: 292-293.

Notes: In contrast to the stable distribution of provincial Hajj rates in Turkey, the relative 
positions of Indonesia’s provinces shifted dramatically between the periods of 1974–1996 
and 2007–2013. Jakarta and East Kalimantan suffered the most precipitous declines, whereas 
Maluku and East Nusa Tenggara experienced the strongest improvements. Most of rural Java 
and Sumatra moved from very low positions to above-average positions.
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all of the border districts where non-Turkish languages and ethnicities are most 
prevalent. Hajj participation also tracks the distribution of state-sponsored 
religious services, such as Qur’an courses, mosque building, and Islamic schools 
(table 2).

Today, as in the days of Süleyman Demirel and Turgut Özal, the strongest 
predictor of pilgrimage is the degree of voter support for the dominant religious 
party. In other words, it is not economics or culture that best predicts Hajj 
participation, but politics (figure 3).

Erdoğan has preserved and expanded the solid network of interlocking 
alliances—ties between the dominant party, the religious bureaucracy, the 
provincial middle class, and a vast array of local voluntary associations—that 
he inherited from previous politicians. Despite Turkey’s turbulent history of 
military coups and unstable coalition governments, the pious middle classes 
of the provincial towns have steadily strengthened their organisational and 
electoral power. The growth and stability of the Hajj is a stunning example and 
by-product of their success.

High Hajj regions Average Hajj 
regions

Low Hajj regions

Region Central West Black 
Sea

East 
Mixed

Istanbul-
Kocaeli

East 
Kurdish

Europe- 
Coasts

Turkey

No. of provinces 15 14 14 12 2 13 11 81

Hajj rates 2009–2012 1,580 1,532 1,292 1,166 1,051 915 712 1,156

Population 
(thousands)

12,756 10,416 6,535 6,163 15,489 8,931 15,333 75,627

Population density 
(per sq. km.) 2010

63 77 85 54 1,732 69 138 97

Income per capita 
2010 ($US)

10,590 13,112 10,361 9,873 18,294 7,492 12,427 12,443

AKP votes per cent 
2011

57.66 50.37 59.12 61.98 49.74 44.18 36.74 49.83

Kurdish population 
per cent 1965

2.15 0.06 0.08 10.51 0.11 53.94 0.32 7.70

Qur’an course 
students per capita 
2011

6,124 4,032 6,915 4,206 3,063 2,444 2,710 3,995

Qur’an course 
graduates per capita 
2011

4,157 2,842 4,437 2,578 2,157 1,614 1,923 2,705

Religious employees 
per capita 2011

1,252 1,295 2,385 1,315 272 1,246 744 1,093

Mosques per capita 
2011

1,787 1,662 1,451 1,212 1,272 897 1,274 1,286

Table 1: Turkey national and regional averages of Hajj rates and other variables.

Source: Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu (Turkish Statistical Institute) (2012), Kültür İstatistikleri 
(Cultural Statistics). Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu: 180-197; Türkiye 
İstatistik Kurumu (2012), Türkiye İstatistik Yıllığı (Turkey’s Statistical Yearbook). Ankara: 
T.C. Başbakanlık Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu.
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Total hajjis
N=81/80

with/without Istanbul

Female
per cent
N=81/80

with/without Istanbul

Socioeconomic characteristics

Income per capita ($US) .1869 .2808

Population density -.0950/-.1957 .1479/.2988

Urbanisation scale .0282 .4490

Linguistic-cultural factors

Turkish .3939 .5888

Kurdish -.3832 -.6389

Arabic -.2862 -.0739

Pomak, Bosnian, and Albanian -.2015 .1833

Religious services 

Qur’an course completion .5913 .3011

Qur’an course enrolment .5485 .2188

Religious Affairs** employees .4552 -.0891

Mosques .3163 -.2084

Political party support

Justice & Development Party .6722 .2863

Others .4571 .0588

Independent (Kurdish) -.4302 -.6190

National Action Party .3026 .4270

Republican People’s Party -.2739 .3339

Table 2: Correlates of Hajj participation in Turkey, 2009–2012. Pearson’s r*

Source: Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu (various years), Türkiye İstatistik Yıllığı (Turkey’s 
Statistical Yearbook). Ankara: T.C. Başbakanlık Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu.

Notes: * The correlation coefficient is a measure of the degree to which two variables’ 
movements are associated statistically, but not necessarily causally. The Pearson product-
moment coefficient ranges in value from a minimum of -1.000 (signifying a perfect negative 
relationship) to a maximum of 1.000 (signifying a perfect positive relationship). A coefficient 
of 0.000 indicates no statistical relationship. N signifies the number of cases in the calculation. 
For more complete descriptions and illustrations, see R. M. Sirkin (2005), Statistics for the 
Social Sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

** The Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs is the government agency that supervises the 
Hajj as well as religious education, mosques, and Qur’an courses.
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In Indonesia, on the other hand, Hajj participation has fluctuated 
dramatically because of the rise of democracy, the spread of decentralisation, 
and the uneven impact of global economic crises. Many areas that had thriving 
Hajj participation under Suharto have suffered in the reform era. This is 
particularly the case in the financial and industrial centres of Jakarta and West 
Java, but also in the timber and mining regions of Sulawesi and Kalimantan. 
Conversely, many provinces that were underrepresented in previous Hajj activity 
have surged ahead of the national averages. The most striking examples are in 
the populous Javanese heartlands of Central Java, Yogyakarta, and East Java, 
where Hajj rates in rural districts and smaller towns have surpassed those in big 
cities. In addition to these traditionally rice-growing areas, the plantation and 
cash-crop communities of Sumatra have enjoyed sharp upturns in pilgrimage. 
Decentralisation has boosted Hajj participation also in Eastern Indonesia, where 
districts in North Maluku, Maluku, Papua, and West Papua now boast some of 
the highest rates in the country.

The correlates of Indonesia’s Hajj have shifted profoundly since the advent of 
democracy (tables 3 and 4).

 7 

<<Fig. 3>> 

Figure 3: Turkey Hajj rates, 2009–2011, & AKP vote, 2011 (r = .6604) 
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Figure 3: Turkey Hajj rates, 2009–2011, & AKP vote, 2011 (r = .6604)

Source: T.C. Yüksek Seçim Kurulu (Turkey Supreme Electoral Commission) (2011), XXIV.
Dönem Milletvekili Genel Seçimi Sandık Sonuçları (Results of the 24th Parliamentary 
Election). https://sonuc.ysk.gov.tr/module/sonuc.jsf
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Under Suharto, economic development was the strongest predictor of 
pilgrimage, but today Hajj rates in richer and poorer provinces are far more-
evenly balanced. Before democracy, the relative proportions of Muslim and 

Sumatra Java Jakarta Kalimantan Sulawesi Nusa-
Bali

Papua-
Maluku

Indonesia

Hajj variables

Hajj rate 2007–2013 881 889 833 871 928 986 1,216 893

Hajj rate 2013 918 923 864 912 975 1,094 1,551 934

Application rate 2013 10,564 10,687 9,545 12,685 13,688 13,391 12,537 11,017

Social economic 
variables

Income per capita 2011 
($US)

2,247 1,564 8,186 4,280 1,173 963 1,790 3,223

Population density 105 929 14,470 23 92 179 12 120

Muslim per cent 87.12 96.41 85.36 78.54 80.88 40.42 37.13 87.18

Presidential election 
2009

Yudhoyono 68.83 60.40 70.36 55.24 41.32 57.66 64.27 60.78

Kala 7.83 8.85 9.22 13.14 49.58 9.68 23.20 12.40

Megawati 23.34 30.75 20.42 31.62 9.10 32.66 12.54 26.82

Legislative election 
2009

Democratic Party 22.31 21.25 34.70 14.20 16.34 16.83 16.51 20.85

Golkar 15.61 12.58 7.12 15.78 22.83 17.15 20.41 14.45

PDI-P 9.36 16.80 11.32 16.47 7.19 17.67 5.50 14.03

8 Islamic parties* 28.60 31.40 30.38 27.25 25.23 16.55 22.27 28.79

Islamic parties’ votes/
Muslims**

12.58 14.30 15.16 13.79 14.70 17.89 33.01 14.26

Table 3: Indonesia Hajj rates and other variables by region

Source: Badan Pusat Istatistik (Central Bureau of Statistics), Sensus Penduduk 2010 (2010 Population 
Census) Penduduk Menurut Wilayah dan Agama yang Dianut (Population by Region and Religion 
Embraced) http://sp2010.bps.go.id; Media Center Komisi Pemilihan (Election Commission Media Center) 
(2009), Hasil Rekapitulasi Perolehan Suara Pasangan Calon Presiden dan Wakil Presiden Dalam Pemilihan 
Umum Tahun 2009 (Results of Votes Received by Candidates for President and Vice-President in the 2009 
General Elections) http://mediacenter.kpu.go.id/hasil-pemilu-2009/810-rekapitulasi-nasional-perolehan-
suara-pilpres-2009.html; Media Center Komisi Pemilihan (Election Commission Media Center) (2009), 
Hasil Penghitungan Suara Sah Partai Politik Peserta Pemilu Tahun 2009 (Results of Valid Votes for Political 
Parties Participating in the 2009 Legislative Elections) http://mediacenter.kpu.go.id/hasil-pemilu-2009.
html?start=110.

Notes: * The total votes cast for the eight largest Islamic parties.
** The total votes cast for the eight largest Islamic parties as a per cent of the Muslim population.
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non-Muslim populations were unrelated to provincial Hajj participation levels. 
Today, pilgrimage rates are negatively related to Muslim dominance on both the 
provincial and district levels—additional evidence that opportunities to perform 
the Hajj have diffused to previously marginalised districts in the countryside and 
in the islands outside of Java.

The political bases of Indonesia’s Hajj are changing rapidly and often vary 
widely from province to province. In contrast to Turkey, Indonesian pilgrimage 
is tied to support for several parties at the same time. The ruling Democrats, the 
leading Islamic parties, and Golkar all enjoy solid support in districts where Hajj 
participation is high. On the other hand, pilgrimage has strong and consistently 
negative correlations with support for Megawati Sukarnoputri’s PDI-P 
(Indonesian Democratic Party-Struggle). Nonetheless, because party loyalties 
are weak, personalities often count for more than partisan labels. In presidential 
races, for example, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono outperforms his party in high-
Hajj-participating districts; Jusuf Kalla runs slightly behind his local party 
colleagues; Megawati fares even worse than most other PDI-P candidates.

In several pivotal provinces, the manipulation of Hajj and other religious 
services has been a key issue in hotly contested races for governor. Yudhoyono’s 
Democratic Party has tried to split religious voters by playing off rival factions 
within Golkar and the Islamic parties in East Java, North Sumatra, and South 

Indonesia
N=33

Without 
Jakarta-

Papua
N=30

Without
eastern

provinces
N=26

Social economic characteristics

Population density -.1254 -.1499 -.1226

Income per capita -.1591 -.2653 -.3291

Muslim per cent -.3974 -.0653 .0776

Presidential vote 2009

Yudhoyono .1392 -.1099 -.0174

Kala .2107 .3002 .1598

Megawati -.3819 -.2601 -.1697

Legislative elections 2009

Democratic Party -.2473 -.2188 -.0841

Golkar .3858 .1590 .1779

PDI-P -.3420 -.2682 -.2011

Eight Islamic parties -.1731 .0286 .3367

Eight Islamic parties/Muslims .6229 .3217 .4388

Table 4: Indonesia correlates of Hajj participation, 2007–2013. Pearson’s r. 

Source: Ibid.
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Sulawesi (beritajatim.com 2013; Buehler 2007; Gunawan 2012; Hadi 2008; 
Hajramurni 2012). The ruling party knows that sponsoring the world’s largest 
Hajj is rarely enough to pull Muslim voters away from their partisan habits. 
Hence, Democratic Party candidates regularly recruit running mates from 
disgruntled religious factions and openly offer state subsidies to local leaders 
for religious and other services as integral parts of their campaigns. Whether 
the strategy succeeds (as in East Java) or fails (as in North Sumatra and South 
Sulawesi), it illustrates the inherent insecurity that Indonesian politicians feel 
about their religious credentials as well as their need to compensate for that 
insecurity with ad hoc alliances and cash inducements (Simandjuntak 2006; 
Tans 2012).

Reversing Gender Gaps and Eroding Rural-Urban Cleavages

Despite the many inequalities that continue to pervade Turkish and Indonesian 
societies, both countries have made striking progress in using the Hajj to improve 
the position of women and rural citizens. For decades, Indonesia has been in the 
vanguard of the Muslim world in terms of female participation in the Hajj. This 
reality is indicative of women’s prominence in commerce and land owning as 
well as the continuing influence of customary law in many rural areas. As early 
as the 1970s, Indonesia was one of the few countries where women routinely 
comprised the majority of the pilgrimage delegation. In recent years, that trend 
has spread to most provinces and districts in Indonesia (Bianchi 2004).

In Turkey, the growth of female pilgrimage has been even more dramatic. 
During the 1970s, only about 27 per cent of Turkey’s hajjis were women. By 
1995, the ratio rose to 45 per cent. Since 2002, Turkish women have been the 
majority of pilgrims, year in and year out. Today, the vast majority of provinces 
send more women than men on the Hajj. The few exceptions are concentrated 
in the disadvantaged Kurdish region and in some of the more isolated districts 
along the Black Sea (Bianchi 2004; Türkiye İstatistik Kurumu 2012).

Interestingly, women’s role in the pilgrimage is often most prominent where 
overall Hajj rates are relatively low. Female hajjis are particularly common in 
the European provinces and southern coastal regions along the Aegean and 
Mediterranean seas. These are some of the most westernised parts of the country, 
where female education and employment are well above the national average. 
Thirty years ago, these provinces stood apart from the rest of the country in 
sending more women than men to Mecca. By now, however, nearly every other 
region has followed their example (Bianchi 2013).

Women’s rising role in the pilgrimage is not merely an offshoot of general 
advances in gender equality; it is also the conscious goal of public policy in 
the Erdoğan-AKP era. As part of the effort to cope with the soaring number 
of Hajj applicants, the government has launched the ‘Family Hajj’ campaign, 
encouraging married couples to go on pilgrimage together and even to take 
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their children—both daughters and sons—whenever possible. Turkish Hajj 
managers reason that Muslims will be more willing to forego serial pilgrimages 
and illegal travel if they can satisfy the religious duties of the entire family at 
once. Erdoğan pushed the campaign vigorously—even dragooning his cabinet 
officers into bringing their families along on official family-style pilgrimages 
(Albayrak 2006). Aside from its obvious partisan intentions, the campaign has 
helped to boost women’s Hajj participation to an all-time high.

Although the gender balance of Indonesia’s pilgrimage has long included 
more women than men, there are still great disparities between male and female 
Hajj rates in the cities and the countryside. The majority of Indonesian hajjis 
live in the countryside, but their per capita participation lags far behind that 
of city dwellers. Nevertheless, since the fall of Suharto, gaps in pilgrimage 
participation rates between rural and urban Indonesians have narrowed 
substantially throughout the country. East Java and Riau exemplify the wider 
trend quite clearly (figures 4 and 5).
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<<fig. 4>> 

Figure 4: East Java rural and urban Hajj rates, 2004–2013.  

 

 
 

Source: Kantor Wilayah Kementerian Agama Provinsi Jawa Timur (Regional Office of the 
Ministry of Religion East Java Province), Data Keagamaan 2012 (Religious Data 2012) Tabel 
Alokasi Porsi Jamaah Haji Tahun 2004-2010 (Allocation of Hajj Quotas 2004-2010). 
http://jatim1.kemenag.go.id/file/dokumen/alokasihaji.pdf 
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Figure 4: East Java rural and urban Hajj rates, 2004–2013.

Source: Kantor Wilayah Kementerian Agama Provinsi Jawa Timur (Regional Office of the 
Ministry of Religion East Java Province), Data Keagamaan 2012 (Religious Data 2012) Tabel 
Alokasi Porsi Jamaah Haji Tahun 2004-2010 (Allocation of Hajj Quotas 2004-2010).
http://jatim1.kemenag.go.id/file/dokumen/alokasihaji.pdf
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After 2004, Hajj rates in the previously dominant cities declined relative 
to the villages and small towns. Surabaya has made a comeback in the last few 
years, but, elsewhere in East Java, rural rates now equal or surpass the levels of 
urban districts. In Riau, the trend toward rural-urban convergence is similar. In 
the two largest cities, Pekanbaru and Dumai, the Hajj has slumped relative to 
the hinterlands, and inter-district disparities are diminishing steadily. One of 
the sharpest turnarounds occurred in South Sulawesi, where pilgrimage rates of 
the rural districts rose above those in the three major cities (Makassar, Pare-Pare, 
and Palopo) in less than five years (figure 6).

Greater opportunities for rural and small-town pilgrims are the combined 
result of economic windfalls and political design. The global financial crises hit 
the big cities and coastal towns hardest because they are the most dependent on 
foreign trade and investment. In key export centres such as Jakarta, Surabaya, 
Balikpapan, and Samarinda, thousands of intending pilgrims had to postpone 
their travels. The agricultural economies of the interior typically suffered less 
and recovered faster, helping to offset some of their inherent disadvantages in 
disposable income and purchasing power. The democratic logic of majority rule 
gave an even stronger boost to rural fortunes as marginalised regions everywhere 
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Figure 5: Riau rural and urban Hajj rates, 2005–2011. 

 

 
 

Source: Kantor Wilayah Kementerian Agama Provinsi Riau (Regional Office of the Ministry of 
Religion Riau Province), Data Keagamaan 2012 (Religious Data 2012).  
http://riau.kemenag.go.id/file/file/datamenu/mafv1384133405.pdf?t=1228 
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Figure 5: Riau rural and urban Hajj rates, 2005–2011.

Source: Kantor Wilayah Kementerian Agama Provinsi Riau (Regional Office of the Ministry of 
Religion Riau Province), Data Keagamaan 2012 (Religious Data 2012). 
http://riau.kemenag.go.id/file/file/datamenu/mafv1384133405.pdf?t=1228
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<<fig. 6>> 

Figure 6: South Sulawesi Hajj rates 2008–2013. 

 

 
 

Source: Kementerian Agama Provinsi Sulawesi Selatan (Ministry of Religion South Sulawesi 
Province) (2012), Data Keagamaan Kemenag Se-Sulsel (Religious Data Ministry of Religion South 
Sulawesi). http://sulsel.kemenag.go.id/index.php?a=artikel&id=22279&t=1344. 
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clamoured for local autonomy and larger shares of public spending. In one 
province after another, the distribution of Hajj quotas followed the cascading 
demands for the greater dispersion of power and resources. As Hajj managers 
announced that Indonesia’s waiting lists were booked ten to fifteen years in 
advance, pilgrimage opportunities became a prized public good and patronage 
reward. Candidates used the promise of Hajj and Umra travel not only to lure 
voters, but also to bribe election officials in charge of overseeing the balloting 
(Onishi 2010; Tans 2012).

Turkish and Indonesian Contributions to Global Hajj 
Reform

Turkey and Indonesia have led the effort to modernise and globalise the Hajj; 
they will also be indispensable in any plan to reform it in the future. Their most 
important contribution will be counterbalancing the influence of Saudi Arabia 
in pilgrimage affairs as well as in international diplomacy, both in the Islamic 
world and the wider global system. Reforming Hajj management requires 

Figure 6: South Sulawesi Hajj rates 2008–2013.

Source: Kementerian Agama Provinsi Sulawesi Selatan (Ministry of Religion South Sulawesi 
Province) (2012), Data Keagamaan Kemenag Se-Sulsel (Religious Data Ministry of Religion 
South Sulawesi). http://sulsel.kemenag.go.id/index.php?a=artikel&id=22279&t=1344.
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greater internationalisation, or broader participation and power sharing among 
the major countries that send the largest Hajj delegations every year. And further 
internationalisation requires the tempering of Saudi Arabia’s exaggerated claims 
to sovereignty over the Holy Cities and the pilgrimage.

Saudi Arabia is increasingly incapable of building the broad consensus among 
Muslim nations that must undergird any global network of Hajj administration. 
Despite its much-touted oil wealth and its passion for Islamic respectability, the 
Saudi ruling elite remains remarkably out of touch with the outside world. This 
is particularly true with respect to the highly cosmopolitan non-Arab countries 
of Asia and Africa that are more integrated into global capitalism, more advanced 
in democratic politics, more pluralistic in culture, and more open-minded in 
religion.

More and more Muslims in countries such as Turkey and Indonesia—as well 
as in Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, Nigeria, and Senegal—regard Saudi control over 
the Hajj as an anachronism. In recent years, they have led a cascade of criticism 
in official, private, and social media against the Saudis for demolishing historic 
sites in the Holy Cities and systematically mistreating Shi’ite, female, and non-
white pilgrims from every corner of the Islamic world. It is increasingly apparent 
that Saudi Arabia’s idiosyncratic religious views and deeply rooted prejudices 
are ill suited to its responsibilities toward the pluralistic and rapidly changing 
community of global Islam (Bianchi 2014b).

As Saudi Arabia’s standing erodes, Turkey and Indonesia have stronger 
incentives and support for adopting a more assertive role in several diplomatic 
venues including the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, the G-20, and 
the United Nations, particularly after Saudi rulers turned down a golden 
opportunity to join the UN Security Council. In these forums and others, 
Turkish and Indonesian leaders have expressed mounting criticisms of Saudi 
Arabia’s pilgrimage policies and have called for sweeping reforms in global Hajj 
management.

The international regime governing Hajj affairs is based on a delicate balance 
between three conflicting interests: Saudi Arabia’s claims to sovereign control 
over all territories within its national jurisdiction, the customary rights of all 
Muslims to enjoy unfettered access to the Holy Cities so that they can fulfil 
their religious obligations, and the need to preserve Mecca’s fragile environment 
as part of the common heritage of Islam and all mankind. For several years after 
the Islamic Revolution in Iran, Saudi leaders attempted to convince the rest of 
the Muslim world that they were committed to balancing all of these interests. 
Ayatollah Khomeini led a vigorous anti-Saudi campaign to place the Hajj under 
international control, and Riyadh was desperate for support from the largest and 
most powerful Sunni nations to weather the storm. But after Khomeini passed 
away, Iranian pressures subsided and Saudi Arabia gradually turned away from 
its earlier promises to share power in making pilgrimage policy.
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In the last decade, Saudi officials have alienated Muslims in many countries 
with unilateral decisions to demolish scores of historic sites in Mecca and replace 
them with expensive commercial properties that most pilgrims cannot afford. 
Saudi Hajj managers have also adopted several discriminatory practices against 
Shi’ite pilgrims who want to visit historic cemeteries, women whom they (often 
wrongly) suspect of prostitution, black- and yellow-skinned Muslims they profile 
as illegal migrants and carriers of infectious diseases, and poor pilgrims who 
try to sleep in mosques and public areas. Saudi Arabia often raises and lowers 
national Hajj quotas with sudden decisions that seem politically motivated. And 
in 2013, the Saudis angered every Hajj board in the world by imposing a last-
minute quota reduction of 20 per cent despite the fact that most of the excluded 
pilgrims had already paid for their trips.

The growing backlog of grievances over Hajj (mis)management is fuelling a 
worldwide debate about overhauling the entire system. This time, the greatest 
pressures are coming not from Iran, but from the powerful Sunni countries 
that supported Saudi requests for quotas when they wanted to stop Khomeini 
from flooding Mecca with Iranian protestors. Because Turkey and Indonesia are 
thriving democracies with booming economies, they are particularly alarmed 
by the breakdown in Hajj administration and are leading the way in advancing 
reform proposals. Turkish officials recently decided to give priority to elderly 
applicants who might not live long enough to perform the Hajj if they are forced 
to wait in line under the current system. Turkey will suspend its normal Hajj 
lottery for at least one year in order to send a delegation that is mainly composed 
of senior citizens. Thereafter, Turkish officials have pledged that candidates who 
have been waiting since 2007 will be allowed to move to the front of the queue 
(Hürriyet-Daily News 2013).

Indonesian politicians have gone much further. They are demanding that the 
quotas be abolished altogether or that each country be given a quota that matches 
its number of applicants and the amount of cash they will spend in the Holy 
Cities (Abdussalam 2013). Indonesia’s plan would effectively replace population 
size with economic power as the key to allocating pilgrimage opportunity. It is a 
formula that could garner wide support, particularly as South Asian and African 
countries grow their economies and middle classes.

Concluding Remarks

Increasing pressures for Hajj services have elicited paradoxical responses from 
politicians in Turkey and Indonesia. Backlogs in pilgrim waiting lists have 
encouraged corruption, favouritism, and partisan bickering. At the same time, 
however, democratic competition has opened up greater Hajj opportunities for 
traditionally disadvantaged and underserved citizens. particularly female and 
rural voters. In Turkey, a stable and hegemonic party system has promoted 
continuous pilgrimage growth benefiting more-prosperous middle-class groups 
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in the provinces. Meanwhile, in Indonesia, the passage from dictatorship to 
extreme pluralism has turned regional Hajj patterns upside down as village- and 
small-town voters in Java and Sumatra demand greater pilgrimage services to 
redress decades of neglect and deprivation.

Facing mounting criticism from their own citizens because of overburdened 
pilgrimage systems, political and religious leaders in Turkey and Indonesia have 
become energetic advocates of global Hajj reform. Each year, their indictments 
of Saudi practices become more barbed; their proposals for international Hajj 
management more incompatible with Riyadh’s claims of sovereignty. Foreign 
grievances about the Hajj undermine the Saudi royal family’s already waning 
legitimacy and pave the way for still greater opposition to its authority both at 
home and abroad. When Turkish and Indonesian leaders challenge Saudi Arabia’s 
Hajj management, they encourage other ambitious Muslim nations—including 
Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia, Nigeria, Bangladesh, and Senegal—to join in ending the 
Arab oil-rich monarchies’ efforts to dominate Islamic affairs around the globe. 
Their challenge includes not just control of the pilgrimage but also control of 
the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (the so-called United Nations of the 
Muslim world) as well as the burgeoning transnational investment networks of 
Islamic finance.
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