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Abstract 

 

In contemporary Indonesia there is a moral panic about the behaviour of 

young people. This moral panic identifies the issue as one of pergaulan 

bebas (literally, free socialising). Pergaulan bebas is also the issue of 

greatest concern to Indonesian youth. It can be defined as social 

interactions and behaviours deemed ‘outside of the norms of society’ or 

‘free of rules’. Pergaulan bebas is a negative, condemnatory discourse, 

used to express disapproval of a range of behaviours carried out by young 

people. Behaviours considered pergaulan bebas include premarital sex, 

alcohol and drug consumption, clubbing, consumption of pornography 

and cybersex, smoking, going out at night and gang fighting. Since many of 

these behaviours, in particular premarital sex, alcohol use, smoking and 

going out at night, are condoned for male youth, the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas settles most heavily on young women. This discourse 

reinforces existing socio-sexual and spatial taboos for female bodies in new 

and arguably sinister ways. This is particularly so in the context of 

dramatic global technological and market changes. As a social discourse 

played out on ever-younger gendered, sexed bodies, the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas requires negotiation by youth, whether or not they 

practise the behaviours implied in pergaulan bebas, for all youth are 

constructed as ‘at risk’.  

 

Since the demise of the New Order in 1998, the Indonesian nation-state 

has been experiencing an existential crisis. The crisis represents conflict, 

contestation and redefinition of the notion of Indonesian culture. Youth 
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are at the centre of this conflict, as market liberalisation and Islamisation 

have brought about rapid socio-cultural change and a heightened sense of 

moral panic.  

 

In Java, where the social principle of rukun (social harmony) underpins 

social interactions, rukun – at the level of the nation and in its nucleus, the 

family – is perceived as under threat by youth who engage in pergaulan 

bebas. This dissertation deconstructs the binary that privileges 

prescriptive, idealised, gendered social norms for youthful bodies, over 

those practices considered to breach them. It demonstrates the 

contestation of the hegemony of this binary in mainstream youth pop 

cultural forms and social worlds. It is set in the city of Yogyakarta, amidst 

public debate over recently introduced anti-pornography laws and a 

yearning among youth to experience the possibilities that a cosmopolitan 

lifestyle offers in the twenty-first century.  

 

This dissertation contributes to our understandings of contemporary 

Indonesian youth culture, gender and sexuality. The cultural construction 

of gendered desire is the focus here. As a key site for communicating and 

defining what is desirable, mass media are pivotal to the ongoing 

construction of masculinities, femininities and codes of sexual conduct for 

young Indonesians. Through presentation of a bricolage of mainstream 

youth popular cultural forms, including music, advertising, film and youth 

events, I examine the discourses of gendered desire in mainstream media 

targeting a youth audience. Increasingly, advertisements and product 

sponsored events seduce young people through images of an idealised 
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Western middle-class, sexually expressive femininity and a carefree 

masculinity. Through film, these ideals are often shown to be unrealistic 

and undesirable. In commercial mainstream media, liberal discourses of 

sexuality and the shift towards new sexual cultures and identities are 

ubiquitous. My aim is to disentangle some of the privileged and emergent 

discourses of gendered desire that permeate these media, and to explore 

how these discourses are negotiated in practice by youth in Yogyakarta.  
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Chapter 1 – Framing an ethnography of gendered 
youth culture in Indonesia 

 

We must not expect the discourses on sex to tell us, above all, what strategy 
they derive from, or what moral divisions they accompany, or what ideology – 
dominant or dominated – they represent; rather we must question them on 
the two levels of their tactical productivity (what reciprocal effects of power 
and knowledge they ensure) and their strategical integration (what 
conjunction and what force relationship make their utilization necessary in a 
given episode of the various confrontations that occur).1

 
 

Ideas about proper behaviour for women are always intimately attached to 
political agendas and to notions of social control and order. […] But it remains 
to be seen whether the world of public intimacy that the regime created will 
disintegrate as well or continue into the future as a legacy of the New Order.2

 
 

The discourse of pergaulan bebas represents an attempt to demarcate the 

boundaries of social, sexual, gendered and moral acceptability in 

Indonesia. It names a moral panic unique to Indonesia, and provides the 

lens through which I examine the factors shaping youth desires, genders 

and sexualities in the post-New Order reformasi period. This is a period of 

market and media liberalisation and increasing Islamisation. The 

discourse of pergaulan bebas – literally ‘free social interactions’ – 

condemns a range of behaviours and speaks specifically of the non-

normative or deviant behaviours of youth. Although many of the 

behaviours associated with the discourse of pergaulan bebas are 

considered bebas (free, without limits), these behaviours and socio-sexual 

relations are neither ‘free’ of consequences nor of constraints. 

 

In Indonesia, the legacy of over 30 years of a rigidly gendered patriarchal 

New Order regime (1966-1998) is a period of sex role ‘ambivalence’. This 

ambivalence among the parent generation, in public and religious 

discourse, and even among youth themselves, signals the entrenchment of 

sexual conservatism through state and religious discourses on the one 

                                                   
1 Foucault, Michel, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction (Middlesex: Penguin, 
1978). p. 102. 
2 Brenner, Suzanne, "On the public intimacy of the New Order: Images of women in 
popular Indonesian print media," Indonesia 67 (1999). p. 37. 
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hand, and liberal sexual experimentation spurred on by glocal/ising media 

and market driven consumer culture on the other. The ways in which 

Indonesian youth are positioned and subjectivated by these changes, and 

to a lesser extent, the ways in which they subjectively negotiate them, are 

my principle concerns.  

 

The dominant, albeit negative, discourse of pergaulan bebas represents 

the attempt to stigmatise the pre-marital socio-sexual practices of youth, 

particularly female youth. Not an entirely new discourse, ‘shifting 

strategies of control’ are evident in the power and pervasiveness of the 

discourse since the fall of Suharto in 1998.3

 

 These ‘shifting strategies of 

control’ are in response to a period of rapid change characterised by social, 

political, economic and geographical instabilities and insecurities, both 

within Indonesia and internationally.  

Pergaulan bebas is a ‘slow burning moral panic’.4 Since the early days of 

this moral panic in Indonesia, there has been a general consensus that the 

range of behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas are negatively 

associated with an imported Western culture of immorality, which 

includes pre-marital or ‘free sex’ (seks bebas).5

                                                   
3 Blackwood, Evelyn, "Regulation of sexuality in Indonesian discourse: Normative gender, 
criminal law and shifting strategies of control," Culture, Health and Sexuality 9, no. 3 
(2007). p. 17. 

 This perception has been 

reinforced predominantly through imported and local media. It is based on 

the view that the cross-cultural transmission of ideas and information 

through person to person interactions, film, the internet, new technologies 

and new media, in tandem with unbridled multinational marketing, is 

precipitating rapid socio-cultural change among those most open to 

4 Farrer, James, Opening Up: Youth Sex Culture and Market Reform in Shanghai 
(Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 2002).p. 17. I borrow this phrase from 
Farrer’s description of the changes in youth sexual cultures brought about through 
China’s ‘opening up’ in the state project of building the modern Chinese nation. 
5 Bennett, Linda R., "Dialectics of desire and danger: Maidenhood, sexuality and 
modernity in Mataram, Eastern Indonesia" (PhD Thesis, University of Queensland, 
2002). p. 113. Bennett notes that ‘all deviant sexualities are lumped together in state and 
popular discourse under the umbrella term seks bebas’. She adds that young females in 
Mataram (Lombok), influenced by their viewing of American television products like 
Melrose Place, asked her if Australians also ‘habitually performed sex in public places and 
on our office desks’. p. 109. 
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change, the younger generation. This dissertation is therefore both an 

exploration of the gendering of desire in mainstream Indonesian popular 

youth culture and of how youth subjectively negotiate their gendered 

desires. 

 

The widely held view that the practice of pergaulan bebas in Indonesian 

society is the result of the unfiltered adoption of Western or American 

culture is inherently problematic, not least, in its homogenous and 

uncritical construction of ‘the West’. This dissertation notes that the 

customary assumption that pergaulan bebas values and behaviours are 

borrowed from ‘Western’ sexual norms and morality by the younger 

generations acts to obscure the processes of local appropriation and 

hybridisation of ‘global’-ising ideas, media, cultures, identities and 

subjectivities. It argues that the so-called ‘free’ relations of pergaulan 

bebas instead represent the pursuit, negotiation and expression of desire 

among a web of local, regional, national and international discourses and 

imagined possibilities.  

 

The Indonesian keywords, pergaulan bebas, frame this study. The two 

words – pergaulan and bebas – represent what Raymond Williams refers 

to as an ‘habitual grouping’ of words in Indonesian social history.6

 

 Within 

this ‘habitual grouping’ are the normative term for social interactions – 

pergaulan – and the qualifying term, what Derrida refers to as the 

supplement – bebas – through which normative pergaulan are marked by 

a negative evaluative judgment and considered deviant.  

Within healthy societies, deviance has an important function. It defines the 

boundaries of consensus for normal behaviour within a given society while 

at the same time deviant behaviours push the boundaries of consensus and 

lead to shifts in normative standards, and, eventually, to social change. 

Deviant behaviours are defined differently in the various collective units of 

                                                   
6 Williams, Raymond, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, [1976] 1985). p. 15. 
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a society, from the smallest unit of the family to the larger nation or 

culture.7

 

 The boundaries of consensus within these social units are always 

subject to change. Distinctions between normative social interactions – 

pergaulan – and non-normative – pergaulan bebas – are similarly subject 

to change. As Indonesian populations gradually and unevenly integrate 

into the global system of capital and commodities, the range of behaviours 

connoted by the term pergaulan bebas invariably broadens.  

Before proceeding, I ask the reader to bear with me as I necessarily use 

broad brush strokes to provide a brief review of the key concepts of this 

ethnographic exploration of youth. My goal is an ambitious one: to bring 

together questions of desire, gender, sexuality, class, subjectivity, the flow 

of global capital, the neo-liberal pluralisation of society, the economy and 

the media into one study. Such breadth has meant that I have had to be 

selective in what to include and what to leave for future research. I hope 

that the inclusions do justice to the complexities shaping youth 

subjectivities in Yogyakarta at the dawn of the twenty-first century. 

 

Through (re)presentation of the symbolic in a bricolage of youth popular 

cultural forms, which include music, film, advertisements and youth 

events, my aim is to disentangle some of what Williams has termed 

‘dominant’, ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’8

 

 discourses of desire that permeate 

these cultural forms and to explore how these discourses are negotiated by 

youth in practice. This thesis contributes to our understandings of 

contemporary Indonesian youth cultures, gender and sexuality in the city 

of Yogyakarta, by looking at the narratives of desire that shape them. The 

cultural construction of gendered desire through mainstream pop culture 

media and its embodied subjective negotiation by youth are the focus here.  

                                                   
7 Erikson, Kai T., "On the sociology of deviance," in Deviance across cultures (New York & 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). p. 8.  
8 Williams, Raymond, Marxism and Literature, Marxist Introductions Series (London & 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1977). Ch. 8. pp. 121-127.  
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My approach also incorporates a modified grounded theory methodology 

through which I sought concepts for analysis from survey9 responses, 

interviews, focus groups and the youth cultural forms found in the field. As 

Glaser and Strauss propose, ‘grounded theory is derived from data and 

then illustrated by characteristic examples from data’.10

 

 The decision to 

use a modified grounded theory approach was based on my preference for 

interdisciplinarity, limited neither by the theoretical approaches of past 

research on youth (or their conclusions) nor by a preconceived theoretical 

approach to gender and sexuality in Indonesia. A modified grounded 

theory approach may turn up some new theoretical insights, particularly in 

the context of the enormous changes in Indonesia in the past decade. 

Further, my approach to the writing incorporates Jacques Derrida’s 

method of deconstruction (explained further in chapter 2) and his view 

that all discourse is bricolage as it involves ‘borrowing one’s concepts from 

the text of a heritage that is more or less coherent or ruined’.11

 

  

The key concepts that frame this ethnography are postmodernity, 

modernity, tradition, desire, youth, gender and class. These have evolved 

across disciplines such as psychoanalysis, philosophy, anthropology, 

history, sociology, and cultural studies. Through their respective uses in 

these disciplines they have taken on ‘not only an intellectual but an 

historical shape’.12

 

 Indeed, they shape the lexicon of western scholarship. 

 

 

                                                   
9 The survey is presented in Appendix 1 following the Conclusions chapter. 

10 Glaser, Barney G. and Strauss, Anselm L., The Discovery of Grounded Theory: 
Strategies for Qualitative Research (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1999 [1967]). p.5. 
Grounded theory was formulated by Glaser and Strauss in the mid 1960s at a time when 
subjectivity was creeping into sociological research and discrediting its scientific basis. 
11 Derrida, Jacques, "Structure, sign and play in the human sciences," in The Structuralist 
Controversy: The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man, ed. R. Macksey and 
E. Donato (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2007 [1972]). p. 255. 
12 Williams, Keywords. p. 13. 
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Modernity, postmodernity, tradition 

 

Modernity and tradition are mutually constitutive, and represent everyday 

concepts central to the discussion of Indonesian cultures. This study 

considers the construction of these terms in mainstream popular culture 

and society in the context of the historical period of postmodernity. 

Postmodernity suggests both a break with modernity and a critique of the 

assumptions of the Enlightenment period, particularly the assumption of 

an all-knowing, unified, sovereign subject. 

 

Frederic Jameson has described postmodernity as ‘the cultural logic of 

“late” capitalism’.13 The term late capitalism distinguishes the ‘world 

capitalist system’, ‘global’, ‘multinational’, and ‘postindustrial’ from ‘the 

older imperialism’ of colonial rivals.14 According to Jameson, the concept 

of postmodernism is a ‘periodizing concept whose function is to correlate 

the emergence of new formal features in culture with the emergence of a 

new type of social life and a new economic order’.15 For Jameson, 

postmodernism is characterised by a ‘depthlessness’,16 or ‘flatness’, ‘a new 

kind of superficiality’ in which ‘“culture” has become a product in its own 

right’.17

 

 

For philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard, postmodernity is ‘a period of 

slackening’,18 and postmodernism an ‘incredulity towards 

metanarratives’.19

                                                   
13 Jameson, Fredric, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London 
& New York: Verso, 1991). 

 Indeed, Lyotard asks ‘[w]here, after the metanarratives, 

can legitimacy reside?’ In the excerpt below, Lyotard explores the shifting 

aesthetics of postmodern contemporary experience, expressing a 

14 Ibid., p. xix. 
15 Ibid., pp. 193-194. 
16 Ibid., p. 6. 
17 Ibid., p. x. 
18 Lyotard, Jean-Francois, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. 
Geoff Bennington and Brian Massum (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1986). 
p. 71. 
19 Ibid., p. xxiv. 
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sentiment similar to Jameson’s above, that ‘“culture” has become a 

product in its own right’. 

 

Eclecticism is the degree zero of contemporary general culture: one listens 
to reggae, watches a western, eats McDonald’s food for lunch and local 
cuisine for dinner, wears Paris perfume in Tokyo and “retro” clothes in 
Hong Kong; knowledge is a matter for TV games. It is easy to find a public 
for eclectic works. By becoming kitsch, art panders to the confusion which 
reigns in the “taste” of the patrons. Artists, gallery owners, critics, and 
public wallow together in the “anything goes,” and the epoch is one of 
slackening. But this realism of the “anything goes” is in fact that of money; 
in the absence of aesthetic criteria, it remains possible and useful to assess 
the value of works of art according to the profits they yield. Such realism 
accommodates all tendencies, just as capital accommodates all “needs,” 
providing that the tendencies and needs have purchasing power. As for 
taste, there is no need to be delicate when one speculates or entertains 
oneself.20

 
 

In incorporating postmodernist theoretical perspectives in the analysis of 

contemporary society and subjectivity here, I acknowledge the concerns of 

anthropologists, sociologists, historians and feminists who argue that post-

isms (poststructuralist textual analysis and postmodernist critique) are 

anti-humanist. Anthropologist Sherry Ortner, for example, has argued that 

the agency and subjectivity of the ‘intentional subject’ are languishing in 

such analyses. Ortner’s critique is that these theories and methods view the 

subject, actor or agent as ‘an ideological effect, a discursively constructed 

position that cannot recognise its own constructedness’.21

 

 

Engaging debates on the usefulness of postmodernist analysis, Jameson 

points out that:  

 

[t]he various positions that can logically be taken on it, whatever terms 
they are couched in, can always be shown to articulate visions of history in 
which the evaluation of the social moment in which we live today is the 
object of an essentially political affirmation or repudiation.22

                                                   
20 Ibid., p. 76. 

  

21 Ortner, Sherry B., "Making gender: Towards a feminist, minority, postcolonial, 
subaltern, etc., theory of practice," in Making Gender: The Politics and Erotics of 
Culture, ed. Sherry B. Ortner (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997). p. 7. 
22 Jameson, Postmodernism. p. 55. 
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In her later work, ‘Subjectivity and Cultural Critique’, Ortner historicises 

theories of the modern/postmodern subject. She argues for ‘the 

importance of a robust anthropology of subjectivity’, one that emphasises 

‘the complexities of consciousness even in the face of the most dominant 

cultural formations’.23

 

 Following Williams and later Ortner, it is through 

subjectivity that we can explore the countercurrents, other ways of 

engaging cultural formations as an expression of a self-reflexive agency.  

For the reasons Ortner outlines, and also perhaps due to the view that 

post-isms are seen as Western theories, considered to be of dubious 

applicability in non-Western contexts, as overly theoretical (as in 

postmodern theory) or too text-based (as in poststructuralism, semiotics 

analysis and deconstruction). Postmodernist and poststructuralist 

analyses are often deemed removed from the practices of everyday life. 

With a few exceptions, in recent scholarship on Indonesia there has been a 

tendency to avoid the use of post-isms other than the postcolonialism of 

historical analyses. Even among Western-based researchers of Indonesia 

there is a tendency to reproduce the dominant narrative of ‘modernity’ that 

emerges from within Indonesia.  

 

The dominant narrative of modernity in Indonesia links the processes of 

modernisation (ie. the rise of the commodity, development of capital, 

extended education, industrialisation, urbanisation and the growth of the 

middle classes) to those of the period of modernity, in which tremendous 

social change has taken place, both as a precursor to and consequence of 

modernisation. As in many other non-Western countries, modernity is 

characterised as a transition from feudal, agrarian societies to urban 

industrial societies. Nation-states are the only valid political entity in 

modernity. 

 

                                                   
23 Ortner, Sherry B., "Subjectivity and cultural critique," Anthopological Theory 5, no. 1 
(2005). p. 46. 
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Indonesian historian Hilmar Farid explains the rhetoric of modernisation 

theory in postcolonial Indonesia: 

 
The modernization theory thus emerged, not as one of several theories 
available to understand society, but as the one and only theory […]. The 
dream of a modern, rational and advanced Indonesia achieved through a 
market economy, combined with “bad” memories, implanted by New 
Order rulers, of a chaotic past rife with the danger of political radicalism, 
slowly nurtured a real belief in this “theory”.24

 
 

Modernisation theory is hegemonic today in Indonesia. In the processes of 

modernisation and development, notions of tradition and modernity are 

seen as in conflict; co-existing at opposite ends of a linear and temporal 

continuum of development (progress) where tradition is seen as fixed and 

modernity as elusive but within reach. ‘Tradition’ is deemed at risk of 

being lost while nostalgically desired in its elusiveness. The idea of loss of 

tradition is associated with loss of history: one of ‘the two axes around 

which “culture” turns in Java’.25

 

 Loss of tradition is also associated with 

loss of memory, loss of uniqueness and loss of a shared past on which to 

construct the present and future nation.  

The modernist concept of ‘tradition’ was introduced during the Dutch 

colonial period. Since independence in 1945, the ongoing construction of 

tradition has involved its (re)conceptualisation as ‘history’ (sejarah) in 

relation to the nation.26

 

 As Janet Hoskins explains: 

The Indonesian notion of sejarah was born in the context of revolutionary 
struggle, which repudiated the colonial past by nostalgically evoking an 
earlier, precolonial heritage. Visions of the glory of Majapahit, Srivijaya, 
and Mataram were used to erect the idea of “Indonesia” as a moral 
community that preceded and yet somehow survived Dutch colonial 

                                                   
24 Farid, Hilmar, "The class question in Indonesian social sciences," in Social Science and 
Power in Indonesia, ed. Vedi R. Hadiz and Daniel Dhakidae (Jakarta: Equinox 
Publishing, 2005). p. 170. 
25 Brenner, Suzanne, The Domestication of Desire: Women, Wealth and Modernity in 
Java (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998). p. 201. Brenner identitifies the 
other axis around which “culture” in Java turns to be hierarchy. 
26 Hoskins, Janet, "The past as ideology: New heroes, new histories," in The Play of Time: 
Kodi Perspectives on Calendars, History, and Exchange, ed. Janet Hoskins (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993). pp. 307-308. 
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interventions. The new nation had to be created in the imagination as well 
as in practice. The bases of unity were laid by asserting that despite the 
great linguistic and religious differences which divided Indonesian 
peoples, they shared a common cultural background and the experience of 
common struggle against colonial domination. While some Indonesian 
intellectuals favored the internationalism of Islam or Marxism, they were 
eventually defeated by a “nationalist orthodoxy” which wedded the 
progressive view of “history” to reclamations of a lost past (Reid 1979, 
295-98).27 The need for a radical rupture of the prevailing power structure 
was justified by arguments for a return to an earlier order. The earlier 
order was not examined too closely, however, since the specific attributes 
of the remembered past threatened to dissolve rather than confirm the 
newly defined unity of Indonesia. Nationalism fed on a view of the past as 
heritage to legitimate the models it provided for the future.28

 
 

Sentimental nationalistic ideals of the order of the past remain a dominant 

social adhesive. Those observing the younger generation, particularly 

grandparents, parents and teachers, advocate a return to what is perceived 

as the morality of the ‘past’ where a particular moral path – the good path 

(jalan baik) – was guided by adherence to religious doctrine and practice. 

Some youth also express learnt nostalgic views of a past culture untainted 

by the ‘globalisation’ or ‘negative influence’ of ‘Western culture’.  

 

In this context, publicly exposed transgressions of heterosexual norms, 

particularly by female youth, are judged by conservative fractions as 

immoral and beyond the norms of society (diluar norma-norma 

masyarakat). While this is a normative view, it is not all-pervasive. Less 

conservative, more liberal-minded, educated middle-class youth 

unequivocally see such socio-sexual ‘transgressions’ as personal or 

‘lifestyle choices’. That an artificial binary has been established between 

pergaulan and pergaulan bebas in reference to the spacio-sexual 

behaviours of youth, in fact, masks the reality that for many youth across 

class groupings, sexuality is a form of power. The postmodern cultural 

context of late capitalism in Indonesia provides the space for the 

validation, exploitation and expression of this power. 

                                                   
27 Cited in Hoskins, Reid, Anthony, The Blood of the People: Revolution and the End of 
Traditional Rule in Northern Sumatra (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1979).  
28 Hoskins, "The past as ideology: New heroes, new histories." pp. 309-310. 
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Since the 1970s, Indonesia has experienced Islamic revival.29 As Hefner 

suggests a ‘new discourse of renewal is oriented to the needs of a broad, 

mass-educated public rather than a narrow circle of religious adepts’.30 In 

the decade following the fall of Suharto, the process of Islamisation has 

intensified across socio-political and cultural spheres and led to an 

increased politicisation and commodification of Islam. It is here that the 

‘postmodern sacred’ comes into play.31 Em McAvan describes the 

‘postmodern sacred’ as ‘pop culture spirituality’ in the West, where 

religious iconography and symbology is appearing in postmodern media.32

 

 

She suggests that the appeal to the ‘postmodern sacred’ can be found 

everywhere. She argues that it is:  

against a backdrop of a postmodern world both estranged from reality and 
desperately seeking it, that consuming religiously-inflected texts is a way 
of accessing spiritual experience divorced from real-world practice or 
belief.33

 
 

In Java, consumption of religious texts is not divorced from traditional 

religious practices and beliefs, such as Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, 

Buddhism and Kejawen (Javanese mysticism). The postmodern sacred, 

however, acts as a supplement to these. More and more, we see religious 

symbols appearing in the Indonesian media, in advertising and film.34

                                                   
29 See Hefner, Robert W., "Islamization and democratization in Indonesia " in Islam in an 
Era of Nation States, ed. Robert W. Hefner and Patricia Horvatich (Honolulu: University 
of Hawai'i Press, 1997). pp. 75-156., and Liddle, William R., "The Islamic turn in 
Indonesia: A political explanation," The Journal of Asian Studies 55, no. 3 (1996). pp. 
613-634. 

 The 

30 Hefner, Robert W., "Islam in an era of nation states: Political and religious renewal in 
Southeast Asia," in Islam in an Era of Nation States, ed. Robert W. Hefner and Patricia 
Horvatich (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1997). pp. 3-40. p. 6. 
31 McAvan, Em, "The postmodern sacred: Popular culture spirituality in the genres of 
science fiction, fantasy and fantastic horror" (PhD Thesis, Murdoch University, 2008). 
The texts McAvan draws on to demonstrate the appearance of the postmodern sacred are 
of the science fiction, fantasy and horror genres. 
32 Ibid., p. 18. 
33 Ibid., p. 12. 
34 For example, Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Verses of Love), Laskar Pelangi (Rainbow Warriors), 
Perempuan Berkalung Sorban (Veiled Woman), Berbagi Swami (Husband Sharing), 
Mengaku Rasul (Acknowledge the Prophet), Syahadat Cinta (Testimony of Love), Bukan 
Cinta Biasa (No Ordinary Love), 3 Doa 3 Cinta (3 Prayers 3 Loves), among others, are 
recent films with Islamic themes. 
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popularity of Hollywood films such as those of the Harry Potter and 

Twilight series among Indonesian youth shows the appeal of postmodern 

sacred texts to youth worldwide. As Vincent Miller argues, it is imperative 

to ‘give adequate attention to the social structures and cultural habits that 

threaten to reorient legitimate religious desires into the service of 

furthering consumption’.35

 

 

In the context of increasing ‘globalisation’, where barriers between nation 

states appear to blur and the flow of cultural products is relatively 

undisturbed, poststructuralist and postmodernist analyses can only 

enhance our ethnographies. As Indonesia has steadily increased its 

involvement on the world stage, it has established long-term engagements 

with foreign governments, NGOs and investors. The frantic pace of 

technological change and new and interactive media and products is 

leading to a multiplicity of subjectivities (including virtual ones). An 

unwillingness to engage the possible insights gained through these 

approaches is symptomatic of a refusal to problematise the givenness of 

things and to fully engage the complexities of the contemporary world. As 

Lyotard explains: ‘[p]ostmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of the 

authorities; it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our 

ability to tolerate the incommensurable’.36 In our approaches to 

postmodernist analyses, Michelle Meagher reminds us that: ‘[i]n the 

current intellectual moment there is a much-needed call for postmodern 

approaches to be tempered with a strong sense of materiality’.37

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
35 Miller, Vincent J., Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer 
Culture (New York & London Continuum, 2005). p.109. Miller’s analysis is in the context 
of Christianity in the United States. 
36 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition. p. xxv. 
37 Meagher, Michelle, "Improvisation within a scene of constraint: Cindy Sherman's serial 
self-portraiture," Body and Society 13, no. 1 (2007). p. 17. 
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Desire 

 

This materiality is embodied in the concept of ‘desire’. Catherine Belsey 

articulates the complexities of desire. Desire is 

 

the commonest and yet the most personal, the most ordinary and at the 
same time the most singular condition. At once shared with a whole 
culture, but intimate and individual; banal and yet unique: if these are not 
exactly paradoxes of desire, they are perhaps indeterminacies, instances of 
the difficulty of fixing, delimiting, delineating a state of mind which is also 
a state of body, or which perhaps deconstructs the opposition between the 
two, throwing into relief in the process the inadequacy of a Western 
tradition that divides human beings along an axis crossed daily by this 
most familiar of emotions.38

 
 

Desire…demonstrates the inability of the symbolic order to fulfil its own 
ordering project, and reveals the difficulty with which societies control the 
energies desire liberates.39

 
 

Desire motivates all human endeavours. It is complex, subconscious and 

visceral. It is the source of erotic and sensual pleasure, of pain and torment 

and is a site of resistance to normative (heterosexual) conventions and the 

catalyst of change. 

 

Sigmund Freud conceived of desire in terms of the Oedipus complex in 

which (masculine) desire for the ‘other’ is determined by rejection of the of 

the same-sex parent and desire for the opposite sex parent (mother) at 

around 3-5 years of age.40

                                                   
38 Belsey, Catherine, "Writing about desire," in Glasgow Review (Glasgow: University of 
Glasgow, 1993). Available at 

 Freud’s oedipal narrative configures sex, gender 

and desire. His notions of perversion therefore draw the link between 

sexual desires and relations that are non-reproductive. Later, Jacques 

Lacan identified the pre-oedipal ‘mirror stage’ of the younger infant, 

http://www2.arts.gla.ac.uk/STELLA/COMET/glasgrev/issue2/belsey.htm. Accessed 
30.06.2006. 
39 Ibid. 
40 C. G. Jung introduced the notion of the Electra Complex to describe the process of 
separation from the same-sex parent, the mother for girls, and the formation of desire for 
the other, the father. In Scott, Jill, Electra After Freud: Myth and Culture (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2005)., Scott gives an account of the Electra story. She sees the rejection 
of the Electra complex by Freud as ‘undermining the privilege of the oedipal model’. p. 2. 

http://www2.arts.gla.ac.uk/STELLA/COMET/glasgrev/issue2/belsey.htm�
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isolating the child’s self recognition in the mirror as the original othering, 

of the self, in the formation of the split-subject, the I and one’s image, the 

self and the ego. For Lacan, this othering results in a sense of lack that 

pervades all experience, and consequently a desire that is insatiable.41 For 

Julia Kristeva, the oedipal crisis is a social and linguistic crisis, more than 

a sexual one. The crisis is in the shift in the conception of the self, a shift 

from the semiotic to the symbolic realm. In the realm of the semiotic, the 

child does not distinguish itself from (the body of) the mother. In the 

realm of the symbolic, through language and signs, identities are often 

imposed by others. These identities are multiple, fractured, fragmented 

and gendered. The child draws on the symbolic (language and symbols) to 

construct an identity.42

 

 Kristeva’s insight is important to the analysis of 

representations which are made in the realm of the symbolic. 

Foucault looked at the ways in which subjects are historically constituted 

through medical/juridico discourses and processes. Foucault’s work 

informs and is elaborated on in the work of Judith Butler on 

performativity,43

 

 and Deborah Youdell’s work on gendered subjectivication 

and performativity in schools. Youdell summarises a ‘Foucauldian frame’ 

as that in which: 

history is understood not as the march of progress, but as marked by 
improvisational borrowing in the face of new and pressing demands. 
Knowledge is understood not as a reflection and transmitter of external 
truths, but as contingent and constructed and linked intimately to power. 
The subject is understood not as pre-existing, self-knowing, and 
continuous, but as subjectivated through her/his ongoing constitution in 
and by discourse. And power is understood not as wielded by the powerful 
over the powerless, but as at once productive and an effect of discourse.44

                                                   
41 One of Lacan’s most significant and controversial contributions was his distinction 
between the penis (an organ) and the phallus (a sign). For a discussion of this distinction 
see Evans, Dylan, An Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis (London: 
Routledge, 1996). pp. 143-146. 

 

42 Kristeva, Julia, Revolution in Poetic Language (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1984). p. 68. 
43 Butler, Judith, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 1990). 
44 Youdell, D. Deborah, "Diversity, inequality, and a post-structural politics for 
education," Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education 27, no. 1 (2006). p. 35. 
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In The History of Sexuality Volume Two: The Use of Pleasure, Foucault 

refers to the relation of the individual to the self, that is, the individual 

recognising her/himself as desiring subject.45 Here he addresses the 

double sense of agency in which the subject is both the objectivated and 

the subjectivated by discourse. Later, Foucault describes this as how the 

subject comes to observe him/herself as the subject of knowledge.46 Butler 

names this recognition ‘discursive agency’.47

 

 For Butler: 

Because the agency of the subject is not a property of the subject, an 
inherent will or freedom, but an effect of power, it is constrained but not 
determined in advance. If the subject is produced in speech through a set 
of foreclosures, then this founding and formative limitation sets the scene 
for the agency of the subject. Agency becomes possible on the condition of 
such a foreclosure. This is not the agency of the sovereign subject, one 
who only and always exercises power instrumentally on another. As the 
agency of a post-sovereign subject, its discursive operation is delimited in 
advance but also open to a further and unexpected delimitation. Because 
the action of foreclosure does not take place once and for all, it must be 
repeated to reconsolidate its power and efficacy. A structure only remains 
a structure through being reinstated as one.48

 
 

The relation between subject position and identity involves a process of 

‘suturing’ through which ‘[i]dentities are… points of temporary attachment 

to the subject positions which discursive practices construct for us.49

                                                   
45 Foucault, Michel, The History of Sexuality Volume Two: The Use of Pleasure (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1984). 

 In 

Questions of Cultural Identity, Hall explains identity as a function of 

discursive formation. Hall’s view of identity also unsettles the assumption 

of an essentialist, stable, fixed, authentic oneness of selfhood proposed by 

humanists and individualists such as Descartes. The individual is not the 

origin of meaning and discourse.  

46 Florence, Maurice, "Foucault," in Michel Foucault: Aesthetics, Method and 
Epistemology, Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984, ed. James D. Faubion (New York: 
The New Press, 1998). pp. 459-464. Maurice Florence is a pseudonym used by Foucault in 
the early eighties.  
47 Butler, Judith, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York & London: 
Routledge, 1997). p. 127. 
48 Ibid., pp. 139-140. This repetition is referred to by Butler as performativity. 
49 Hall, Stuart, "Introduction: Who needs identity?," in Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. 
Stuart Hall & Paul du Gay (London: Thousand Oaks, 1996). p. 6.  



 

  

16 

 

 

For Hall, identities in the late modern period are ‘never unified’.50

 

 Instead, 

idenitites are  

increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply 
constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, 
discourses, practices and positions. They are subject to a radical 
historicization, and are constantly in the process of change and 
tranformation.51

 
 

Hall explains that the fluid and fractured nature of identities is brought 

about by the historical events which have unsettled the relative stability of 

received identities among cultures and populations. This fragmentation of 

the subject and the identities they assume is symptomatic of the cultural 

logic of late capitalism. Desire is articulated from these fragmented, 

unstable and temporary positionings. 

 

Several important anthropological works have looked explicitly at desire in 

Indonesia, where desire is most often conceptualised as nafsu (nepsu – 

appetite, passion, lust).52 Nafsu is assumed to be an innate drive/desire, 

for example in the expression nafsu makan (appetite/the desire to eat). 

Nafsu is also constructed as a biological drive or worldly base passion that 

is difficult to control.53

 

 It is most often constructed as a masculine desire in 

its sexual connotations. 

Suzanne Brenner’s The Domestication of Desire (1998) locates the family 

‘as a locus for the control of desire’.54

                                                   
50 Ibid., p. 4. 

 Both within the family and in the 

wider society in Java, desire is subject to greater discipline and control for 

51 Ibid.  
52 For a more thorough exploration of nafsu see Woodward, Mark, Islam in Java: 
Normative Piety and Mysticism in the Sultanate of Yogyakarta (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1989). p. 178 & p. 191.  
53 Desire may be expressed in Indonesian also as kemauan (wants) and keinginan (wants, 
desires). I found kemauan and keinginan were used interchangeably to refer to 
rationalised desires and wants that range from personal wants such as the desire for 
companionship, education, and career aspirations to sexual desire. 
54 Brenner, The Domestication of Desire. p. 20. 
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women than for men.55 The Javanese concept of desire or nafsu is seen as 

more difficult to control for men, especially in relation to money and sex: 

‘this notion runs counter to both Javanese and Islamic ideologies that hold 

males to have greater control of their instincts and emotions than 

females’.56 As Brenner outlines, Ben Anderson has argued that male sexual 

desire (and potency) is ‘a concomitant of male spiritual potency’.57 Brenner 

found that the women of Laweyan (Solo) during the New Order period 

performed the role of ‘domesticators of the forces of desire’.58 According to 

the developmental rhetoric of the period, ‘[b]y serving as guarantors of the 

family’s orderliness and morality, women would also, in effect, guarantee 

the orderliness and morality of the entire society’.59

 

  

Several texts have explored same-sex and transgendered desire in 

Indonesia. Female Desires: same-sex relations and transgender practices 

across cultures (1999) is an anthology of research on female same-sex and 

transgender desires and practices in Minangkabau (Evelyn Blackwood) 

and Jakarta (Saskia Wieringa and Alison Murray), among others. This 

work highlights the constructedness of both gender and sexuality, ‘[t]he 

fact that women engaged in sexual practices without men’, ‘women’s 

agency in sexuality’ and the binding ‘relationship of gender to sexuality’.60

 

  

Tom Boellstorff’s Gay Archipelago (2000) explored the construction of 

homosexual (gay, and to a lesser extent lesbi) and waria (transgender) 

desires and subjectivities in Surabaya, Makassar and Bali and argues 

broadly ‘for the centrality of postcoloniality and globalization in their 

formation’.61

                                                   
55 Ibid., p. 21. 

 Moreover, he suggests that ‘[t]he path of Indonesian lesbi 

and gay subjectivity must be understood on its own terms, as 

56 Ibid., p. 150. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., p. 205. 
59 Ibid., p. 245. 
60 Blackwood, Evelyn and Wieringa, Saskia, eds., Female Desires: Same-Sex Relations 
and Transgender Practices Across Cultures (New York & Chichester: Columbia 
University Press, 1999). pp. 55-56. 
61 Boellstorff, Tom, "The gay archipelago: Postcolonial sexual subjectivities in Indonesia" 
(PhD Thesis, Stanford University Press, 2000). p. 12.  
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reconfiguring “Western” sexualities in a postcolonial milieu’.62 In A 

Coincidence of Desires: Anthropology, Queer Studies, Indonesia, 

Boellstorff states that ‘[d]esire might feel like a product of the individual 

self, but it is shaped by the fields of culture, history, and power that 

Foucault referred to as discourses’.63 Central to his approach to the study 

of non-normative sexualities and desires in Indonesia is the significance of 

temporality, timing and coincidence in the production of truth.64

 

 

Megan Jennaway’s Sisters and Lovers (2002), on female desires in Bali, 

claims the need for ‘an anthropology of desire’ based on what she sees as 

the discipline’s ‘failure to problematise desire(s)’, that is, its failure to 

explore ‘how desire is variously constructed by differently desiring 

subjects’.65 Jennaway draws on the material constraints and inequalities of 

gender differentiation that underscore the gendering of desire and 

narrates the muted subjectivities of the female protagonists in coastal 

Lovina and north Bali. In her final chapter focusing on adolescent desires, 

Jennaway describes adolescence in north Bali as ‘culturally constructed as 

a time of extraordinary difficulty’.66 Young women are compelled ‘to 

negotiate a treacherous course between private sexual assertiveness 

(defiance) and “chaste” public submissiveness (compliance)’.67

 

 She 

describes this as a ‘double game’ which:  

often involves a psychological penalty: adolescent girls must contend with 
the anxiety and anguish that arises out of having to play out a duplicitous 
charade for which there is tacit social approval but overt social stigma.68

  
 

Linda Bennett refers to this double game as the ‘dialectics of desire and 

danger’ in which ‘[s]ingle women who act out their sexual desires in 

                                                   
62 Ibid., p. 13. 
63 Boellstorff, Tom, A Coincidence of Desires: Anthropology, Queer Studies, Indonesia 
(Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2007). p. 36. 
64 Ibid., Ch 1. pp. 1-34. 
65 Jennaway, Megan, Sisters and Lovers: Women and Desire in Bali (Lanham & Oxford: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2002). p. 18. 
66 Ibid., p. 176. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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private typically maintain a public performance of sexual purity’.69 This 

performance of sexual purity is a form of social muting. It is a conscious 

act to disguise the reality that one’s actions cannot be publicly revealed. As 

Jennaway found, illness is one ‘strategy by which women may evade the 

social muting entailed in cultural proscriptions upon courtship and so 

express their erotic desire’.70 Illness, however, is an expression of female 

agency that is politically impotent.71

 

 

All of these authors stress what Butler refers to as the heterosexual logic 

underpinning the ‘heteronormative matrix’ framing constructions of 

gender, sex, and gendered erotic desire.72 In Indonesia, the artifice of 

compulsory and highly socially regulated heterosexuality belies a culture of 

plural sexualities, sexual double standards, secrecy, and ‘muting’ of 

deviant, non-normative gender and sexual subjectivities. As Wieringa has 

pointed out, this artifice is dependent on ‘postcolonial amnesia’ in relation 

to pre-colonial sexualities.73

 

 This thesis is a supplement to those works 

above: supplementing them in its sustained analysis of the discourses and 

narratives of desire in mainstream popular culture that shape youth 

gendered and sexual subjectivities. While heteronormativity is dominant 

in both representations and practice, this work does not exclusively focus 

on heterosexual desire. Rather, it assumes homosexual, bisexual and 

transgender subjectivities for many Indonesian youth.  

Normative narratives and ideologies of sex and gender, and conceptions of 

deviance, derive from the late colonial period of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. It is then that we see the intersections and 

inextricability of race, imperialism, religion and ideologies of gendered 

desire and conceptions of modernity that strongly influenced the 

sex/gender ideology of the New Order and reformasi periods. 
                                                   
69 Bennett, "Dialectics of desire and danger". p. 1. 
70 Jennaway, Sisters and Lovers. p. 177. 
71 I discuss representations of female ‘illness’ in the chapter on film.  
72 Butler, Gender Trouble. Ch. 2.  
73 Wieringa, Saskia E., "Postcolonial amnesia: Sexual moral panics, memory and imperial 
power " in Moral Panic, Sex Panic: Fear and the Fight Over Sexual Rights, ed. Gilbert 
Herdt (New York & London: New York University Press, 2009). pp. 205-233. 
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Laura Ann Stoler’s work on race and desire in the Indies is important here. 

For Stoler, ‘desire is often suspended as a pre-cultural instinct to which 

social controls are applied’.74 She makes the point that Foucault’s History 

of Sexuality ‘analyzes how a discourse of sexuality articulates and 

eventually incorporates a racist logic’.75

 

 Stoler explains this racist logic:  

the categories of “colonizer” and “colonized” were secured through forms 
of sexual control that defined the domestic arrangements of Europeans 
and the cultural investments by which they identified themselves.76

 
 

She adds: 

 

[w]ith the sustained presence of Europeans in the colonies, sexual 
prescriptions by class, race, and gender became increasingly central to the 
politics of empire and subject to new forms of scrutiny by colonial states.77

 
  

During the colonial period ‘the sexual sanctions and conjugal prohibitions 

of colonial agents were rigorously debated and carefully codified’.78

 

 The 

colonial era introduced the privileging of whiteness, especially on Java, the 

island home to Batavia, now Jakarta.  

Ruth Frankenberg explains that whiteness ‘has a set of linked dimensions’. 

1) ‘Whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race privilege’; 2) ‘it 

is a “standpoint,” a place from which white people look at ourselves, at 

others, and at society’; and 3) ‘“whiteness” refers to a set of cultural 

practices that are usually unmarked and unnamed’.79

 

  

In the Netherlands East Indies: 
                                                   
74 Stoler, Ann L., Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault and the Colonial Order of 
Things (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2005). p. 168. 
75 Ibid., p. 22. 
76 Stoler, Ann L., "Carnal knowledge and imperial power: Gender, race and morality in 
colonial Asia," in Gender at the Crossroads of Knowledge: Feminist Anthropology in a 
Postmodern Era, ed. Micaela Di Leonardi (Berkeley: University of California, 1991). pp. 
51-101. p. 52. 
77 Ibid., p. 54. 
78 Ibid., p. 57. 
79 Frankenberg, Ruth, White Women: Race Matters: The Social Construction of 
Whiteness (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). p. 1. 
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White prestige and its protection loom as the primary cause of a long list 
of otherwise inexplicable colonial postures, prejudices, fears, and 
violences […]. White prestige was a gloss for different intensities of racial 
practice, gender-specific and culturally coded.80

 
 

The foundations of systems of white prestige were laid firmly in place 

during the colonial period. Today, colonially inspired ideologies of both 

gender and racial prestige continue to inform and shape the hierarchy of 

prestige systems in Java and Indonesia. We see the prestige hierarchies 

linked to the notion of whiteness represented across a variety of youth pop 

cultural forms. Discourses of white privilege are (re)appropriated by 

Indonesians in the marketing of their products. Through discourses of 

white privilege, whiteness, and by implication, ‘modernity’ and ‘Western-

ness’, are constructed as the desired ‘other’. Drawing on the logic of 

racism, as ‘other’, they are symbolic of a lack that can be perpetually drawn 

on in the marketing of products to youth.  

 

In this context, ‘culture’ (budaya) becomes the locus of debate on youth 

behaviours and sexualities. While images in the public sphere of 

Indonesian youth draw on the spectacle of sex using covert symbols, as we 

see in the advertisement below, more explicit representations of sex in 

public represent ‘real’ white folk with all the signs of whiteness – 

whiteness, sex and modernity go together. 

  

                                                   
80 Stoler, "Carnal knowledge and imperial power." p. 63. 
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Figure 1-1: 'European' fashion label advertisement at the entry at Matahari mall, 
Malioboro 

 

 

Youth – from kaum muda and pemuda to remaja and 

anak muda 

 

Any exploration of the evolving rhetoric surrounding pergualan bebas, as 

a postcolonial discourse that relates to youth, must be contextualised with 

reference to the shifting politico-historical positionings of youth in 

Indonesian society to the present. Indonesian youth are vested with great 

importance in their future roles as leaders, statespersons, mothers and 

adult citizens in political and nationalist discourses. They are fondly 

viewed as ‘our children’ (anak kita), ‘the nation’s children’ (anak bangsa), 

‘our future’ (masa depan kita), as the ‘future generation of Indonesians’ 

(generasi penerus bangsa),81

                                                   
81 "SMA Muhi Gelar Silaturahmi Bersama: Pelajar Kota Patut Diteladani," Kedaulatan 
Rakyat, 8.10.2007. p. 2. 

 the ‘pillar and hope of the nation’ (tumpuan 
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dan harapan bangsa),82 the ‘backbone of the nation’ (tulang punggung 

satu bangsa)83 and, borrowing from Western literature, as ‘agents of social 

change’ (agen perubahan sosial).84

 

  

It was during the colonial period at the turn of the twentieth century that 

the distinct, class-based political category of educated young people 

emerged – kaum muda. After triumphant beginnings that brought about 

the proclamation of the nation, however, Indonesian youth have been 

subject to political marginalisation. This process involved the strategic 

dissociation of youth from political activism and social critique during the 

New Order. It was assisted through the change in terms referring to youth: 

from kaum muda and pemuda to remaja and anak muda.85

 

  

At the turn of the twentieth century, the category of kaum muda (the 

youth) reflected the new identity of predominantly elite male youth 

educated in Dutch (Western) schools. Their education introduced them to 

‘modern’ ways of thinking and Western cultural norms.86

 

 Despite the 

ready appropriation of ‘Western’ cultural forms, kaum muda were not:  

totally Westernized and cut off from traditional ideas, perceptions, habits, 
and ethics…What is important is that things traditional lost coherent 
meaning and were juxtaposed with things modern so that they became 
accessible to the modern style and their meaning changed.87

 
 

                                                   
82 "Pemuda gaul mampu membawa diri [Hip youth are able to carry themselves]," 
Kedaulatan Rakyat, 1.11.2007. 
83 Hadiyati, Rofiqoh, "Jadi pemuda berkualitas, siapa takut?," Merapi, 28.10. 2007. p. 8. 
84 Zain, Noorma Fitriana M, "Matinya demokrasi kampus," Suara Merdeka, 22.12.2007. 
p. M. 
85 Kaum muda was first used by those youth who attended Western-style schools, where 
Dutch was the language of instruction. It was the term they used to represent themselves 
as a collective (kaum). As Shiraishi had noted, these youth did not necessary acquainted 
but nevertheless developed a ‘“national” consciousness of being natives of the Indies, and 
as such moving with other “nations” in linear open-ended time toward modernity, the 
vanishing point in the future from which their present existence gained meaning’. 
Shiraishi, Takashi, An Age in Motion: Popular Radicalism in Java, 1912-1926 (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1990). pp. 31-32. 
86 Anderson, B. R . O'G., Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of 
nationalism (London & New York: Verso, 1983). pp. 121-122. 
87Shiraishi, An Age in Motion. p. 31.  
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In Indonesian historical and nationalist discourse, pemuda are exalted for 

their transformative role in the political events of the pre-Suharto decades 

of the twentieth century. Celebration of the role of pemuda harks back to 

the Boedi Oetomo (BO) society,88 whose original philosophy was the 

‘promotion of native progress couched in the language of social Darwinism 

as the survival of the fittest through the struggle of the “nations”’.89 Not 

long after its inception, however, leadership of the society was dominated 

by ‘Western-educated, progressive, but politically cautious, established 

priyayi’:90 a move which effectively prohibited access to the organisation 

by the ‘wong cilik’ (little people/the masses).91

 

 

As a political force, the role of pemuda in the declaration of the Sumpah 

Pemuda (Youth Pledge) at the Second National Youth Congress of 1928 is 

seen by Indonesians as foundational to the future unity of ‘nation, 

homeland and language’.92 Towards the end of Sukarno’s presidency, after 

almost two decades of independence, the next generation of pemuda 

(activist youth) protested against rampant inflation and abuse of power.93 

The word pemuda conjures images of anti-colonialist revolutionaries and 

the birth of the nation. Pemuda are linked to tradition and to the spirit of 

struggle (perjuangan) as tradition.94

                                                   
88 The first youth political organisation, formed in 1908 by medical students in Jakarta. 

 The word pemuda has become 

something of a cultural relic, relegated to the archives of nationalist vaults 

and dusted off on various national holidays (hari raya), such as 

Independence Day on the 17th of August.  

89 Shiraishi, An Age in Motion. pp. 34-35. 
90 Ibid., p. 35. Priyayi are the Javanese upper classes with blood ties to royalty. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Foulcher, Keith, "Sumpah Pemuda: The making and meaning of a symbol of Indonesian 
nationhood," Asian Studies Review 24, no. 3 (2000). p. 377. Foulcher analyses the shift in 
the interpretation of the Sumpah Pemuda, particularly in reference to the third part of the 
oath. As he points out, the last part of the oath originally stated ‘we the sons and 
daughters of Indonesia uphold (revere) the language of unity, the Indonesian language’. 
p. 378. In a speech made in 1978 on the the 50th anniversary of the youth pledge, Suharto 
re-interpreted this part of the pledge to be ‘(we) declare we have one language, the 
Indonesian language’. p. 377. 
93 Bourchier, David and Hadiz, Vedi, R., eds., Indonesian Politics and Society: A Reader 
(London & New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003). p. 71. 
94 We see this in the campaign for the local candidate for the Yogya PDI (Partai 
Demokrasi Indonesia –Indonesian Democratic Party) in which he is pictured beside the 
party leader Megawati. The caption reads: ‘Struggle until the last drop of blood’.  
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Pemuda youth are seen as central political figures in orchestrating the 

formation of the Indonesian nation-state. Armed with the tools to critique 

and organise, they spearheaded political and social opposition to Dutch 

colonial rule and the nationalist push for independence. It is possible, 

however, that their role in the proclamation of independence has been 

overstated in the romanticised construction of pemuda.95

 

  

During the Suharto regime, pemuda rhetoric of struggling together for a 

greater good was employed to enhance nationalist unity. The political 

activism of pemuda, however, was harnessed and deployed in pseudo-

political efforts through organisations such as Karang Taruna 

(neighbourhood youth association).96 Political dissidence not sanctioned 

by the state was either suppressed or outlawed. Youth compliance was 

effectively legislated through the Normalisation of Campus Life (NKK) 

policy introduced in 1978,97

                                                   
95 Siong, Han Bing, "Sukarno-Hatta versus the pemuda in the first months after the 
surrender of Japan (August-November 1945)," Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en 
Volkenkunde 156, no. 2 (2000). p. 235. For the pemuda, revolutionary coup was deemed 
the only way to overthrow the Japanese at the end of World War 11. For Sukarno and 
Hatta, however, the threat of Japanese retaliation and the loss of life that a coup may 
bring suggested that a more diplomatic pursuit of independence through the 
Independence Preparatory Committee in negotiation with the Japanese was preferable. 
One day after the surrender of the Japanese, on the 15th August 1945, pemuda entered the 
homes of Sukarno and Hatta and kidnapped them as an intimidatory measure to get them 
to declare independence, taking them to a safe location outside Jakarta, the site of the 
planned coup. The leaders, however, would only declare independence once they had 
evidence of the surrender of the Japanese two days later. Ibid., p. 236. 

 which forced the replacement of the former 

Dewan Kemahasiswaan (Student Representative Council) with the Badan 

Koordinasi Kemahasiswaan (Student Coordination Board or BKK); the 

latter made up of a higher proportion of academics than students. A 

further result of the NKK law was the thwarting of both inter-disciplinary 

96 A national youth organisation run under the umbrella of the Department of Social 
Affairs. For an overview of youth in New Order development ideology see Kiem, Christian 
G., Growing Up in Indonesia: Youth and Social Change in a Moluccan Town 
(Saarbrucken: Breitenbach, 1993). Ch. 8. 
97 Normalisasi Kehidupan Kampus (NKK) was introduced in response to student protests 
against Suharto running for President in 1977. This policy was cancelled by Habibie in the 
post-New Order period. Handajani, Suzie, "Globalizing local girls: The representation of 
adolescents in Indonesian female teen magazines" (Masters Thesis, University of Western 
Australia, 2005). p. 50. 



 

  

26 

 

and inter-faculty dialogue, thereby minimising organised critique of the 

regime.98

 

  

In line with Indonesia’s programme of development and modernisation, a 

minimum age of marriage of 16 for females and 19 for males was 

introduced in the 1974 Marriage Law. This, together with a compulsory 

minimum of six years of education introduced in 1984, increased 

urbanisation and the rise of the middle classes, contributed to the creation 

of a new social category of young people – remaja. Remaja refers to a 

liminal period of adolescence, a specific age-based demographic in 

transition between childhood and early-adulthood. Krishna Sen suggests 

that the term remaja: 

 

seems to have become common in Indonesian only in the late 50s. A new 
breed of films emerged and gained enormous popularity under the name 
‘film remaja’ or ‘teenage films’ through the 70s.99

 
 

The shift from pemuda to remaja was evident in the shifting focus of the 

PKBI (Indonesian Family Planning Association) programmes of the 

1970s.100 Here we see evidence of Foucault’s notion of biopower or state 

regulation of the body, through education and reproductive health 

programmes, many of which were funded by overseas stakeholders (in this 

case, international drug companies selling contraceptives). When the PKBI 

was established in 1957 to provide Family Planning (Keluarga 

Berencana/KB) to married couples, the term anak muda (lit. young 

children) was used to refer to unwed youth.101

 

 

The term remaja was adopted by the PKBI and more broadly through the 

IPPF (International Planned Parenthood Federation) Asia Pacific 

conference, entitled ‘Involving Youth in Family Planning Programmes’, in 

                                                   
98 http://indonesiakemarin.blogspot.com/2007/09/normalisasi-kehidupan-kampus-
badan.html. Accessed 25.02.2010. 
99 Sen, Krishna, "Film Remaja: the construction of parental power " Asian Studies 
Association of Australia Review November, no. 10 (1986). p. 36. 
100 PKBI - Perkumpulan Keluarga Berencana Indonesia. 
101 The term anak muda is distinguished from that of anak kecil (small children). 

http://indonesiakemarin.blogspot.com/2007/09/normalisasi-kehidupan-kampus-badan.html�
http://indonesiakemarin.blogspot.com/2007/09/normalisasi-kehidupan-kampus-badan.html�
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the early 1970s.102 From then on in PKBI discourse, remaja was assumed 

to be a literal translation of the word adolescent. In 1972, the 

administration of the 162 PKBI clinics nationwide (funded by the IPPF) 

came the under the jurisdiction of the LKKBN (National Family Planning 

Coordinating Agency)103, which one year later became the current BKKBN 

(National Family Planning Coordination Board).104

 

 With adult family 

planning now in the hands of the government, the PKBI shifted its focus to 

remaja, 10-19 years of age, developing programmes such as the Biduk 

Kencana Remaja (the Golden Raft for Remaja, 1972). The PKBI soon 

addressed youth sexual and reproductive health issues through its Sahaja 

programmes (Sahabat Remaja/Friends of Youth, 1984), counseling 

forums and peer educator networks in schools (1984). Since the increased 

access to education in the 1970s, post-primary school aged youth (12-17), 

across social hierarchies, fall into the category of remaja.  

 
Figure 1-2: Law students demonstrating at UGM (2007). The banner reads 'Say no to the 

corrupt, the justice mafia and the polluters of the environment' 
 

Despite suppression of activity during the New Order, by 1992, a ‘more 

general perception of conflict in the ruling elite, made many students 

                                                   
102 Personal communication with PKBI representative. 
103 LKKBN - Lembaga Koordinasi Keluarga Berencana Nasional. 
104 BKKBN - Badan Koordinasi Keluarga Berencana Indonesia. 
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confident that there existed a political space to protest’.105

 

 The role youth 

played in the fall of Suharto in 1998 is evidence that state attempts to 

depoliticise youth during the New Order were not wholly successful. Youth 

continued to organise in opposition to the state.  

The attempt to dissociate youth from the political realm was and continues 

to be reinforced through a political-culture industry that selectively 

remembers the distant and revolutionary past (the time of pemuda), but 

less so the recent past. The shift in terms from pemuda to remaja has had 

two significant effects. Firstly, it de-emphasised the association of 

adolescents and young adults with political struggle and political change 

whilst glorifying the revolutionary past. And secondly, it created an 

apparently classless and politically indistinct homogeneous category of 

youth (but of course this was not the full story). These influences, together 

with military threat, made political dissent more difficult to organise. 

Normalising processes acted to shift the orientation of youth from freedom 

fighter (and responsible, educated and politically active member of the 

rakyat) to at-risk age demographic and avid consumer, in line with 

international discourses of adolescence. Discourses such as pergaulan 

bebas and seks bebas that speak only of the non-normative practices and 

behaviours of youth, and particularly girls, reify this depoliticisation. 

 

Youth and cultural studies 

 

Since the ’70s, the term remaja has been used increasing in everyday 

Indonesian parlance in reference to youth in their early teens. For 

example, gaya remaja (adolescent style), gaya hidup remaja (youth 

lifestyles), hidup remaja (adolescent life), kenakalan remaja (adolescent 

misbehavior/juvenile delinquency) and dunia remaja (adolescent world), 

are commonly cited in the mass media and by Indonesian youth 

themselves. Remaja and anak muda (youth over 17 years of age into early 

                                                   
105 Aspinall, Edward, Opposing Suharto: Compromise, Resistance and Regime Change in 
Indonesia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005). p. 137. 
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adulthood) are associated with distinctive styles and behaviours. Like 

youth elsewhere, they represent the most marketable target group in the 

population.  

 

In Indonesian films of the 1960s and ’70s, remaja was associated with 

youth style.106 In the discourse of youth culture, ‘style’ is characterised as 

the coalescence of symbolic meaning and forms of expression.107

 

 Style 

distinctions are central to identification and recognition within and 

between youth subcultures. Style implies shared meaning and is a form of 

representation. In Indonesia, the 1960s was a time when popular youth 

culture was just beginning to reflect Western cultural and stylistic forms of 

representation in the film, music and fashion. The transition that has 

occurred in Indonesia in the twentieth century, from politically motivated 

and heroic pemuda to stylish remaja, represents a discursive shift in 

representational politics: one that does not necessarily articulate the range 

of cultural forms and identities enacted by youth themselves.  

The emergence of youth cultures was first noted by Talcott Parsons in the 

United States in the economic recovery following World War II.108 By 

1970, Jean Baudrillard had published his critique of consumer society.109 

For Baudrillard, culture had become over-commodified. Drawing on 

Marx’s ideas of the shift from commodity use value to exchange value, he 

showed that Marx had fallen short in anticipating the extent of the 

commodification of culture in the twentieth century. Baudrillard believed 

that commodities had become valued for their ‘sign value’, that is, for what 

they claim to represent.110

                                                   
106 As suggested by the film Gaya Remadja (Sho Bun Seng, 1960). 

 He saw this as a process of misrecognition that 

107 Brake, Mike, Comparative youth culture: The sociology of youth cultures and youth 
subcultures in America, Britain and Canada (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985). 
pp. 11-14. 
108 Parsons, Talcott, "The social structure and development of personality," Psychiatry 21 
(1954). 
109 Baudrillard, Jean, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (London: Sage 
Publications, 1970 [1998]). 
110 Ibid., p. 89. 
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leads to the fetishisation of consumption: to consumption for 

consumption’s sake.111

 

  

This sign economy evolves in the abstract representations of the media. As 

producers and consumers of mass media, humans’ engagement with mass 

media marks the point at which identities and subjectivities are shaped. As 

Stanley Cohen’s Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1980) illustrated, the role 

of the media is also significant in contributing to the formulation of 

adolescent and youth cultures, particularly the cultural production of 

mainstream or popular youth culture. Moreover, mainstream media are 

instrumental in shaping ideas on youth and youth deviance.112

 

 For Giroux: 

Kids emotionally and intellectually define and create themselves in the 
same postmodern culture that presents (in the mass media, through its 
representations, discourses, and educational practices) their bodies as 
spectacle and threat.113

 
 

The studies of the Birmingham Centre for Cultural Studies emphasised 

that the fascination and orientation of youth with popular culture 

represents the complex interactivity of mass-market manipulation and 

genuine expression through reappropriation.114 Many of these researchers 

drew on the theoretical developments of the Frankfurt School, in 

particular Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) theory of hegemony in which the 

dominant class elicits consent from the classes it dominates in order to 

maintain the status quo.115

                                                   
111 Ibid., p. 34. 

 As a vehicle of both the status quo and of 

popular culture, the mainstream media becomes a means through which 

youth are scapegoated as being responsible for society’s ills. Of course, this 

scapegoating of youth is not unique to Indonesia. Without the right to 

112 Cohen, Stanley, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of the Mods and Rockers 
(Oxford Blackwell, 1980). p. 12. 
113 Giroux, Henry, Channel Surfing: Race Talk and the Destruction of Today's Youth 
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997). p. 2. 
114 Epstein, Jonathan E., ed., Youth Culture: Identity in a Postmodern World 
(Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1998). p. 8. See also McRobbie, Angela, Postmodernism and 
Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
115 Gramsci, Antonio, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, trans. 
Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: International Books, 1971). 
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vote, youth have no political voice. This position makes them vulnerable to 

shifting policies of control and repression by political leaders seeking to 

deflect attention away from the real political issues. The scapegoating of 

youth in the media acts to instil fear of youth in the wider society which in 

turn reinforces the introduction of policies to control youth. As Giroux 

explains, youth are:  

 
[a] reminder of failed social responsibility , a disturbing sexual presence, 
and a symbol of powerlessness. […].116 The only groups that appear to be 
attentive to youth are market researchers. […].117 And yet, the popular 
press rarely questions how children are exploited by a market that grinds 
up youth as fodder in order to expand the profit margin of the large 
corporations.118

 
 

It is largely the ‘spectacular’ aspects of adolescence, such as dress, drug 

use, subcultural style and idiom that are emphasised in the mass media.119 

These media are therefore implicit in the creation and perpetuation of the 

‘myth’ of youth subculture.120

 

 Representations of youth in the mass or 

mainstream media in Yogyakarta are central to this study.  

My approach answers Sarah Thornton’s call for ‘a more complicated 

picture’ of youth cultures than the one based on the binarist opposition of 

mainstreams and alternatives.121 She advocates an approach ‘which takes 

account of both subjective and objective social structures as well as the 

implications of cultural plurality’.122

                                                   
116 Giroux, Channel Surfing. p. 68. 

 She stresses that by emphasising the 

artifacts, discourses and narratives of the ‘mainstream’, we can explore the 

ways in which particular emergent youth subcultural cliques subjectively 

engage the normativity and polyvalence of the mainstream hegemony. This 

117 Ibid., p. 72. 
118 Ibid., p. 73. 
119 Clarke, John et al., "Subcultures, cultures and class: A theoretical overview," in 
Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain, ed. Stuart Hall and 
Tony Jefferson (London: Hutchinson, 1975). p. 9. 
120 Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics. 
121 Thornton, Sarah, Club Cultures: Music, Media and Subcultural Capital (Cambridge & 
Oxford: Polity Press, 1995). p. 97. 
122 Ibid. 
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view informs my rationale for looking at mainstream youth culture 

through music, streetside advertising, film and youth events. 

 

Class 

 

Youth traverse the boundaries between mainstream culture and sub-

cultures everyday. Their movements across these boundaries are 

conditional, and are often intensely class and gender restricted. Lawrence 

Grossberg has suggested that there are ‘fluid boundaries’ between sub- and 

mainstream cultures.123 In reality, classed individuals move in a socio-

cultural milieu of inconsistent but ongoing engagement with the 

mainstream. As Thornton has commented, despite the appeal of 

Grossberg’s notion of ‘fluid boundaries’ to postmodernist analyses, its 

inherent idealism ‘shuns notions of social structure in favour of plurality 

without pattern or design’, ‘pictures youth as an undifferentiated mass – 

homogeneous in their heterogeneity and indifferent to distinction’, and 

‘ignores the social significance of the concept of the “mainstream” to 

youthful maps of the cultural world’.124

 

 As I show, the flow of cultural 

forms is most likely to favour or privilege the ‘mainstream’. This 

privileging takes place through the often subconscious learning of class-

based gendered social norms. These norms are reinforced and rewarded 

within the harsh reality of Javanese social hierarchies and rapid media, 

technological and product developments.  

Valerie Walkerdine et al, in their rationale for their longitudinal study of 

teenage girls in the UK, suggest that: 

 

[t]he production of subjects from all classes and the way in which they live 
their subjectification centrally involves a constant invitation to consume, 
to invent, to choose, and yet even in the midst of their choice and their 
consumption class is performed, written all over their every choice...And 

                                                   
123 Grossberg, Lawrence, "The politics of music: American images and British 
articulations," Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory x, no. 1 (1987). pp. 147-
148.  
124 Thornton, Club Cultures. p. 98. 
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more than this, the living out of these marks of difference is filled with 
desire, longing, anxiety and pain, defence. Class is at once profoundly 
social and profoundly emotional, and lived in its specificity in particular 
cultural and geographical locations.125

 
 

In the context of the lingering fascination with the ‘burgeoning middle 

classes’ in studies of Indonesian society, this work focuses on youth in 

middle to lower working classes. My experience of living on the urban 

fringe of the city, has made an exclusive focus on one particular class or 

social category seem contrived and limited in terms of the kinds of insights 

that could be gained through the experiences and musings of different 

young people. I emphasise that class positioning and perceptions of class 

are key constraints in female youth gender and sexual subjectivities and 

identities.126 I concur with Walkerdine et al, who suggest that ‘[c]lass is an 

identity designation’.127 ‘Class is deeply implicated in the production of 

subjectivity, as written on the body and the mind’.128

 

  

The concept of class and the discourses surrounding it were repressed by 

the New Order regime. As Hilmar Farid explains, according to the model 

of the organic state:  

 

[s]ociety was pictured as an integral unit, where the division between the 
elite or leadership and the masses was not as a result of inequalities in the 
social structure. Rather, it was deemed to be the ascribed status steeped in 
history.129

 
 

Class effectively disappeared during the New Order period.130

                                                   
125 Walkerdine, Valerie, Lucey, Helen, and Melody, June, "Growing up girl: Psychological 
explorations of gender and class," in Off White: Readings on Power, Privilege and 
Resistance, ed. Michelle Fine, et al. (New York & London: Routledge, 2004). Ch. 8. p. 111. 

 As Suharto 

made clear in the early days of the New Order, class was not on the 

national agenda. In his state address as acting President in 1967, Suharto 

126 Most of the people I spoke to considered their class position in relation to the middle-
class, that is, as either middle to lower class (kelas menengah ke bawah) or middle to 
upper class (kelas menengah ke atas). 
127 Walkerdine, Lucey, and Melody, "Growing up girl." p. 101. 
128 Ibid., p.100. 
129 Farid, "The class question." p. 170. 
130 Ibid., p. 171. 
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claimed that ‘[t]he Indonesian nation does not recognise class, because we 

are not and will not be divided by class’.131 Class blindness is a feature of 

neo-liberal late capitalist societies. Class blindness encourages 

unattainable middle-class consumer, career and social aspirations across 

classes and fails to acknowledge inter-class and inter-ethnic differences, 

disparities and power relations.132

 

 

Class-based movements were oppressed and activists arrested under 

Suharto. There was a ‘cleansing of academic discourse on class concepts’, 

and ‘public discourse on the subject’ was silenced.133 Language 

‘purification’ was strategic in this process. ‘Orba (New Order) speak’,134 

enacted through the Centre for the Development and Advancement of 

Language, acted to purify the Indonesian language of ‘all radical political 

jargon’.135 New generic terms were created that ‘had no political power’ 

and were ‘politically empty’.136 A classic example is the shift from 

Tionghoa to Cina, as Indonesian for Chinese, through which a marginal 

Chinese ethnic identity was (re)invented through a national(ist) language. 

Other strategic word changes included the replacement of buruh 

(labourer) with pekerja (worker) or karyawan (one who strives),137

                                                   
131 Bourchier and Hadiz, eds., Indonesian Politics and Society. p. 37. 

 the 

132 This point was made by Thomas Merton in 1938. He states, [i]t is only when a system 
of cultural values extols , virtually above all else, certain common symbols of success 
for the population at large while its social structure rigorously restricts or completely 
eliminates access to approved modes of acquiring these symbols for a considerable 
part of the same population that anti-social behavior ensues on a considerable scale. 
In other words, our egalitarian ideology denies by implication the existence of 
noncompeting groups and individuals in the pursuit of pecuniary success. The same 
body of success symbols is held desirable for all. These goals are held to transcend 
class lines not to be bound by them, yet the actual social organization is such that there 
exist class differentials in the accessibility of the common success symbols. Frustration 
and thwarted aspiration lead to the search for avenues of escape from a culturally 
induced intolerable situation’. Merton, Robert. K., "Social structure and anomie," in 
Deviance Across Cultures, ed. Robert K. Heiner (New York & Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008 [1938]). p. 21. 

133 Farid, "The class question." p. 189. 
134 Term borrowed from Laine Berman, personal communication 2009. 

135 Ibid., p. 169. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Heryanto explains that these new terms were meant to ‘negate any sense of workers as 
an exploited class’. Heryanto, Ariel, "Ideological baggage and orientations of the social 
sciences in Indonesia," in Social Science and Power in Indonesia, ed. Vedi Hadiz, R. and 
Daniel Dhakikae (Jakarta: Equinox Publishing, 2005). p. 67. Guinness explains that 
buruh is ‘more a categorization of relative social rank than an accurate description of their 
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introduction of the gloss orang miskin (the poor), and remaja which 

replaced the highly contested and politically potent pemuda.  

 

The national education system has been instrumental in the process of 

social stratification. While educational attainment in Indonesia holds great 

significance and has become synonymous with modernity, education is 

one of the structures that reinforce class distinctions. In the last three 

decades education has become more widely accessible, particularly since 

compulsory education was extended from six to nine years in 1994 (Wajib 

Belajar Pendidikan Dasar 9 Tahun – Nine Year Compulsory Basic 

Education). Retention rates have increased with most Indonesian youth 

now completing senior high school. Despite this, both during the Suharto 

period and even into the reformasi period, the education system, and 

particularly the quality of education, have come under increased 

criticism.138

 

  

Although the rates of school completion have increased in Indonesia, class 

factors weigh heavily on a young person’s propensity to go on to high 

school. In a 2006 household welfare study, the education level of parents 

(the father in particular) and expected future returns from investment in 

education compared to the costs of pursuing education are the principle 

determinants affecting whether students pursue education.139 According to 

the study, girls were less likely to progress from primary to junior high 

school and then on to senior high school.140

                                                                                                                                           

occupation, as it includes a wide variety of livelihoods’, see Guinness, Patrick, Harmony 
and Hierarchy in a Javanese Kampung (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 
1986). p. 89. 

 Muslim religion was also 

found to be a factor limiting a student’s opportunity to progress to junior 

138 See the chapters by Nugroho, White and Farid in Hadiz, Vedi, R. and Dhakikae, Daniel, 
eds., Social Science and Power in Indonesia (Jakarta: Equinox, 2005). 
139 Suryadarma, Daniel, Suryahadi, Asep, and Sumarto, Sudarno, "Causes of low 
secondary enrollment in Indonesia," in Working paper (SMERU Research Institute, 
2006). See http://smeru.or.id/report/workpaper/lowschoolenroll/Enrollmenteng06.pdf. 
pp. 21-23. Accessed 26.02.2010. 
140 Ibid., p.17, p. 24 & p. 28. 

http://smeru.or.id/report/workpaper/lowschoolenroll/Enrollmenteng06.pdf�
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high school.141 There is also increasing evidence that the obligatory fee for 

the High School Completion Certificate (the Surat Tanda Tamat Belajar, 

STTB) hinders many youth from accessing the formal structures of the job 

market.142

 

 Such class-based limitations on access to education and 

educational bureaucratic red tape seriously affect the work, career and 

‘lifestyle’ choices of youth. The result is that, for the most part, existing 

social stratifications restrict access to education and other forms of social, 

cultural and symbolic capital.  

While the materiality of broader class issues has been marginalised, 

academic research and popular images of youth in contemporary 

Indonesia refer predominantly to middle-class adolescents. This 

preoccupation with the rising middle class since the mid-1980s acted to 

deflect criticism of the authoritarianism of the regime. In the reformasi 

period of democratic reform, homogeneous representations of (middle 

class) youth, which problematically frame youth as a classless category, act 

to defer responsibility for the issues confronting youth across classes, such 

as poverty, un(der)employment, reproductive health education and 

contraception, from government to the individual. 

 

In a class-based analysis of the youth cultures of rapidly changing 

contemporary societies, Marx’s ideas on social alienation as a result of 

capitalism,143 Durkheim’s concept of alienation and anomie,144

                                                   
141 The reasons for the significance of religion in limiting educational opportunity are 
unclear although the authors of this study suggest further research to explore a possible 
link between female attrition rates and Muslim faith. Ibid., p. 24. 

 and 

Merton’s conception of anomie in which the self is alienated, are important 

142 The fee of Rp 200 000 is out of reach to many families. Without the STTB, 
employment is largely restricted to the informal sector. Some schools grant students one 
photocopy of the STTB. If a school leaver who has obtained a photocopy because he/she 
cannot afford the original then applies for a job, the employer takes the photocopy upon 
application and does not return it: the photocopy can only be used to apply for one job. 
Suzanne Naaf’s forthcoming work on school to work transitions in Cilegon, West Java 
explores this in detail. 
143 Marx, Karl, "Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844," in Marx and Engels 
Selected Works (MECW), Vol. 3. 
144 Durkheim, Emile, The Division of Labor in Society (Glencoe: Free Press, 1947). 
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to consider.145

 

 According to Merton’s development of Durkheim’s concept 

of anomie, old norms no longer restrain individual behaviour and new 

norms are either absent or unworkable. The central critique of these 

theorists is the discrepancy between the resources of the society and the 

access to those resources by the various groups of the society. These 

approaches to the study of youth provide a useful starting point to the 

study of Indonesian youth and mainstream media in Indonesian society.  

Youth, sex and gender in Indonesia 

 

[T]he most significant discrepancies in the realm of sexuality relate not to 
the apparent gaps between the ideals of various ethnic or religious groups, 
but rather to the apparent gaps that exist between sexual ideals and sexual 
behaviour, and to the sexual specificity of those ideals and behaviour.146

 
 

A decade after the demise of the New Order, the gender ideology of the 

period remains a pervasive model of gendered and sexual behavior. For 

females, prescribed gender roles emphasising motherhood and wifehood 

were, and continue to be, those most valued. Under Suharto’s development 

agenda, these domestic(ated) roles were contrived to control women’s 

sexuality, enshrined in the women’s code of conduct or kodrat wanita147 

and inscribed in government policy. In Indonesia, motherhood has been 

intrinsic to notions of citizenship and national belonging for women since 

the 1950s.148 Echoing Simone de Beauvior, in Indonesia, it is through 

becoming a wife and mother that one becomes an adult woman.149

 

  

During the New Order, non-normative and alternative sexual and 

gendered practices, subjectivities and identities were marginalised and 

stigmatised. For female youth of the present generation in Yogyakarta, this 

means negotiating their way around complex and often prescriptive 

                                                   
145 Merton, Robert K., Social Theory and Social Structure (New York: Free Press, 1968). 
146 Bennett, "Dialectics of desire and danger". p. 78. 
147 Islamic and national code of conduct (kodrat, God’s will) for female bodies. 
148 Martyn, Elizabeth, The Women's Movement in Post-Colonial Indonesia: Gender and 
Nation in a New Democracy (Abingdon, Oxon: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005). p. 206. 
149 de Beauvoir, Simone, The Second Sex (London: Four Square Books, 1966 [1945]). p. 5.  
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sex/gender discourses. In negotiating gendered expectations, youth 

perform, enact and express particular sexual and gendered subjectivities 

according to context. They must be adept in knowing what discourses are 

at play, where and when, and in taking calculated risks. The risk and 

shame associated with transgressive behaviours reinforces a veil of 

secrecy. Like the puppet master (dalang) who castes the shadow of the 

puppet onto the wayang screen, if they are clever enough and have the 

resources, they can protect themselves by manipulating the extent to 

which others can know them.  

 

Much of the research on post-New Order adolescent sexuality to date 

presents adolescents and youth as predominantly heterosexual in their 

desire. These past studies provide a starting point for this work by 

outlining some of the salient issues in youth attitudes to and practices of 

sexuality. Laurike Moeliono’s (2002) research on the sexual values, 

practices and attitudes of marginalised male youth in Jakarta, for example, 

highlights that in conditions of high un(der)employment, semi-permanent 

housing, and little privacy, the male youth peer group (tongkrongan) 

perpetuates myths and beliefs of invincible masculinity in relation to sex 

and drug use. As Moeliono states: 

 

[I]nfection and pregnancy are not necessarily perceived as negative 
outcomes of sexual relations but rather are seen as events reinforcing 
masculinity and male prowess, precipitating a wanted marriage or easily 
remediable through abortion.150

 
  

As I explore in chapter 5, male invincibility is a pervasive trope used in 

tobacco advertisements. It has a strong influence over young boys’ choice 

to smoke and engage in other risk behaviours. In concluding her work, 

Moeliono calls for ‘special efforts that address the environment factors that 

have contributed to the extreme […] lack of economic and other 

                                                   
150 Moeliono, Laurike, "Sexual risk behaviours of out-of-school young males in an urban 
slum: A case study in Duri Utara, Jakarta,"  (Jakarta: Centre for Societal Development 
Studies at Atma Jaya Catholic University, 2002). p. 1. 
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opportunities’.151

 

 These environmental (lingkungan) factors span the 

family and neighbourhood, and extend beyond to include the school, 

college, university and workplace, state services and institutions. 

Augustina Situmorang’s (2003) work in Medan on attitudes to virginity 

and marriage, pre-marital sex and family pressure shows distinct 

differences in male and female youth attitudes to sex.152 The study showed 

religiosity and ethnicity were not significant factors in determining 

attitudes to pre-marital sex and virginity, indicating ‘a weakening of 

ethnic-religious moral control over young people’s sexual behaviour’.153

 

 

The study also found that higher parental education levels were associated 

with delayed first sexual experience for all youth. For males, an employed 

father and housewife mother (ibu rumah tangga) reduced the age of first 

sexual experience and female youth living at home were less likely to 

engage in sex early. Living away from the parental home was found to be 

an important factor influencing the age of first sexual experience, and 

female youth were more likely to move away from home at a later age than 

male youth. This data suggests that it is normative for male youth living 

within stereotypically middle-class family circumstances to engage in sex 

at an earlier age than that for girls. Not surprisingly, these data reinforce 

the notion that in the family home, female youth are subject to greater 

surveillance than males.  

Several authors have noted in Java that pre-marital sexual 

experimentation is expected and even advantageous to males in their 

                                                   
151 Ibid., p. 12. It is also noteworthy that in the Ambivalent Adolescents in Indonesia (AAI) 
surveys (detailed in the chapter to follow), environment (lingkungan) as the social space 
in which youth engage on a daily basis was seen as an issue of concern. The environment 
was seen to have positive and negative influences that came about as the result of 
engaging with others in the environment, and further, in the consequences of these 
interactions. 
152 Situmorang, Augustina "Chastity and curiosity: Attitudes and behaviour of young 
people in Medan regarding virginity and premarital sex," Journal of Population 9, no. 2 
(2003). pp. 27-54. 
153 Ibid., p. 51. 
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future married lives.154 C. G. Kiem also found that in Ternate in the east of 

the archipelago: ‘[w]hereas premarital sex experience of young men is 

considered necessary for the successful development of the male gender 

role, young women are expected to preserve their virginity until 

marriage’.155 Linda Bennett’s study of maidenhood in Mataram, Lombok, 

over a decade later highlighted the ‘ambivalence’ of youth in negotiating 

conflicting discourses surrounding female sexuality, and the conflict 

between societal expectation and lived practice.156 Distinct differences 

exist in the social expectations for and among young males and females 

regarding sexuality before marriage. For females, preservation of virginity 

(or at least a surface appearance of such) is idealised, while for males 

experimentation is the norm, highlighting the contradictions between ideal 

and practice.157

 

 

Piper Cristovan’s work on sex workers, trangendered males (waria), drug 

use and university students in Yogyakarta interrogates the construction of 

‘risk’ and myths surrounding sex and STIs.158 She found discrepancies 

between what youth reported in a survey and in interviews with regard to 

definitions of sex. Many youth considered penetration of the vagina by the 

penis as the only form of sex. Their rationale was that only this type of 

penetration resulted in loss of virginity and rupture of the hymen. In 

abstaining from penetrative vaginal sex, ‘petting’, oral and anal sexcapades 

were acceptable to them. Because such practices were not thought of as 

‘sex’, they were less associated with risk.159

                                                   
154 This was first explored by the anthropologists of the 1960s. See Geertz, Hildred, The 
Javanese Family: A Study of Kinship and Socialization (New York: The Free Press of 
Glencoe, Inc., 1961). p. 119., and Jay, Robert, Javanese Villagers: Social Relations in 
Rural Modjokuto (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1969). p. 121. 

 Thus, despite a reasonable level 

155 Kiem, Growing Up in Indonesia. p. 162. Kiem notes that ‘notions of formalization, 
individualized partnership, and romantic love are constantly and uniformly cultivated by 
the mass media’. Ibid. 
156 Bennett, "Dialectics of desire and danger". 
157 For an overview of Javanese sexual morality see Magnis-Suseno, Franz, Javanese 
Ethics and World-View: The Javanese Idea of the Good Life (Jakarta: Gramedia, 1997). 
pp. 173-177. 
158 Crisovan, Piper, "Risky business: Cultural conceptions of HIV-AIDS in Indonesia" 
(PhD Thesis, University of Toledo, 2006). 
159 Ibid., p. 148. 
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of knowledge about HIV-AIDS among university students, they did not 

practise safe sex. 

 

The media are an important factor in young people’s lives, but are not 

external to the nature of the economy and society. Since the launch of 

‘Palapa’, Indonesia’s first broadcasting satellite in the 1970s, ‘[y]oung 

people’s lives have been affected more dramatically by the spread of mass 

media consumption and formal education than by the emergence of an 

industrial economy’.160

 

  

Pam Nilan’s work targets the media consumption patterns of middle class 

youth. Among females aged 19-35, Nilan concludes that 

 

watching soap operas is not just an exercise in developing critical skills of 
textual analysis, but adds to, and thereby changes, the repertoire of 
possibilities for fruitful analysis of the dilemmas characteristic of women’s 
lives.161

 
 

In particular, she argues that adolescent consumption of post-Suharto era 

media products such as television soap operas and magazines involves 

their engagement with the same discourses (including discourses of 

femininity) through which they charter their everyday lives.162 These 

media act as ‘a point of reference in young women’s day-to-day talk about 

personal issues and problems’.163 Across the spectrum of Indonesian pop 

cultural forms, discourses of romantic love are ubiquitous. In Bali, Nilan 

found that female middle-class university students were ‘were very much 

“in love” with the idea of romantic love’.164

                                                   
160 Kiem, Growing Up in Indonesia. p. 35. 

 The media reify the 

experiences, understandings and perceptions of middle-class youth, 

represent these as dominant and desirable, and inform expectations of 

ideal gender across class groupings. 

161 Nilan, Pam, "Gendered dreams: Women watching sinetron (soap operas) on 
Indonesian television," Indonesia and the Malay World 29, no. 84 (2001). p. 95. 
162 Nilan, Pam, "Romance magazines, television soap operas and young Indonesian 
women," Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs 37, no. 1 (2003). p. 45. 
163 Ibid., p. 62. 
164 Ibid., p. 48. 
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Smith Hefner’s research on aspiring middle-class youth in Yogyakarta 

shows that ‘Islamic normativity is…part of a wider project of personal 

development aimed at upward mobility and social advancement’.165

 

 In the 

context of the moral panic surrounding the tension between ‘religious 

ideals and modern opportunities’, Smith-Hefner concludes that: 

young men are the ones who most forcefully experience the tension 
between categorical and idealised sexual ideals and masculine gender 
expectations. Whereas, in the ideal, sexual purity for both sexes is 
emphasised, in practice, male sexuality and sexual prowess remain 
powerfully latent concerns.166

 
 

Smith-Hefner stresses the tensions and apprehensions relating to male 

sexual performance. She notes that contemporary Muslim youth turn to 

sex manuals, porn DVDs, the internet, friends and clubbing to learning 

about sex: such is the extent to which sexual relations have been 

disciplined in the minds of Muslim youth. The serious lack of sexual and 

reproductive health education forces youth to turn to guide books (buku 

panduan) and other sources of information on sex.167

 

 The widespread 

cultural practice of seeking sexual expertise beyond the experience of sex 

itself is an expression of performance anxiety.  

While sexual performance anxiety may be seen as a weakness, I argue that 

in the construction of the capitalist spectacle, the ideals and expectations 

of masculine gender and sexual performance shape ideals of femininity. 

Anxieties relating to male sexual performance, in the minds of young men 

or women, illustrate the pervasiveness of masculine hegemony and 

masculinity as a source of power in Indonesian society. Furthermore, in 

the context of the proliferation of new and liberal discourses on sex for 

young females, particularly in magazines, male performance anxiety could 

                                                   
165 Smith-Hefner, Nancy J., "Reproducing respectability: Sex and sexuality among Muslim 
Javanese youth," Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs 40, no. 1 (2006). p. 165. 
166 Ibid., p. 161. 
167 Harding, Claire, "Adolescent sexual and reproductive health in Indonesia: Investing in 
the future?" (Honours thesis, The University of Western Australia, 2006). p. 48 & p. 50. 
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now also be in response to higher expectations of male performance by 

female lovers and wives. 

 

In exploring female subjectivities in this dissertation, I outline the gender 

discourses (with their classed, subcultural and religious inflections) 

shaping youth subjectivities. I draw on the social spheres of the family, the 

kampung, education, religion, and the media (always apparatuses of the 

state at some level), to explore the construction of class and gendered 

differentiation in Yogyakarta. My main emphasis is the construction of 

gendered desire and representations of youth in the mainstream media. 

Overwhelmingly, it seems, discursive practices that shape youth 

masculinity are becoming more inclusive of alternative masculinities, 

including female-bodied masculinities. The scope of the hegemony of 

masculinities is broadening to appear more inclusive. This phenomenon is 

not exclusive to Indonesia and is the result of ideologies of ‘globalisation’ 

which prioritise the global flow of capital through trade. We see the 

broadening of the scope of hegemonic masculinity in urban Java through 

the market and media and the stylisation of time and consumption 

practices. These all bear significantly on the ways in which lives are lived 

and identities and subjectivities are shaped. In the context of a ‘post-

femininist’ global media culture, characteristic of the period of late 

capitalism, notions of liberal female sexuality and sexual equality in 

Indonesia are premised on a lack of critique of patriarchal domination and 

the hegemony of masculinity.168 I examine the ways youth are positioned 

and the ways in which particular youth perceive and shape their 

subjectivities (jati diri)169

 

 according to their unique, multiple and often 

unstable and temporary positionings. 

                                                   
168 For an in depth discussion of the term ‘post-feminist’, see McRobbie, Angela, The 
Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change (London & New Dehli: Sage 
Publications, 2009). 
169 Jati diri is usually translated as identity. It seems more fitting however, that it be used 
to refer to subjectivity as jati diri literally means true self and reflects an inner reference 
point or subjective sense of self.  
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‘[B]eside sexuality, for many people, religion is one of the defining aspects 

of one’s identity – the privileged, “central” part of one’s being’.170 Religion 

is embedded in all aspects of social and political life in Java. Its importance 

is evidenced in the first principle of the Pancasila (state ideology): belief in 

one god (ketuhanan yang maha esa), and is implicit in notions of good 

citizenship: adult Indonesians must claim a religious affiliation. According 

to Islamic and Judeo-Christian gender ideology, sex and gender are 

determined by the body as intended by God. This ideological basis means 

that the various religions of Indonesia share common features with regard 

to sexual values.171 Interpretations and practices of Islam, the dominant 

religion in Java and the field site of Yogyakarta, however, are 

heterogeneous. Individuals make sense of their faith in uniquely subjective 

ways, and indeed for many, the conflict between religious doctrine and 

lived practice represents a level of incommensurability.172

 

 As Lyotard 

reminds us, and as this dissertation aims to show, incommensurability is a 

condition of postmodern subjectivity.  

In the next chapter I introduce the field site, the city renowned as the 

student city, Yogyakarta. I provide an introduction to the Australian 

research team of which I was a part, and offer a brief summary of the 

survey developed and administered by the team among Indonesian youth 

and its findings. I also outline the proceeding chapters.  

                                                   
170 Wieringa, "Postcolonial amnesia: Sexual moral panics, memory and imperial power ". 
p. 220. 
171 Bennett, "Dialectics of desire and danger". p. 77. 
172 Boellstorff has explored the ‘incommensurability’ of Islamic faith and homosexual 
identity in Indonesia. See Boellstorff, A Coincidence of Desires. pp. 139-160. 
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Chapter 2 – The ‘contact zone’ – Yogyakarta 
 

An understanding of the particular character of the field site is central to 

any ethnographic endeavour. Yogyakarta holds a unique place in the 

imaginations of Indonesians, in Java, and throughout Indonesia. The city 

of Yogyakarta holds enormous cultural, historical and spiritual 

significance. It is the mystical centre of Javanese court and Kejawen 

(Javanist spiritual) tradition and known as the cultural and spiritual 

capital of ‘Java’nese-ness.1

 

 Important to this construction is the position 

Yogyakarta held as the capital city of the Sultanate of Yogyakarta during 

the Mataram Dynasty (1575-1640) and as the interim capital of Indonesia 

in 1946 following the declaration of Independence from Dutch colonial 

rule. 

In present day Yogyakarta, Sultan Hamengkubuwono X resides in the 

kraton (palace) at the ‘spiritual heart’ of the city. The urban and rural 

landscape is dotted with faded historico-religious tourist sites, and to the 

distant north the active volcano Merapi strikes a foreboding presence. To 

the south, the mythical goddess of the South Seas (Nyai Loro Kidul) 

continues to procure unwitting suitors from the tumultuous waves, and to 

secretly consummate her union with the current Sultan at the shrine at 

Parangkusumo beach (west of Parangtritis beach). These cultural sites, 

practices and beliefs are symbolic of the cultural legacies or heritage of the 

past. For the Javanese, the dominant ethnic group in Indonesia, 

Yogyakarta epitomises the last bastion of refined (alus) Javanese tradition, 

language and way of life. The significance attributed to Javanese culture in 

                                                   
1 For an interesting discussion of Java as it is differently perceived by the Javanese, in 
anthropology, and as a construction in critical discourse, see Braten, Eldar, "Resurrecting 
'Java': A call for a 'Java'nese anthropology," in The Java That Never Was: Academic 
Theories and Political Practices, ed. Hans Antlov and Jorgen Hellman (Munster: LIT 
VERLAG, 2005). Braten notes, ‘[i]t was in the interchange between a gradually stronger 
colonial power and an ever more “culturalizing” Java that notions of “Java” were formed, 
and it was in the recuperation of these notions that Soeharto’s regime, after the 
turbulence of Soekarno, sought to establish its cultural legitimacy. “Java,” either colonial 
or New Order, is thus basically a construction, an emergent property of variously situated 
political discourses. There “is” no Java out there that requires essentialist approaches to 
be understood. It is rather the other way around: “Java” has come to figure in and 
through essentialist discourse’. p. 30. 
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Indonesia has made Yogyakarta second only to Bali as Indonesia’s most 

popular tourist destination. Distinct from Bali, however, where Hinduism 

is the dominant religion, in Yogyakarta, a form of Islam is practiced by 91 

percent of the population.2

 

  

Situated in south central Java, the city of Yogyakarta is the central district 

of the Yogyakarta Special Region (DIY), which is comprised of the districts 

of Sleman, Kulon Progo, Gunung Kidul and Bantul and has an area of 

3185.5 square kilometers.3. Of the 3.5 million people living in the wider 

DIY, approximately 600 000 live in the city of Yogyakarta,4

                                                   
2 Table 1: Number and Growth Rate of Population by District/Municipality in DIY, 1980, 
1990 and 2000. URL: 

 Yogyakarta 

occupies an area of 32.5 square kilometers, and is the smallest and most 

densely populated regency of the DIY. 

www.pemda.diy.go.id. Accessed 14.04.08. 
3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yogyakarta. Accessed 8.03.2010. 
4 This figure is taken from the Bureau of Statistics DIY website and represents the 
estimated population of 2009. See http://yogyakarta.bps.go.id/statistik-menurut-subyek. 
Accessed 8.03.2010. 

http://www.pemda.diy.go.id/�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yogyakarta�
http://yogyakarta.bps.go.id/statistik-menurut-subyek�
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Figure 2-1: Map of Special Region of Yogyakarta (DIY)5

 
 

The regency of Bantul, to the south of the city of Yogyakarta was the 

epicenter of the 2006 earthquake, and sprawls south to Parangtritis beach. 

Beyond the limits of the Ring Road that circles the city, the landscape of 

Bantul is dotted with peri-urban villages, Islamic boarding schools 

(pondok pesantren), handicraft villages, and lush rice paddies. To the west 

and east of the city of Yogyakarta are the hilly districts of Kulon Progo and 

Gunung Kidul respectively. Nestled in the centre of these is the city of 

Yogyakarta. From the city one can commute cheaply via public or private 

transport to any of the other districts in a relatively short time. Steady 

                                                   
5 http://www.indonesia-tourism.com/yogyakarta/map/yogyakarta-tourism-map.html. 
Accessed 8.03.2010. 

http://www.indonesia-tourism.com/yogyakarta/map/yogyakarta-tourism-map.html�
http://www.indonesia-tourism.com/yogyakarta/map/yogyakarta-high.png�
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urban migration, increased job competition and a general climate of 

increasing economic difficulty and competition has meant plots of land on 

the fringes of the city previously used for rice growing are slowly being sold 

off. As developers snap up large plots on which to build enclaved middle-

class housing estates (perumahan), urban sprawl is changing the face and 

functionality of the city.  

 

The changing character of the city is an important consideration in the 

study of urban youth. The city plays an important role in the ‘social 

constitution of the body’.6 It ‘provides the order and organization that 

automatically links otherwise unrelated bodies’, and, ‘is the condition and 

milieu in which corporeality is socially, sexually, and discursively 

produced’.7

 

 Grosz states that 

the form, structure, and norms of the city seep into and affect all the other 
elements that go into the constitution of corporeality and/as subjectivity 
[…]. Moreover, the city is, of course, also the site for the body’s cultural 
saturation, its takeover and transformation by images, representational 
systems, the mass media, and the arts – the place where the body is 
representationally reexplored, transformed, contested, reinscribed. In 
turn, the body (as cultural product) transforms, reinscribes the urban 
landscape according to its changing (demographic, economic and 
psychological) needs, extending the limits of the city, of the sub-urban, 
ever towards the countryside which borders it. As a hinge between the 
population and the individual, the body, its distribution, habits, 
alignments, pleasures, norms, and ideals are the ostensible object of 
governmental regulation, and the city is a key tool.8

 
 

The city also represents an urban ‘contact zone’: ‘the space of colonial 

encounters, the space in which peoples geographically and historically 

separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing 

relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and 

                                                   
6 Grosz, Elizabeth, "Bodies-cities," in The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. 
Amelia Jones (London & New York: Routledge, 2003).p. 511. This article was first 
published eleven years earlier as Grosz, Elizabeth, "Bodies-cities," in Sexuality and 
Space: Princeton Papers on Architecture, ed. Beatriz Colomina (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1992). pp. 241-254. 
7 Grosz, "Bodies-cities." p. 508 
8 Ibid., p. 511.  
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intractable conflict’.9 With a national and international reputation as the 

‘city of education’ (kota pendidikan),10 Yogyakarta is an ‘educational 

“contact zone”’11 and has been a key player in the ‘teaching machine’12 

within Indonesia. In the 1920s, it was a centre for the anti-colonialist 

education (Taman Siswa) movement. In 1949, one of Indonesia’s oldest 

and most prestigious universities (UGM) was established in Sleman. 

Currently, it is has over 120 tertiary institutions.13 As a ‘city of education’, 

it draws students from the farthest reaches of the archipelago – from 

‘Sabang to Merauke’. Approximately half of the university students and 

40% of the upper high-school students (SMA) in Yogyakarta originate 

from elsewhere.14

 

 Their parents often remain in their home cities, towns or 

villages while the students come to Yogyakarta to study. Some students, as 

young as fifteen, are responsible for managing their monthly expenses and 

daily self-care. They are supported financially by their parent(s), older 

siblings or other family members from afar. Many only go home once a 

year at Lebaran (the Muslim holiday period after Ramadhan). 

Many youth move to Yogyakarta in search of work. Similar to the practice 

of merantau (to wander)15 among Minang and Bugis, students who leave 

their homes and families to study in Yogyakarta may be said to be 

following the practice of merantau.16

                                                   
9 Pratt, Mary Louise, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: 
Routledge, 1992). p. 6. 

 As Indonesia ‘modernises’, education 

10 Also known as the ‘city of students’ (kota pelajar). 
11 McRobbie, The Aftermath of Feminism. p. 166. 
12 Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, Outside in the Teaching Machine (London & New York: 
Routledge, 1993). 
13 http://www.ieso2010.ugm.ac.id/ie/index.php?p=dt. Accessed 8.03.2010.  
14 Personal communication with the Adminstrative Secretary at the office of the Dept. of 
National Education in Yogyakarta. 
15 Merantau means to wander, and is used to refer to non-work related migration, to 
moving away or moving out. 
16 Tanner makes the point that merantau was ‘once thought of as something that young 
men did, while women remained in their matrilineal homes in the village supervising the 
farming of matrilineal lands and engaging in home industries and marketing […]. Now, 
women are also likely to leave home for education and work’. Tanner, Nancy Makepeace, 
"The nuclear family in Minagkabau matriliny: The mirror of disputes," Bijdragen tot de 
Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 138, no. 1 (1982 ). Ibid., p. 130; Education, however, is 
increasingly seen in Indonesia as ‘an intrinsically beneficial end in itself’, see Nilan, Pam 
et al., "Ambivalent adolescents in Indonesia: Trends and future dreams" (paper presented 

http://www.ieso2010.ugm.ac.id/ie/index.php?p=dt�
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is increasingly becoming a preliminary and requisite step to employment. 

To travel in search of education can be considered a form of merantau, 

and those youth who venture afar, as perantau (wanderers). Similar to 

perantau who migrate in the search of work and then return home with 

their rewards, together with stories of their adventures, student youth 

often express their intention to return to their home communities with 

new knowledge and skills.  

 

The student way of life in the cosmopolitan metropolis, however, poses 

many challenges to these newcomers. These challenges arise in negotiating 

life in a new city where expectation is complicated by the reality of a 

complex socio-cultural milieu. Unforeseen challenges can interfere with 

these idealised and preconceived intentions.  

 

 
Figure 2-2: Advertisement in a clubbing zine claiming: ‘Yogya is not only gudeg (a sweet 

dish made from jackfruit) and bakmi (a noodle dish)’ 
 

                                                                                                                                           

at the Australian Netherlands Research Collaboration seminar, Growing up in Indonesia: 
Experience and diversity in youth transitions, Canberra, 2009). p. 24. 
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As suggested in the advertisement, Yogyakarta has much more to offer 

than traditional Javanese cuisine. In particular, the urban part of the 

regency of Sleman, to the north of the city of Yogyakarta, offers a plethora 

of educational, social and accommodation options to newly arrived 

Indonesian and international students. It is home to several of the most 

esteemed universities in Yogyakarta and offers boarding houses in the 

vicinity of campuses and entertainment. Most of the more upmarket 

nightclubs, hotels, malls and bookshops and American fast food 

franchaises have sprouted up here to cater to student demand. The area 

round Kota Baru, Sagan and Gejayan (Affandi) Streets (and surrounds) 

and Ambarukmo Plaza, is full of coffee shops, restaurants, foodhalls and 

warungs (roadside foodstalls), video rental shops, distros,17

 

 mobile phone 

shops, and hair and beauty salons. Some cafés offer nightly film screenings 

or hired DVDs can be viewed on request. Here, public coffee drinking is 

not the exclusive pastime of males. Female students sip café lattés or 

cappuccinos while smoking cigarettes. Cafés selling alcohol and providing 

live music operate in intense competition in Candong Catur, the new 

centre of student/youth nightlife.  

In 2002, Yogyakarta’s reputation as a centre for education came under 

scrutiny in reaction to the publication of Iip Wijayanto’s controversial 

research on virginity among its university students. In Sex in the Kost (Sex 

in the Boarding House), Wijayanto claimed that 97.05 percent of female 

university students in Yogyakarta were no longer virgins.18 It has since 

been determined that many of his informants were sought out for their 

known sexual promiscuity and Muslim students were not included.19

                                                   
17 An amalgam of the English words distribution and outlet, a retail outlet for music and 
fashion. Distros often begin as small business enterprises catering to a specific 
subcultural clique: their music, fashion and styles are often later appropriated into 
mainstream culture.  

 The 

statistics posed by Wijayanto on virginity and kos life in Yogyakarta fueled 

18 Wijayanto, Iip, Sex in the Kost (Yogyakarta: Tinta, 2003). 
19 Smith-Hefner, "Reproducing respectability." p. 160.  
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a moral panic surrounding youth sexuality, and changed the way the 

student city of Yogyakarta is imagined.20

 

  

Yogyakarta newspapers are rife with articles by students concerned about 

the moral decline of the city. The respected local newspaper, Kedaulatan 

Rakyat (KR), often features articles by Muslim students, particularly from 

Sunan Kalijaga National Islamic University.21 They have petitioned for the 

closure of clubs and cafes which they see as jeopardising Yogyakarta’s 

reputation as a centre of learning. Recently, the newspaper reported that a 

club catering to underage clubbers, opening from 6pm to 9pm weeknights, 

has been operating without a license.22 This is despite the fact that 

uniformed police monitor the entrance to the club.23 Student activities 

such as Makrab (Malam Keakraban, evening of solidarity) hosted by the 

Universitas Sarjanawijata Tamansiswa (UST) have included discussions on 

topics such as ‘seks bebas’. Expressing a common perception about the 

risks to students in Yogyakarta their spokesperson said: ‘[w]ithout acute 

awareness, students from outside of Yogyakarta can fall into the trap 

(terjerumus) of pergaulan bebas’.24

 

  

Pergaulan (bebas?) on the banks of the Hijau River25

 

 

The Angkringan Kali Hijau represents one site of friction between these 

different cultural worlds. Since March 2006, this angkringan has become 

one of the many outdoor meeting places for anak muda, particularly those 

university students who come to Yogyakarta to study. The angkringan, 

located on the northern edge of the city bordering Sleman, is poised on the 

                                                   
20 University students have told me that as a result of Wijayanto’s study, many parents 
opted to send their children to universities and high schools in cities other than Yogya. 
21 Formerly known as IAIN (Institut Agama Islam Nasional, the National Islamic 
Institute). 
22 "Beroperasi pada jam belajar masyarakat: Pejabat prihatin ada diskotek khusus 
[Operating during study hours: Official concerned there is a special discotheque]," 
Kedaulatan Rakyat, 18.01.2010. p. 3. 
23 Repeated personal observation. 
24 "Makrab FE-UST Yogya bicara 'seks bebas' [Economics Faculty-Sarjanawiyata 
Tamansiswa University Evening Together talking about "free sex"] ", Kedaulatan Rakyat, 
8.10.2007. p. 16. 
25 The name of the river is a pseudonym. 



 

  

53 

 

steep concrete banks of the Hijau River above the kampung of Romo 

Mangun (Mangunwijaya),26

 

 and offers a panoramic view across the river to 

the densely populated kampung on the other side. This location is adjacent 

to the ‘upmarket’ Kentucky Fried Chicken and the trendy suburb of Kota 

Baru, with its Dutch colonial architecture, distros and concept cafés. The 

relaxed ambience of the place is enhanced by the flickering lights of the 

sprawling kampung in the distance and made more pleasant by the cool 

breeze rising from the water. 

 
Figure 2-3: Nongkrong at the Hijau River angkringan 

 

Angkringan Kali Hijau covers a 50 metre stretch of river.27

                                                   
26 The famous Catholic priest and advocate for education, street kids and the urban poor. 

 Foodstalls line 

the river side of the road and floor mats are placed on both sides of the 

27 Angkringan are not to be confused with pikulan, which fit the definition Echols and 
Schadily (1997) give for angkringan, as ‘long carrying pole with hampers on either end’. 
The angkringan I describe are mobile only in the mornings and evenings. Each day, they 
are moved to their regular site of business and are later packed up at night. The many 
stalls that make up the Angkringan Kali Hijau are removed from the site at closure and 
set up again each late afternoon. If one passes the site at midday, there is no sign of the 
angkringan’s existence. This angkringan is more like the lesehan (outdoor roadside 
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road as well as on the island in the middle of the road on busy nights. The 

same crowds tend to frequent the same areas. For example, those who go 

to the riverside generally do not sit across the road. Those who sit on the 

other side are not there for the view and appear to be a more radical 

crowd. Alcohol is not sold here, and when consumed on site, is done so 

reasonably discretely. Buskers of all ages (pengamen) entertain the crowds 

until the wee hours and the atmosphere is vibrant.  

 

For this reason, youth go there to meet their friends (main-main) and to 

hangout (nongkrong). The casual atmosphere of the Angkringan Kali 

Hijau enhances the possibility that one may make new friends (tambah 

teman), relax (relak), catch up on gossip, make plans together, 

philosophise and network. Some youth bring playing cards or musical 

instruments. 

 

 Angkringan beyond the kampung offer social spaces where distance from 

parents, guardians, neighbours and siblings enables youth to choose, 

create and extend their social circles. In the angkringan of the kampung, 

where anonymity is not possible and where an age-based hierarchy 

dominates social interactions, interactions between the sexes are minimal 

and females do not smoke. Unlike in the kampung, pacaran (couples) can 

sit close, whisper, hold hands, hug, and occasionally steal a kiss, albeit very 

discretely. Cewek (colloquial term for female youth) who smoke light up. 

 

                                                                                                                                           

eateries) of Malioboro Street than the wooden cart style angkringan. In Indonesia, 
mobile wooden angkringan are central features of urban or rural kampung. They 
function as road or alley-side ‘meeting places’ (tempat nongkrong), particularly for 
males. Traditionally angkringan are wooden carts on which hot coppers simmer until late 
at night. They offer affordable meals to people who live and work on or near the street, 
from becak (pedicab) drivers and shop attendants, to security persons and tourists. One 
of the most renowned traditional wooden cart style angkringan in Yogya is the 
Angkringan Luk Man, otherwise known as the Angkringan Kopi Jos to the north of Tugu 
train station and Malioboro street. Angkringan Luk Man, however, is a modified version 
of the angkringan, which provides many wooden tables and chairs on the side of the road 
where the food and drinks are prepared. Mats are placed on the other side to 
accommodate the crowds. With their plastic woven mats (tikar) and temporary kitchens, 
both ankgringan and lesehan provide a cheap dining alternative and are very popular. 
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I first went to the Angkringan Kali Hijau (Hijau river) with a young male, 

Yos (a tertiary student of international relations from Padang, Sumatra), 

and his friend Imam. This night, anak muda gathered under the tarpaulins 

to escape the intermittent rain. The crowd was made up of youth of 

different subcultural styles. Similar to Yos, many cowok (colloquial term 

for male youth) were wearing black stovepipe jeans, homemade screen-

printed t-shirts, with funky, shoulder length hair, their fringes sloping over 

their eyes. Cewek also had sloping fringes with longer than shoulder length 

hair. Girls with short hair stood out among the crowd. To one side of me, a 

young guy played guitar while others sang along. Yos had brought some 

zines and a book for me to look at, and after a while, others sitting adjacent 

asked to look at these and joined in on our conversation.  

 

An international studies student introduced himself and his pacar, who 

was the only cewek wearing a jilbab. They sat close, her torso and arms 

slumped over his legs with her head in his lap. He gently patted her 

behind, as one does to console an infant. The young cowok hinted that his 

pacar was accompanying him here for the first time and that she did so 

because she feared he ‘may stray’ (selingkuh) if she were not around. I got 

the impression that he had teased her with this possibility to get her to 

come out tonight. It was now 11pm – I wondered about her curfew time.28 

She said she had recently moved to a new kos and that the evening curfew 

was not strictly enforced. I brought up the subject of the teachings of the 

ustadz (preacher) Iip Wijayanto last Sunday at my local mosque on 

pacaran (discussed in chapter 5). They knew of Wijayanto and did not 

agree with his views, calling his version of Islam, ‘strict Islam’. For them, 

holding hands, touching each other on the head, face, arms and legs (and 

backside) was not a problem. These acts were neither a sin (dosa) nor 

fornication (zina). For these Muslim youth, only sex, masturbation and 

living together unwed (kumpul kebo) constituted zina.29

                                                   
28 Curfew time is termed jam malam and generally refers to the evening curfew time set 
by boarding house managers. It is usually 9 or 10pm.  

  

29 For a very brief discussion of attitudes to kumpul kebo see, Jones, Gavin W., "Not 'when 
to marry' but 'whether to marry': The changing context of marriage decisions in East and 
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Islamisation has been proceeding apace in Indonesia since the 1970s.30 In 

the post-Suharto period, Indonesia is witnessing resurgence in 

Islamic/religious conservatism particularly regarding the perceived 

negative effects of globalisation/Westernisation and non-Islamic moral 

codes.31 In Yogyakarta, renowned for its religious tolerance, the activities 

of these conservative moral guardians have been noted in recent years, for 

example, the violent sabotage of a gathering of transgendered males in 

Kaliurang in 2003.32

 

 These hard line Islamic groups view non-normative 

behaviours as both anti-Islamic and unpatriotic. They are active in the 

construction of deviance: for instance they consider that the Ankringan 

Kali Hijau as a site of pergaulan bebas because it is open until late and is a 

public place where youth of both sexes can meet and hang out 

(nongkrong).  

According to an online report, members of the FPI (Islamic Defenders 

Front)33 paid the ankringan a visit on the pretext of suspicion that it was a 

haven for undercover prostitution. As one of the stallholders commented 

in the report, ‘the FPI has been here and tried to forbid us from opening 

due to their belief that this is an immoral space (tempat mesum)…we (the 

traders) here do not feel in the wrong and indeed never intended to create 

a negative image’.34

                                                                                                                                           

Southeast Asia," in (Un)tying the Knot: Ideal and Reality in Asian Marriage, ed. Gavin 
W. Jones and Kamalini Ramdas (Singapore: Asia Research Institute, 2004). p. 27.  

 Fortunately, local government authorities permit the 

small enterprises to operate here, as they do other late night venues such 

as clubs. Because it does not sell alcohol, during Ramadhan, when dugem 

(clubs) and cafés close, the Angkringan Kali Hijau is more crowded than 

usual.  

30 Hefner, "Islam in an Era of Nation States." 
31 Smith-Hefner, "Reproducing respectability." pp. 143-72. 
32 Boellstorff, A Coincidence of Desires. p. 160. Members of this group of saboteurs were 
reportedly from the Ka’bah Youth Movement (Gerakan Pemuda Ka’bah) under the 
influence of alcohol they used weapons, physically assaulted members of the 
transgendered group and stole their possesssions such as handphones and money.  
33 FPI – Front Pembela Islam.  
34 http://www.lovelyjogja.com/?mod=post&act=detail_post&PostId=100. Accessed 
10.3.09. No longer available. 

http://www.lovelyjogja.com/?mod=post&act=detail_post&PostId=100�
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The survey and methodology 

 

During my initial fieldwork I stayed in two urban kampung in the sub-

district (kecamatan) of Umbulharjo in the city of Yogyakarta for a period 

of nine months. Umbulharjo, to the southeast of the city, has the lowest 

ratio of people to land, and is close to the borders of the districts of 

Gunung Kidul and Bantul. Here ‘roadside’ and ‘alleyside’ housing and 

business enterprises are interspersed with small remaining plots of rice 

paddies, pawpaw and banana trees. I chose this area for its reduced 

pollution, less dense housing and proximity to public transport. Later, I 

was able to supplement my initial fieldwork time with two subsequent 

eight-week visits in November 2009 and December 2010. 

 

This research is part of the Ambivalent Adolecents in Indonesia (AAI) 

collaborative research project (2006-2009), funded by the Australian 

Research Council. A team of six female researchers from Australian 

universities carried out the research. The team leader was Lyn Parker, who 

conducted fieldwork in West Sumatra and Bali. The other three chief 

investigators were Pam Nilan (Solo), Kathryn Robinson (South Sulawesi) 

and Linda Bennett (Lombok and Flores). Together the chief investigators 

developed a quantitative survey to ‘provide baseline data’ for the study of 

Indonesian youth (see Appendix).35

 

 Two PhD students were also involved 

in the study: Traci Smith (Jakarta and Central Java) and myself 

(Yogyakarta). Surveys were administered in nine locations, mainly in 

secondary schools, with some also in technical and tertiary education 

facilities. As the survey targeted remaja, high schools proved to be sites for 

the most expedient administration of the surveys due to their large and 

readily available student populations.  

The aim of the survey was ‘to obtain an overview of youth experiences, 

opinions and expectations in the fields of education and work, social life 

                                                   
35 Nilan et al., "Ambivalent adolescents in Indonesia: Trends and future dreams". p. 1. 
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and leisure’.36

 

 It comprised four sections, with a total of 29 questions: 

initial demographic questions were followed by questions on education; 

lifestyle and health, recreation and use of technology; and hopes for the 

future. Most of the questions related to lifestyle choices and time use, 

religiosity and future aspirations and the barriers to achieving these 

aspirations. The survey was made up of a combination of closed, multiple 

choice and rating-type questions. Some questions were open-ended and 

required more elaborate responses. 

Intending to analyse the discourses and practices of youth gender and 

sexuality in Yogyakarta, I commenced fieldwork in Yogyakarta in 2007. I 

administered 473 surveys in Yogyakarta in my first three months of 

fieldwork. After conducting the surveys, the overwhelming significance of 

pergaulan bebas for youth led me to develop my analysis of youth gender 

and sexuality through the lens of the normative discourse of pergaulan 

bebas.  

 

I want to briefly summarise some of the important findings of the survey 

for the purpose of developing a demographic and preferences profile of the 

high school population I surveyed in Yogyakarta.37 Their responses are 

representative of the 12-18 year age group and the average age of 

respondents was 16. It can be assumed that because 87 percent of the 

respondents were Javanese, most originated from Yogyakarta or other 

parts of the island of Java. The dominant languages spoken at home were 

Javanese followed by Indonesian. Most of the students lived with parents 

(81.82%),38

 

 however, 10% lived in kos (boarding houses) and 6% lived in 

the home of another family. A smaller number lived in Islamic boarding 

schools (pesantren) and mosques. The majority were Muslim (88%) with a 

few Protestants (7.4%) and Catholics (4%).  

                                                   
36 Ibid. 
37 I do not provide a comprehensive summary of the survey findings in this dissertation. 
38 Most of the high school students in this study were from Yogya, or their families lived in 
Yogya. 
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The survey questions regarding use of and access to media and technology 

relate to lifestyle issues that influence how one spends one’s time. 

Watching television was the preferred pasttime (44.4%). Television 

programme preferences included watching music programmes, comedy, 

cartoons, horror and foreign films, with drama, soap operas and 

documentaries least preferred options.39 The number of girls who watched 

television was higher as they are more likely to spend time at home. Boys 

and girls indicated that they otherwise spent their spare time in activities 

such as playing (bermain, 32.56%),40 reading (28.5%), sport (25.6%), 

going out (jalan-jalan, 20%)41

 

 and sleeping (19%). The social importance 

of friends came out in their shared pasttime preferences for hanging out, 

talking and sharing with friends. More students did not have access to 

computers in the home (48%) compared to those that did (40%). Of 

course, this does not bear significantly on computer and internet access in 

a city where internet cafés are relatively cheap and plentiful. The internet 

was used by this group as a source of information (68.5%) and as a social 

networking tool (44.5%), and more specifically to chat (59%) and to send 

and receive emails (45%). The internet was also popular for music 

downloads (55%) and gaming (36%). A quarter of the students did not own 

a handphone.  

The survey questions were structured to determine the socio-economic 

status of respondents. Father’s occupation was deemed the ‘key marker of 

a young person’s socio-economic status and future prospects’.42

                                                   
39 Indonesian films were not included in the list of survey options regarding television 
viewing. 

 In 

Yogyakarta, 43% of fathers were employed in the private sector as either 

40 Bermain is a general term that refers to activities that are relaxing and informal. It is 
also used as a gloss to avoid revealing one’s actual activities. 
41 Jalan-jalan – (literally to walk around) is also used as a gloss for not providing the 
details of one’s outing. Together with bercerita (swapping stories with friends), this was 
the most common pasttime shared with friends at 36%. Curhat (to express one’s feelings 
to friends) followed as the third most popular pastime (22%). 
42 Nilan et al., "Ambivalent adolescents in Indonesia: Trends and future dreams". p. 14. 
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wiraswasta (owner of a private business, 24.74%)43 or pegawai swasta 

(private sector employee, 18.18%). These were followed by pegawai negeri 

(civil servant, 17.34%) and labourer (buruh, 11.21%). The most common 

type of work for mothers was in the home as ibu rumah tangga (46.7%), 

with other work roles as pegawai negeri (public servants, 11%), 

wiraswasta (private business owner, 8.25%) and pedagang (trader, 

7.19%).44

 

 That the primary work role of almost half of the respondents’ 

mothers was as housewive (ibu rumah tangga) may be a remnant of New 

Order gender discourse that privileges middle-class wifely subservience 

and presence in the home. Moreover, it is likely that the primary role of 

mothers as housewives indicated here hides the dual role (peran ganda) 

that mothers often perform as wives/mothers who work around their 

children’s school hours to significantly contribute to the family income.  

One of most significant findings of the survey at the national level was 

that: 

 

[o]nce again, the ideal middle-class subject – well educated, married with 
a small family, devout and in good health – emerged as the dominant 
discourse. One cannot deny that this is a laudable ideal. However, the 
‘weak link’ in the chain of aspirational middle-class signifiers is work. The 
comfortable middle-class ideal of Indonesian adult life is not achievable 
without the kind of job(s) and income that make it possible.45

 
 

As a counter to the problematic implicit in this reality, there was a 

consensus among the youth surveyed that ‘[w]hen it came to visions of the 

future ‘good life’ as adults, work and career did not figure as significantly 

as education, family, religion and health’.46

                                                   
43 The employment category of wiraswasta may include cover the gambit of businesses 
ranging from angkringan (a roadside cart selling food and drinks), home industry (such 
as cooking, aluminium fabrication), tailor, to hotel owner  

 In Yogyakarta, survey 

respondents prioritised their aspirations for the future: being successful 

(orang sukses) was their top priority but was qualified by the desire to be 

44 The distinction between the categories of wiraswasta and pedagang are unclear. 
Wiraswasta assumes more lofty connotations than pedagang.  
45 Nilan et al., "Ambivalent adolescents in Indonesia: Trends and future dreams". p. 28.  
46 Nilan, Pam et al., "Ambivalent adolescents in Indonesia: Hopes and dreams " in 
Preliminary findings of AAI research presented to AAI team members (2008). p. 29. 
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of use/of purpose (berguna) and devoted (berbakti) to one’s parents and 

society in general. 

  

The AAI survey introduced rich data for analysis and provided a 

stringboard for more probing questions in interview and focus group 

discussion. From the survey, the issue of pergaulan bebas was revealed to 

be the issue of greatest concern to youth across the archipelago. As a 

discourse of normative importance to youth and in which they are 

implicated, the discourse of pergaulan bebas, and the discursive practices 

that construct certain youth behaviours as negative, provided a lens 

through which I explore youth gender and sexual subjectivities and 

desires. In grounding my research in the survey, my methodology 

therefore employs both quantitative and qualitative research methods, in 

addition to discourse analysis and ethnography.  

 

Administration of the surveys also enabled me to meet hundreds of young 

people, of different age, class and ethnicities, together with their teachers, 

parents and siblings. Several opportunities came about through my 

involvement in schools. I taught English lessons in a private Islamic school 

and a (favorit) secular state school.47 Through affiliation with these 

schools I conducted several focus group discussions, and was able to 

engage the views of students in relation to media and film. I also surveyed 

teachers on education, teaching and youth issues. Other focus group 

discussions were organised with student counselors from the PKBI Taman 

Siswa.48

                                                   
47 State schools are the preferred choice for senior high school and are ranked according 
to performance. This school had classroom resources that I did not see in other schools.  

 Through the PKBI, I established focus groups in university 

campuses. In addition, two small tertiary institutions near my home, one a 

private institution catering to students of diploma level courses, the other a 

tertiary academy, became bases through which I met many students who 

had come to Yogyakarta to study. Participant observation was fundamental 

to these experiences. 

48 PKBI – Perkumpulan Keluarga Berencana Indonesia (Indonesian Family Planning 
Board). 
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My focus in this dissertation is the construction of youth gendered desire 

in the reformasi period. I ask: what factors shape the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas and how do young people, particularly female youth, 

negotiate the discursive practices that construct pergaulan bebas as 

negative? Given the broad spectrum of behaviours connoted by the term 

pergaulan bebas, I want to acknowledge that I have chosen to make 

certain omissions and do not try to cover all of the factors shaping youth 

behaviours in detail. For example, I do not include an in-depth analysis of 

Islamic teachings in relation to youth and their socio-sexual interactions. 

Rather, I aim to provide a nuanced view of Islam as subject to individual 

interpretation. Nor do I examine the cyberworld of internet/virtual 

subjectivities, interschool gang rivalry,49 or drug use,50

 

 as each of these 

topics would be a thesis unto itself. After conducting the initial surveys, I 

felt that an exploration of mainstream youth culture was needed before an 

analysis of youth subjectivities could be realistically undertaken. This has 

meant that this dissertation emphasises the former. 

The chapters to follow 

 

In Chapter 3 I ask, what is the cultural polemic surrounding the discourse 

of pergaulan bebas and how has the discourse been shaped in relation to 

changing socio-cultural factors in Indonesia over time? I do this by 

analysing the survey findings that identify pergaulan bebas as the issue of 

greatest concern for youth and by exploring the discursive construction of 

pergaulan bebas. I draw on interviews and focus group discussions with 

high school and university students to explore the meanings of pergaulan 

bebas and the ways they subjectively view the changes taking place in 

Indonesian sexual cultures.  

 

                                                   
49 Hatib Sangaji is currently doing research on male youth school-based gangs in 
Yogyakarta. 
50 I was warned not to become too involved with the drug scene and drug users after 
meeting some heroine users in my local kampung.  
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In chapter 4, I explore some of the everyday practices of the urban 

kampung where residents learn their mutual responsibility in maintaining 

social harmony (rukun) through avoidance of conflict. The kampung is a 

microcosm of the wider Javanese society in its structure, gendered 

relations and the social positioning of youth. I show the behaviours 

associated with pergaulan bebas not as the behaviours of youth but rather 

as gendered socio-sexual practices and exchanges that are condoned in the 

(often hidden) sexual economies of the adult population. The study 

includes both local youth who live with family, in kos (boarding houses), or 

other arrangements, and those who come to Yogyakarta to study or work 

and who generally live in kos within kampung. In the kampung of south 

Yogyakarta, the philosophy of rukun remains fundamental to 

accommodating the ever-intensifying differences among kampung 

residents. Through discussion of the kampung I elaborate on the 

distinction between the harmonious family and the broken home, the 

latter seen as the most pervasive influence in youth engagement in the 

behaviours of pergaulan bebas.  

 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7, present the gendered representations of youth in 

advertisements, film and youth events. Through these media, I enquire 

into the emerging and residual narratives of youth desire and romantic 

love. Chapter 5 specifically looks at the gendered and sexual symbolism 

and imagery of streetside advertisements. The visible dominance of these 

billboard images in the urban streetscape shows the appeal of the massive 

youth consumer market to product sponsors. As bricolages implicit in 

shaping Indonesian youth conceptions of ‘modern’ consumer tastes and 

lifestyles they define what it is to be cool or gaul and its alternatives. What 

can be read from these representations? 

 

Chapter 6 explores the renaissance of Indonesian film targeting a youth 

audience in the last five years. In film, more than in song lyrics or the 

single advertising image, fictionalised representations of contemporary 

urban youth are detailed scene-by-scene. We see how characters develop, 
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the situations they confront, how they deal with these situations and the 

emotions they experience, and the outcomes of quandaries and 

predicaments. Film audiences are privy to the privileged and emergent 

discourses of desire, romantic love, faith and the family commonly 

explored in relation to the discourse of pergaulan bebas.  

 

In Chapter 7, I present an analysis of several mainstream pop and 

(sub)cultural youth events held in Yogyakarta in 2007. I consider issues of 

timing, place, enculturation and performance in the promotion of new 

(cultural and consumer) products and the staging of youth cultural events. 

My aim is to ascertain how liberal sex/gender discourses are used in the 

conceptualisation and production of these events, and how these are 

signified in the language and strategies of advertising promotion, the 

details of the proceedings of events, and crowd participation.  

 

In Chapter 8, I explore dugem (nightclubs), generally viewed as the 

primary sites of pergaulan bebas. Similar to advertising and youth events, 

nightclubs and cafés selling alcohol flourish because they are privately 

sponsored and feed consumer desires. Dugem are viewed as dens of 

hedonism by conservative religious fractions. In this context, female youth 

who engage in dugem are seen as ‘bad girls’ (cewek nakal) and must guard 

against social sanction. I ask, to what extent does dugem participation, 

particularly for female youth, articulate resistance to the received 

discourse on dugem and pergaulan bebas? How is this resistance 

managed by female youth who reject conservative socio-sexual and spatial 

taboos, and engage in such behaviours as going out at night, alcohol and 

drug consumption, and sexual experimentation?  

 

In following chapter looks at successive shifts in the cultural polemic 

surrounding the moral panic of pergaulan bebas. The debate centres on 

the rigidity of the concept of culture or budaya in Indonesia. The struggle 

to define ‘Indonesian culture’ (budaya Indonesia) is being played out on 

the bodies, hearts and minds of Indonesian youth. The chapter explores 
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the ways in which young people conceptualise the discourse of pergaulan 

bebas, and further, how Indonesia’s generation gaul sees notions of 

pergaulan bebas in relation to their conceptions of Indonesian culture.51

                                                   
51 I have borrowed from Robert Moore’s reference to China’s youth as ‘generation ku’ (cool), and see 
that this conceptualisation of the philosophy of a generation fits with the notion of gaul in 
Indonesia as it has been popularised since the 1990s. See Moore, Robert L., "Generation ku: 
Individualism and China's millennial youth," Ethnology 44, no. 1 (2005). pp. 357-376. 
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Chapter 3 – The cultural polemic surrounding 
pergaulan bebas 

 
Boundaries are never a fixed property of any community. They are always 
shifting as the people of the group find new ways to define the outer limits 
of their universe, new ways to position themselves on the larger cultural 
map.1

 
 

The expression pergaulan bebas, and the behaviours and moral panic 

associated with it, are not new. The renewed controversy surrounding 

engagement in the behaviours considered pergaulan bebas in the post-

Suharto period is in response to an influx of new technologies, ideas, 

products and communications systems. With televisions in most 

households, newspapers pinned up for public reading in kampung, 

streetside advertisements, warnets (internet cafés), and hotspots2

 

 that 

facilitate internet access sprouting along arterial roads beyond the 

immediate kampung, Indonesians are bombarded with ambivalent and 

sexually suggestive messages and images which reinforce the perception 

that pergaulan bebas among youth is new and on the rise. It seems the 

parent generation has forgotten the prohibitions and controversies of its 

youth. 

This chapter explores the cultural polemic surrounding the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas and asks what are the factors shaping pergaulan bebas 

as a negatively delimiting discourse on youthful social interactions in 

Indonesia? It deconstructs the binary that privileges the jalan baik (the 

right path) over pergaulan bebas, which is the jalan salah (the wrong 

path). While this binary is obvious to many observers, when discussing the 

issue of pergaulan bebas in academic circles two Indonesian male scholars 

asked, ‘so what’s new?’ This chapter addresses the question of what is new 

about the discourse of pergaulan bebas in the post-Suharto period.  

                                                   
1 Erikson, "On the sociology of deviance." p. 10. 
2 A space/place that provides wireless internet access to laptop users. Hotspots are found 
in many warnet. In café hotspots, one must purchase internet time to log in to wireless 
broadband internet access. Some hotspots, for example, those inside the Galeria and 
Ambarukmo Malls or the Jogjatronic [Sic] Centre for electronic and digital appliances 
and repairs, do not require a login and therefore do not incur a fee.  
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The discourse of pergaulan bebas acts as a supplement (Derrida) to 

normative gendered social behaviours. ‘The supplement “is” an “addition” 

[that] comes to make up for a deficiency’.3

 

 Social interactions (pergaulan) 

that are bebas act as a supplement to social norms or normative 

pergaulan. Both terms are mutually constructive, yet the term pergaulan 

bebas has no meaning outside of this binary logic. It is only meaningful in 

relation to pergaulan, as both excess and lack. To clarify, pergaulan bebas 

is in excess of normative social interactions, and represents a lack or 

failure by youth to conform to social norms and expectations. It represents 

an attempt to demarcate the boundaries of moral acceptability in 

Indonesia.  

The cultural polemic (and moral panic) surrounding pergaulan bebas 

represents an interactive ‘scape’ between what Appaduarai has proposed 

to be the ‘five dimensions of global cultural flows’.4

 

 In Indonesia, this 

interactive ‘scape’ incorporates normative state and Islamic gender 

discourses in engagement with discourses of the market and digital media. 

In particular, this chapter looks at the fifth dimension of Appadurai’s 

heuristic for analysing global cultural flows, ideoscapes. On ideoscapes, 

Appadurai explains: 

[T]hey are often directly political and frequently have to do with the 
ideologies of states and their counterideologies of movements explicitly 
oriented to capturing state power or a piece of it. The ideoscapes are 
composed of elements of the Enlightenment worldview, which consists of 
a chain of ideas, terms, and images, including freedom, welfare, rights, 
sovereignty, representation, and the master term democracy.5

 

 (Italicised 
in original) 

He continues: 

                                                   
3 Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, "Translators preface 'Of Grammatology'," in Of 
Grammatology, ed. J. Derrida (Baltimore & London: John Hopkins University Press, 
1976). p. 1xxi. 
4 Appadurai, Arjun, Modernity at Large (Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1996). p. 33.  
5 Appadurai, Modernity at Large. p. 36. 
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[T]he diaspora of these terms and images across the world, especially 
since the nineteenth century, has loosened the internal coherence that 
held them together in a Euro-American master narrative and provided 
instead a loosely structured synopticon of politics, in which different 
nations-states, as part of their evolution, have organized their political 
cultures around different key words.6

 
 

In the context of the politics of youth culture in Indonesia, pergaulan 

bebas is one of these keywords, positioning youth generally as 

irresponsible, not yet adult and in need of supervision. Among the more 

conservative elements of Indonesian society and across generations, youth 

engagement in the behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas are 

generally constructed as detrimental to youth themselves, and potentially 

destructive of the advancement of the nation (kemajuan bangsa). In 

conservative popular rhetoric, to engage in the behaviours deemed 

pergaulan bebas is to put oneself, one’s parents and family, and the future 

of the nation in jeopardy.  

 

Through Derrida’s notion of deconstruction, I explore the discursive 

practices that privilege adherence to normative pergaulan (social norms) 

over engagement in behaviours deemed pergaulan bebas. Although 

reluctant to limit the possibilities of deconstruction by defining it, Derrida 

suggests deconstruction ‘is a question of explicitly and systematically 

posing the problem of a discourse which borrows from a heritage the 

resources necessary for the deconstruction of that heritage itself’.7 Further, 

he explains deconstruction is ‘simply a question of […] being alert to the 

implications, to the historical sedimentation of the language which we 

use’.8

 

  

Deconstruction involves situating this discourse of pergaulan bebas within 

the socio-cultural and historical milieu of contemporary Yogyakarta and 

                                                   
6 Ibid. 
7 Derrida, Jacques, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 1978). 
p. 282. 
8 Derrida, "Structure, sign and play in the human sciences." p. 271. 
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Indonesia. It necessitates an historicisation of sorts but not one that seeks 

to fix the past as undeniable truth. Rather, ‘[h]istorical analysis of 

discourse is complicated by the need to distinguish between singular 

discourses and the wider discursive systems or domains to which they 

belong’.9 The tasks of deconstruction are: 1) ‘to locate the determining 

infrastructure’, 2) ‘to reverse the hierarchical binary that keeps this 

infrastructure in place (to show how the “privileged” term relies on the 

“other”)’, and 3) ‘to displace the binary by introducing a “new” or hinge 

term’.10 (I do not attempt this third task). Following on from Derrida, 

Elizabeth Grosz poses that the ‘subordinate term’ in any binary, in this 

instance pergaulan bebas, ‘constitutes the field, the domain, on which the 

dominant term differentiates itself’.11 This point is also explored by Diana 

Fuss in her ‘inside/outside’ model: a model she suggests is necessary to 

semiotic analysis and understanding.12

 

 Using the language of 

psychoanalysis, Fuss poses that:  

any outside is formulated as a consequence of a lack internal to the 
system it supplements. The greater the lack on the inside, the greater the 
need for an outside to contain and to defuse it, for without that outside, 
the lack on the inside would become all too visible.13

  
 

The project of deconstruction is timely in that the ‘subordinate’ term, 

pergaulan bebas, and the discursive practices that maintain the 

distinctions of the binary and position youth as the only demographic 

group subjected by this discourse in Indonesia have received limited 

analysis in past research.  

 

                                                   
9 Canning, Kathleen, "Feminist history after the linguistic turn: Historicizing discourse 
and experience," in History and Theory: Feminist Research, Debates, Contestations, ed. 
Barbara Laslett, et al. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997). p. 428. 
10 Papadelos, Pam, "Derridean deconstruction and feminism: Exploring aporias in 
feminist theory and practice" (PhD Thesis, Adelaide University, 2006). p. 70. 
11 Grosz, Elizabeth, Time Travels: Feminism, Nature, Power (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
2005). p. 7. 
12 Fuss, Diana, "Inside/Out," in Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories, ed. Diana 
Fuss (New York & London: Routledge, 1991). p. 1. 
13 Ibid., p. 3.  
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In attempting to identify the infrastructure that maintains the privileging 

of ‘social norms’ over pergaulan bebas, firstly I historicise the processes of 

ideological and cultural change in Indonesia to highlight the links between 

spiritual and religious belief and practice, and gendered socio-cultural 

change. I outline the religious transitions brought about through the 

spread of Islam and Christianity in the islands ‘below the winds’, now 

Indonesia, to suggest that the links Anthony Reid suggests between 

‘religious revolution’, commercial interests and social demands for change 

characterise the conflicts articulated in the discourse of pergaulan bebas 

today.  

 

In addressing the historical emergence of the cultural polemic surrounding 

the discourse of pergaulan bebas, I introduce some of the political and 

cultural changes in post-colonial Indonesia. I begin with Sukarno’s 

attempts to secure a cultural identity of ‘Indonesianness’. I then turn to the 

Suharto period in which the term and discourse of pergaulan bebas 

emerged in public discourse. An historical overview of the shifts in 

religious and gender ideologies allows a view of the subjective possibilities 

for youth in contemporary urban Java. Through these shifts we are able to 

gain insight into the various practices and the public and personal 

narratives that inform the habitus of the everyday.14

 

 

Secondly, I draw on the survey in which pergaulan bebas emerged as the 

issue of greatest significance to youth to find out how the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas is conceptualised by young people. I ask, to what extent 

is the discourse of pergaulan bebas accepted and internalised or rejected 

by youth and what are the subjective and material factors involved in 

acceptance or rejection? I conclude by highlighting the conflict between 

youth public social interactions and religious and cultural conservatism.  

 

                                                   
14 Bourdieu, Pierre, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. R. Nice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977). pp. 72-87. 
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Gendered cosmologies and religious ideologies 

 

The moral panic surrounding the ‘deviant’ socio-sexual behaviours of 

female youth highlights ‘how religion works with and through gender 

normativity’ to construct imagined boundaries between what is 

permissible and what is not.15

 

 In this section I briefly look at the shifts in 

religious ideology and practice and how these shifts are brought about by a 

pressing need for socio-cultural change within society. Religious belief, 

practice and level of personal orthodoxy become sites for the enunciation 

of junctures and differences.  

The peoples of the archipelago ‘below the winds’, now Indonesia, have 

been negotiating religious, political and social change initiated by contact 

between coastal populations and the worldviews of overseas visitors for 

centuries. As Anthony Reid describes it: 

 

Islam (both Sunni and Shi’a), Catholic and Nestorian Christianity, 
Confucianism, Judaism, and various Hindu and Buddhist cults had all 
been represented in Southeast Asia since the first millennium by traders 
and travellers. Hindu and Buddhist ideas were readily absorbed by court 
circles, on whom they made no demands for exclusivity or orthodoxy.16

 
 

Any ‘demands for exclusivity or orthodoxy’ would have stood in stark 

contrast to the tolerance of differences in religious and spiritual practice 

that marked the peoples of island Southeast Asia. Flexibility to select the 

most beneficial aspects of the various religious practices and beliefs 

allowed for a personalised spiritual practice. This practice incorporated 

elements of Javanese monism and asceticism, animism, ancestral worship, 

supernatural forces, polytheism and transgendered ritual practice: all 

features of a spiritual syncretism that continues to characterise spiritual 

and religious change, belief and practice throughout the Indonesian 

archipelago.  

                                                   
15 Personal communication with Em McAvan, 5.06.2008. 
16 Reid, Anthony, "A religious revolution," in Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce 
1450-1680 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1993). pp. 132-133. 
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The islands now known as Indonesia are characterised by the richness and 

diversity of their landscapes, ethnicities, languages, religious traditions 

and spiritual practices. In Java, Hindu Buddhist kingdoms flourished from 

the seventh to the tenth century. By the ninth century, sea-faring traders 

had established the first Muslim state in northern Sumatra and Muslim 

traders dominated the trade route to the Mediterranean. As with Hindu-

Buddhism in Java, Islam was likely to have been adopted first among the 

merchants, and later, in the courts and among the literati who adapted to 

its ascetic aspects rather than its orthodoxy. According to Merle Ricklefs, 

this unorthodox Islam added ‘a new dimension to their religious practices’, 

one that would have been deemed heresy by Arabic standards.17

 

  

On the Javanese north coast, trade and economic prosperity accompanied 

exposure to Islam. The arrival of the Portugese (and Catholicism) in 1509, 

‘made no converts but did consolidate political power in the hands of 

Muslim dynasties able and willing to resist the new threat’.18 According to 

Reid’s account, in the Indies, Muslim and Christian visitors were seen as 

‘wealthy and powerful, they were believed to possess important secrets 

about how to manipulate the spirit world’.19 It was the silver boom during 

the age of commerce from 1570 to 1630 which saw ‘[t]he most intense 

period of both Islamization and Christianization’.20 Interior Java resisted 

Islam into the 1600s despite the fact that the region had fallen to Islam 

decades before.21

 

  

Reid cites the example of a text, the Javanese Code (written in 1600), to 

demonstrate that the Javanese author ‘sharply distinguished between 

acceptable Muslim behaviour and Javanese tradition’ at the time.22

                                                   
17 Ricklefs, Merle C., "Six centuries of Islamization in Java," in Conversion to Islam, ed. 
Nehemia Levtzion (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers Inc., 1979). p. 104. 

 Reid 

explains that the Code ‘explicitly condemned as unbelief:’ “worshipping 

18 Reid, "A religious revolution." p. 133. 
19 Ibid., p. 151. 
20 Ibid., p. 133. 
21 Ibid., p. 149. 
22 Ibid. 
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idols or participating in the worship of infidels,” “making open avowal of 

infidel devotional practices, or practices resembling those of Javanese 

hermits (tapaning yogi)”’.23 Proscriptions included idol worship and ‘a 

host of moral and behavioural deviations’.24

 

 

The nineteenth century brought significant changes to the ‘cultural 

orientation’ of Java.25

 

 As Ricklefs explains: 

It was only then that the European government in Batavia had both the 
inclination and the means to intervene in the administration of all areas of 
the island, gradually reduce the traditional rulers and aristocracy to 
museum pieces and powerless senior cogs in the wheels of bureaucracy, 
and to enforce large-scale exploitation of Java’s natural wealth. In a 
period of very rapid growth, the average Javanese household probably 
suffered a steady decline in welfare. Europeans were more evident 
throughout Java and became readily identifiable as the most obvious 
explanation for the increasing hardship. Into this situation came more 
zealous Islamic teachings, sometimes including a significant anti-
European aspect, which found fertile ground in which to grow.26

 
 

He concludes that intensified social change in the nineteenth century was 

due to a ‘collision’ between ‘Dutch colonialism and Islamic revivalism’.27

 

 

Islamic and Dutch sex/gender ideologies have had significant influence in 

the sex/gender systems across the archipelago. In her genealogy of gender 

in Indonesia, Evelyn Blackwood traces the gradual marginalisation of 

female ‘ritual transvesticism’ through shifts in sex/gender ideologies, and 

also the construction of female gender ‘transgression’ of contemporary 

subjectivities. Following Foucault and later Butler, she details how 

‘[g]endered practices are differently produced, understood, and 

interiorized in relation to the dominant religious, cultural, and social 

discourses of particular historical eras’.28

                                                   
23 Ibid. 

 Blackwood has contributed the 

24 Ibid. 
25 Ricklefs, "Six centuries of Islamization in Java." p. 112. 
26 Ibid., p. 113. 
27 Ibid., p. 112. 
28 Blackwood, Evelyn, "Gender transgression in colonial and post-colonial Indonesia," 
Journal of Asian Studies 64, no. 4 (2005). p. 850. 
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insight that single male godhead religious ideologies brought about a 

radical shift in gendered cosmologies, from ‘sacred’ to ‘innate’ gender.29

 

 As 

she explains:  

“Innate” genders are unchangeable, leaving little room for female-bodied 
gender-transgressive ritual specialists. The old beliefs were not simply 
rejected as superstitious, pagan or feudal; more specifically, the gendered 
cosmologies containing masculine and feminine principles and deities 
that embodied both genders were supplanted. “Man” and “woman” were 
rationalized as objects of God’s creation and were therefore bound to the 
form that God gave them.30

 
 

My purpose in tracing a brief history of socio-religious change and the 

related changes to sex/gender ideology has been to emphasise three key 

ideas. Firstly, among the peoples of what is now Indonesia there was 

tolerance of change and religious difference. Secondly, there has been a 

gradual ideological intrusion of the changes above into the embodied 

practices of daily life in Java. And thirdly, there occurred a shift from 

sacred gender to innate gender: a shift that was foundational to the 

dominance of heterosexuality and the naturalisation of relations of 

male/masculine dominance and gender complementarity in Indonesia.  

 

The postcolonial period 

 

Following the declaration of independence in 1945, conceptions of 

tradition and modernity have been reimagined in line with the strategic 

politico-cultural aims of Indonesian powerbrokers, in particular Sukarno 

and Suharto. For Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno, ‘Westernisation’ was 

a form of neo-colonialism with the potential to destabilise the newly 

formed nation state. Sukarno, ‘attempted to harness all cultural work to 

his radical nationalist agenda’ as his rule neared its end.31

                                                   
29 Ibid., p. 859. 

 In the context of 

postcolonial defensiveness and increasing US military and political 

30 Ibid., p. 863. 
31 Sen, Krishna and Hill, David T., Media, Culture and Politics in Indonesia (Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press, 2000). p. 11. 
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involvement in the Southeast Asian region (particularly Vietnam), 

Sukarno’s nationalist agenda was to construct and shore up what it meant 

to be ‘Indonesian’. This meant a rejection of Western images and styles 

which where interpreted by Sukarno as a form of neo-colonialism 

(Nekolim).  

 

To demonstrate Sukarno’s approach to the cultural construction of 

Indonesian-ness, I draw on the example of the band Koes (Kus) 

Bersaudara (The Koes Brothers). In 1965, Sukarno made a public example 

of the five band members of Koes Bersaudara, whose music he saw as ‘a la 

Beatles’. In the Jakarta-based newspaper, Warta Bhakti, the band was 

portrayed as politically and culturally ‘subversive’ and their music and 

style as ‘elements of neo-colonial culture’.32 The band reportedly played 

‘Beatles type songs while moving their bodies like neo-colonialists’. 

Another article concluded, ‘the band Kus Bersaudara will be prosecuted 

due to the likelihood that the band are backed by neo-colonialists whose 

intention is to act as their puppeteers’.33 Anyone supplying or trading in 

their music was depicted as ‘surely a counter-revolutionary or a neo-

colonialist in opposition to the President in Command’ (Sukarno).34

 

  

Sukarno enforced an operation to ban and destroy the recordings (Operasi 

Hapus),35 to prohibit the sale of Beatles-influenced music and in July 1965 

sentenced Koes Bersaudara without trial to three months in Glodok 

prison.36

                                                   
32 "Pemimpin 'Koes Bersaudara' ditahan [Leader of Koes Brothers detained]," Warta 
Bhakti, 30.6.1965. p. 2. 

 Ironically, in prison the band composed the first of nine versions 

of their song, Nusantara (Archipelago), which celebrated the natural 

33 "Band 'Kus Bersaudara' akan ditindak setjara hukum," Warta Bakti, 14.07.1965, "Band 
'Kus Bersaudara' akan ditindak setjara hukum [Band "The Kus Brothers" to be dealt with 
by the law] ", Warta Bakti, 14.07.1965. p. 2. 
34 "PAPFIAS Serukan: Serahkan ph dan tape "beatle" setjara sukarela [Committee for 
Boycotting Imperialist American Films Appeals: Voluntarily hand over 'beatles-like' 
records and tapes]," Warta Bakti, 14.07. 1965. 
35 "'Operasi Hapus' Komdak V11 Djaya: Piringan hitam dan tape "the Beatle" disita [The 
head of police instigates 'eradication plan': 'Beatle-like' records and cassettes 
confiscated]," Warta Bhakti, 13.07.1965. p. 1. 
36 "Djaksa Tinggi dan Sulaiman SH: Band 'Kus Bersaudara' akan ditindak setjara hukum 
[The high court and Sulaiman SH: The band 'Kus Bersaudara' will be legally dealt with]," 
Warta Bhakti, 29.06.1965. p. 2. 
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beauty and diversity of flora, fauna and landscape of the Indonesian 

archipelago. The prohibition of the band’s music, however, only served to 

fuel greater interest from among the younger generation. 

 

Contemporary Indonesian music and instruments at the time were still 

relatively ‘traditional’ although Western music such as that of Bing Crosby 

and Doris Day was introduced through military-operated radio stations 

during the late 1950s. By the 1960s, Bill Haley and Elvis Presley were on 

the Indonesian airwaves.37 The music of Koes Bersaudara was in the style 

of contemporary Western (North American and English pop) music of the 

era. Koes Bersaudara played electric guitars, had long hair (rambut 

grondong) and wore Western suits: their chords and melodies were 

inspired by the music of the Beatles and the Everly Brothers.38

 

 The 

controvery over the band in the mid 60s, and their resilience, contributed 

to their legendary status in Indonesia today.  

At present, the daily Yogyakarta tabloid, Merapi, is the home of the 

publication arm of the local branch of the nationwide Koes Bersaudara 

fanclub.39 Avid Koes Plus fan, Pak Agus, journalist for Merapi, has written 

most of the recent articles on the band in Merapi. In an article on the 

political censure of the band in the 1960s, he states that their first album, 

‘Kelelawari’ (Bat), ‘became an object of ridicule due to its strange 

rhythm’.40 In another he states, ‘unfortunately, the political situation at the 

time was not supportive because the band’s music was thought to spread 

nonsensical Western culture’.41 Pak Agus sums up Sukarno’s judgement of 

the band’s music as ‘not of Indonesian culture’.42

                                                   
37 Lockard, Craig A., Dance of Life: Popular Music and Politics in Southeast Asia 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1998). p. 78. 

  

38 Personal communication with Pak Nomo Koeswoyo, original band member of Kus 
Bersaudara.  
39 Merapi is the more sensationalist, subsidiary publication of the local Kedaulatan 
Rakyat newpaper. 
40 ‘menjadi bahan ejekan orang, karena iramanya aneh’, Merapi, 21.09.2006, no page 
number. 
41 ‘Sayang, situasi politik saat itu tidak mendukung. Karena dinilai menyebarkan 
budaya Barat yang ngak-ngik-ngok’, Merapi, 10.11.2006. 
42 ‘tak berbudaya Indonesia’, Merapi, 12.12. 2006. 
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My emphasis on this band is due to the lyrics of their song ‘Muda-Mudi’ 

(Young Guys and Girls) released in the early 1970s. This was when 

Suharto, through (internationalised) state development policy ‘speak’, 

forged economic and political alliances with international governmental 

enterprises and companies, opening the door to a new wave of socio-

cultural change. The policies of the New Order period, however, also 

effected an increased disciplining of the female body. It is during the 

Suharto period that the discourse of pergaulan bebas emerged.  

 

Raden Koeswoyo, father of the band members of Koes Bersaudara, wrote 

Muda-Mudi when he was in his mid-50s for his sons who were in their 

early 20s. The song is a comment on intergenerational change in direct 

reference to the term pergaulan bebas:  

 

Young People 
Muda-Mudi 

 
Muda-mudi jaman sekarang, 

Pergaulan bebas nian 
Tiada lagi orang yang melarang, 
Tapi sayang, banyak salah jalan 

 
Lah, lah, lah, 

Lah, lah, lah, lah, lah, lah, 
 

Tapi sayang, banyak salah jalan, 
Tiada lagi yang melarang, 

Tapi sayang, banyak salah jalan. 
 

(Young people nowadays, 
Relate very freely, 

No-one prohibits them anymore, 
But unfortunately, many choose the wrong path) 

 
The lyric pergaulan bebas nian (very free interactions) expresses a view 

that in the minds of the parent generation there has been a marked change 

in the social and cultural values and practices of youth. For parents of the 

1970s generation like Koeswoyo, youth social interactions were seen as 

already ‘very free’ (bebas nian).  
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In looking back to the period of the early Suharto era, Benedict Anderson 

has described two incidents that indicate that for the 80s parent 

generation ‘[t]here is a prevailing feeling that established values are 

rapidly disappearing in certain youth circles’.43 The first incident Anderson 

describes occurred at a New Year’s celebration in Surabaya in 1972 in 

which a contest was staged to choose ‘a king and queen of freaks’.44 At this 

event male youth simulated sex with transvestites and went naked on 

stage. The second incident Anderson describes took place the same year 

but in Yogyakarta, as a live music event drew to a close amidst audience 

protest. The tabloid Tempo reported that male youth from the audience 

exposed their genitals, fondled themselves, and rushed the stage to kiss a 

band member who was half dressed in female attire.45 Anderson explains 

that the controversy over these incidences centred on ‘the public display of 

sexuality by upper- or middle-class people, not their sexual behavior 

(about which traditional Java has generally been tolerant)’.46

 

 

Koeswoyo’s lyric in Muda-Mudi does not define pergaulan bebas in this 

era (the 1970s), but it does confirm Anderson’s observation that the youth 

of this generation were considered to be ‘not clearly linked to the ethos of 

the Revolution or Tri Darma’,47

                                                   
43 Anderson, B. R. O'G., Language and Power: Exploring Political Cultures in Indonesia 
(Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 1990). p. 187. 

 as their parents were. In fact, the 

44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 The tri darma (tri pama) is considered to be the philosophy of Mangkunegoro 1 (Raden 
Mas Said), a Javanese prince who unified the Chinese against the VOC and struggled for 
the division of the Mataram kingdom into two kingdoms of Yogyakarta and Surakarta in 
the mid 18th century. The motto he used to unify his peoples was the tiji tibeh – mata siji, 
mata kabeh, mukti siji, mukti kabeh (if one suffers, all suffer, if one prospers, all 
prosper). http://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mangkunagara_I. Accessed 12.03.2010. Suharto 
drew on this ideololgy of tri darma in his speech on March 13, 1972. The first Darma 
(duty/obligation) requires that one ‘feel one has a share in something which is the 
property or interest of the state and notion. From this feeling arises the second Darma…to 
share responsibility for defending and sustaining this common property or interest. To 
carry out this first and second Darma, a third is needed…to have the courage to constantly 
examine ourselves to see how far we really acted and defended the common property or 
interest’. See Ibid. p. 184.For Anderson, in recalling the tri darma, Suharto’s ‘words are 
not a gloss on tradition […], but a real expression of it’. p. 187. 

http://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mangkunagara_I�
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philosophy of Tri Darma held little meaning for them.48 Among elite 

parents of this generation, ‘little in their postrevolutionary experience has 

allowed for the creation of a new moral stance that would permit them to 

deal with their present circumstances with inner tranquility’.49

 

 With a 

widening rift between the generations, Koeswoyo suggests compassion for 

youth who are more likely to make unwise choices if not given guidance.  

As we see in this cartoon from a mid-1980s Hai magazine, the ambivalent 

and hypocrytical position of youth in relation to the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas and in light of behaviours of the parent generation is a 

recurring theme in the ongoing construction of generational difference.  

 

                                                   
48 Ibid., p. 188. 
49 Ibid. 
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Figure 3-1: The image of youth sex. In the top cartoon, the younger interviewer asks: 

What do you think about celebrities and youth who are becoming more willing to 
undress? Man replies, ‘Mm, yes, it’s certainly concerning…mmm…but…’. In the second 

image: The man says, ‘Sorry, I’m in a rush, afraid the tickets will be sold out’.50

 
  

The meanings of pergaulan bebas are have been partially constructed as a 

flow-on between engagement in negative behaviours and the resulting 

(grave) consequences. We see this theme of negative behaviours and their 

grave consequences emerge in the films of the early Suharto era that depict 

the transition from the village (desa) to the city (kota).51

                                                   
50 Screening at the crowded cinema in the background are the fictional films ‘Open, Open, 
Open’ (Buka, Buka, Buka) and ‘Flirtatious Young Divorcee’ (Dara Janda Genit). 

 The films 

51 Films with similar themes may have been presented prior to the 1970s though these are 
not included in the scope of this work. My emphasis is on film remaja (teen films 
generally with a love cinta theme) produced in Indonesia since the renaissance of the film 
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Bernafas Dalam Lumpur (Panting in the Mud 1970, Dir. Turino 

Djunaedi), Akibat Pergaulan Bebas (The Consequence of Free 

Interactions 1977, Dir. Matnoor Tindaon), Akibat Terlalu Bebas (The 

Consequence of Being Too Free 1980s), and later, Akibat Bebas Seks (The 

Consequence of Free Sex 1996, Dir. Yonky Sauhoka), contrast ideas of the 

village and the city. These films depict the transition to moral depravity as 

a consequence of moving from rural to urban contexts. Predictably, the 

‘consequences’ are deleterious for those involved, with protagonists 

suffering mysterious illness, rape, and death.  

 

Since the 1970s, changing youth attitudes to sexuality have been 

influenced by themes of melancholic youth romance and repressed 

sexuality. These themes are salient in locally produced soap opera 

(sinetron), film, pop lyrics, pop fiction and music videos. The romanticised 

sex/gender discourses implicit in media targeting youth today are highly 

ambiguous and inherently paradoxical.  

 

As Lev has shown, the need for stability during the New Order provided 

the rationale for the gender ideology of the period. New Order 

constructions of wives and mothers as the linchpins of family life were 

central to the notion of the broader view of the state as family.52

 

 Brenner 

has argued that  

to retain its ideological power an authoritarian regime must continually 
reestablish a climate of national crisis, raising fear of an unseen danger, 
an impending chaos, that threatens to descend upon the nation if stability 
is not maintained.53

 
  

                                                                                                                                           

industry since 2003. Those with an urban rural divide continue to depict the city as a 
place of temptation, deceit and criminality. 
52 Lev, Daniel, "On the other hand?," in Fantasizing the Feminine in Indonesia, ed. Laurie 
J. Sears (Durnham: DUke University Press, 1996). pp. 191-206. 
53 Brenner, "On the public intimacy of the New Order." p. 35. Brenner identifies that the 
‘real crises of citizenship’ such as poverty, corruption and ethnic dominance of the 
Javanese, were obscured by narratives of ‘public intimacy’, ‘turning public scrutiny to the 
private sphere’. pp. 35-36.  
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Women, reproduction and the family are at the centre of this moral crisis. 

R. W. Connell explains that ‘[w]ithin the dichotomized world of sexual 

ideology two devices for the represention of social life become dominant. 

One is romanticism’.54

 

 Here Connell is referring to the dichotomy based on 

biology, that is, between males and females, man and woman, masculinity 

and femininity. He suggests that through romanticism, in Western film, 

fiction and magazines, heteronormativity is naturalised through the 

romanticism of ‘true love’. For Connell, ‘true love’, in these media: 

[i]s a symbolic reconnection of these dichotomized worlds. It both asserts 
the rightness of the dichotomy, and claims a way for each woman as a 
loved individual to escape the narrow and impoverished world the 
dichotomy constructs for women as a group. On the other side, hegemonic 
masculinity is naturalized in the form of the hero.55

 
 

Indonesian film, sinetron and music lyrics are saturated with themes of 

romantic love or cinta which are strongly tied to the concept of gaul.56

 

 The 

word gaul is a verb meaning ‘to associate’ or ‘to mix’ socially. In formal 

Indonesian grammar, gaul is prefixed by ber- (to associate) or meng-(to 

mix). In informal Indonesian language use, the lexicon of Indonesian 

speech is abbreviated and prefixes (such as ber- and meng-) are dropped. 

When used in the context of youth parlance, the word gaul is an adjective 

that means ‘hip’ or ‘cool’, for example, dia anak gaul (s/he is a gaul 

youth). For the current generation, 

[g]aul ideology articulates a rejection of what is viewed as the previous 
generation’s orientation toward patrimonialism, formality, and fixed 
social hierarchy.57

                                                   
54 Connell, R. W., Gender and Power: Society, the Person and Sexual Politics (Sydney: 
Allen & Unwin, 1987). p. 248. 

 

55 Ibid., pp. 248-249. 
56 For a comprehensive analysis of gaul youth language and youth subjectivity see, Smith-
Hefner, Nancy J., "Youth language, gaul sociability, and the new Indonesian middle 
class," Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 17, no. 2 (2007). pp. 184-203. She argues that 
the use of bahasa gaul ‘articulates the desire of Indonesian youth for new types of social 
belonging through the formulation of friendships that are more egalitarian and 
interactionally fluid as well as more personally expressive and psychologically 
individualized’. p. 184. 
57 Ibid., p. 186. 
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Gaul is the term that best characterises the current youth generation – 

generation gaul. They were born in the last two decades of the twentieth 

century. A person’s gaul-ness is an indication of their flexible 

understanding of and interactivity within and across social networks, and 

suggests a skillful capacity to negotiate the subtle differences among these. 

Gaul-ness is highly performative. It indicates that the individual is 

friendly, socially competent, linguistically adept (particularly in bahasa 

gaul and possibly English) and has a strong sense of self belief (percaya 

diri/pede/PD) that enables them to traverse the social worlds of youth. 

Someone who is gaul is admired for their sociability. To be gaul is to be 

powerful.  

 

This research, conducted ten years into the period of liberalisation 

following the demise of Suharto, highlights the strengthening of the 

discourse of pergaulan bebas as the choices available to unwed youth 

multiply exponentially, and rigid conceptions of Indonesian culture blur 

through global market exchange. The negative impact of these discourses 

of romantic love is evident in the cases of pre-teen and teen suicide. For 

example, in late 2009 a 12-year-old girl jumped from the 11th floor of her 

apartment block in Jakarta after having a ‘long distance romance’ and 

finding out her boyfriend was married with children.58 Also in Jakarta, an 

18-year-old university student hung herself after speaking with her pacar 

on the phone. The headline to the online article reporting on her death 

claimed: ‘Because of love, a student hung herself’.59

                                                   
58 Syaifullah, M, Patah hati: Gadis 12 tahun loncat dari lantai 11, 

 These media construct 

‘broken heart’ and problems with ‘love’ as reasons for female youth suicide. 

Invariably, it is the individual, even one as young as 12, who is held 

http://news.id.msn.com/okezone/regional/article.aspx?cp-documentid=3750372. 
Accessed 12.03.2010. The article states that her death was ‘determined to be the 
consequence of a broken heart’. Blog comments that follow the article state: ‘12 years old 
and already thinking about love, its only puppy love’, ‘already broken-hearted at that age, 
oh kids these days’, ‘so young to be blinded by a love that she did not understand’, and 
‘she was indeed unstable (labil) in matters like this, it’s depressing enough for adults let 
alone abg’. Blog comments taken from http://www.slidegossip.com/2009/12/gadis-12-
tahun-nekad-bunuh-diri-karena.html. Accessed 12.03.2010. 
59 
http://www.tangerangonline.com/berita/headline/2010/02/10/karena_cinta_mahasisw
i_gantung_diri. Article dated 10.02.2010. Accessed on 12.03.2010. 

http://news.id.msn.com/okezone/regional/article.aspx?cp-documentid=3750372�
http://www.slidegossip.com/2009/12/gadis-12-tahun-nekad-bunuh-diri-karena.html.%20Accessed%2012.03.2010�
http://www.slidegossip.com/2009/12/gadis-12-tahun-nekad-bunuh-diri-karena.html.%20Accessed%2012.03.2010�
http://www.tangerangonline.com/berita/headline/2010/02/10/karena_cinta_mahasiswi_gantung_diri.%20Article%20dated%2010.02.2010�
http://www.tangerangonline.com/berita/headline/2010/02/10/karena_cinta_mahasiswi_gantung_diri.%20Article%20dated%2010.02.2010�
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responsible for the consequences of romantic love. The urban cultural 

context in which these young people lived and were raised, saturated with 

the myth of romantic love and the idealised notion of ‘first love’ (cinta 

pertama), is taken for granted and evades scrutiny.  

 

As a ‘slow burning’ moral panic, the discourse of pergaulan bebas still 

bears the sentiment of the lyric of the song ‘Muda-Mudi’. Youth are seen, 

and often see each other, as making choices in a society in which ‘there is 

no longer anyone forbidding/stopping them’ (gk ada lagi yg melarang). 

As a result, ‘many take the wrong path’ (banyak salah jalan). The 

perception is that youth morality and indeed Indonesian culture are 

jeopardised by the influences of Western/non-Islamic culture and 

globalising discourses both flowing through and perpetuated by 

multimedia industries.  

 

Pergaulan bebas as an analytical tool 

 

As the issue of greatest salience for contemporary youth, the negative 

discourse of pergaulan bebas provides a lens through which to explore 

youth gendered and sexual subjectivities. Again, this thesis centres on 

Yogyakarta, but is part of a larger comparative Indonesia-wide 

‘Ambivalent Adolescents in Indonesia (AAI) research project. To facilitate 

comprehensive local and comparative analysis, the AAI research team 

devised a survey that was administered in nine sites throughout Indonesia. 

As shown in the table below, in response to the open survey question, 

‘According to you, what problems/issues are being faced by young people 

at this time?’ (Menurut Anda, persoalan-persoalan apa dihadapi remaja 

saat ini?), of 473 survey respondents in Yogyakarta, 200 respondents (43 

percent) stated that pergaulan bebas (which includes seks bebas/free sex) 

was the issue of greatest concern for youth in general.60

                                                   
60 This question was open-ended. Space was provided for respondents to list the 
problems/issues facing them. Most listed at least three issues. Pergaulan bebas was the 
most commonly cited issue and was most often the first issue listed.  

 Analysis of the 
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responses to this question across the cities surveyed showed that the 

percentage of respondents who considered that pergaulan bebas was the 

issue of greatest significance was even higher at around 49 percent.  

 

No.  

Table 3-1: Issues Confronted by Youth (Yogyakarta sample only, 2007) 

Issues Youth 

Confront 

Total 

(persons) 

Percentage 

1. Pergaulan Bebas 205  43.34 

2. Drugs,alcohol, 

smoking 

136  28.75 

3. Interactions with 

friends 

118  24.95 

4. Love 104  21.99 

5. Family Problems, 

Broken home 

  92  19.45 

6. Education, 

school and 

university 

  92  19.45 

7. Lazy, lacking the 

spirit of struggle 

  67  14.17 

8. Negative 

influence in 

environment 

  52  10.99 

9. Lifestyle not 

supportive 

  51  10.78 

10. Lack of self-

restraint 

  48 10.15 

11. Expenses / 

Family income 

  38 8.03 

12. Moral 

degradation in 

attitude and 

behaviour 

  35 7.40 

13. Lack of religious 

commitment 

  35 7.40 

14. Criminal 

involvement 

  34 7.19 

15. Time 

management 

  33 6.98 
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difficulties 

16. Identity crisis   32 6.77 

17. Lack of support 

in environment 

  29 6.13 

18. HIV / AIDS   27 5.71 

19. Puberty   26 5.50 

20. Negative impact 

of globalization 

  26 5.50 

21. Sexual 

discrimination 

   4 0.85 

22. No answer   24 5.07 

 

The responses numbering two to four in the table point to the relative 

importance to Indonesian youth of their social relations and interactions 

with friends in negotiating the use of drugs and alcohol, and engaging in 

love relationships and friendships.61 The fifth response of ‘family problems 

(masalah keluarga)/broken home’ also included ‘lack of parental 

attention’ (kurang diperhatikan orang tua). In Indonesia, the combined 

responses that constitute the fifth most significant issue of concern for 

Indonesian youth (family problems) is constructed as the principle risk 

factor or antecedent to engagement in the behaviours of pergaulan 

bebas.62

 

 Response number six highlights that educational achievement 

and opportunity for post-secondary study are of equal concern to youth as 

family problems and broken home. Together, responses five and six show 

the significance of family support (physically, emotionally and financially) 

in influencing the future educational, employment and marriage 

opportunities of youth. That response number 20, the negative impact of 

globalisation, is low (5.5%), suggests that remaja view the cultural factors 

shaping the construction and negotiation of the discourse of pergaulan 

bebas to be specific to Indonesia. 

                                                   
61 These responses show significant cultural differences between Indonesian youth and 
Australian youth in relation to the issues they believe they must face. In response to the 
same questions, Australian youth prioritised stable employment and home ownership 
(Personal communication with Pam Nilan, 2007). 
62 I explore this in greater detail in chapter 5 on film. 
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To demonstrate the breadth of remaja views on the meanings of 

pergaulan bebas, I cite a brief example from my fieldwork. Twice a week 

over three months, I taught extra-curricular English at a private Islamic 

co-educational senior high school in the city. After administering surveys 

in different schools and noting the high frequency of respondents who 

cited pergaulan bebas as the issue of greatest concern to youth, I asked the 

English class to participate in a brainstorming activity, the subject of which 

was ‘What is pergaulan bebas?’ The responses offered by this Muslim 

student group (aged 15-17) provided an overview of pergaulan bebas as it 

is constructed in Indonesian society. Within the group, there was lively 

discussion as to what was to be included.63 Their responses (below) do not 

exhaust the limits of pergaulan bebas but they do indicate borderlines of 

acceptability for this social age group.64

 

  

 

Table 3-2: What is pergaulan bebas? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
63 I wrote down all responses, but there was no indication of frequency of responses. 
When a word or term was suggested, it was added to the list and not repeated by the 
students. 
64 Their use of American-English words to describe the behaviours of pergaulan bebas is 
also suggestive. 
65 Necking usually refers to kissing the neck and blowing in, kissing and licking the ears 
etc.  
66 Petting describes a range of sexual behaviours that orient around genital stimulation 
but do not include penetration of the vagina. It includes oral and anal sex and/or mutual 
masturbation and may culminate in orgasm. 

Clubbing Free sex 

Abortion Lesbian 

Pregnancy Gay 

Alcohol Blue films 

Necking65 Cybersex  

Wrong friends Petting66

Smoking 

 

Making love 

Brawling  

Negative influences  

Pacaran 

Drugs 
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The two columns demonstrate a range of possible behaviours associated 

with pergaulan bebas. These responses show that the issues of major 

concern for youth after pergaulan bebas and seks bebas (as indicated in 

the survey responses shown in Table 2-1), that is, drug use, alcohol 

consumption, smoking, interactions with friends, and love, are also 

implied in the negative discourse of pergaulan bebas.  

 

These students distinguished the behaviours listed in the second column 

above as free sex: as acts of sexual contact or as viewing sexual acts. From 

their responses, the question arises: Why did the students link abortion 

and pregnancy to pergaulan bebas and not to seks bebas (free sex)? In the 

discussion that followed the brainstorm session they suggested that 

pregnancy and abortion did not constitute free sex, but rather, were 

consequences (akibat) of free sex. The consequences of free sex were 

therefore included in the overall meaning of pergaulan bebas. This point 

is crucial to this analysis. In line with religious discourses on the 

immorality of pre-marital sex and abortion, these views prioritise the 

consequences of free seks in the discourse of pergaulan bebas. In 

prioritising the consequences of free seks, the consequences of pre-marital 

sex, that is pregnancy and abortion, are placed in the wider social network 

of accountability.67 It is here that we see the predominance of sex (bebas) 

in the discourse of pergaulan bebas, in particular through its far-ranging 

consequences on others, particularly family and friends.68

                                                   
67 This is in line with Javanese sexual morality. See Magnis-Suseno, Javanese Ethics and 
World-View. pp. 173-177. 

 At the same 

time, the rationale of the sexual double standard in Indonesia is exposed. 

The consequences of female engagement in pergaulan bebas, especially of 

sex bebas, may have long-term consequences for the girl’s family if it 

becomes public knowledge that she has fallen pregnant prior to marriage. 

Given the context of high un(der)employment and poverty in Indonesia, 

68 In Kamus Indonesia Inggris, Echols and Shadily define pergaulan as ‘1. association, 
social intercourse. 2. society. 3. sexual intercourse’ and  pergaulan bebas as ‘free sex, 
promiscuity’. I dispute their claim that pergaulan means sexual intercourse. The word 
bebas is the qualifying adjective that differentiates normative pergaulan from non-
normative pergaulan bebas. This suggests that it is not pergaulan that is problematic but 
the arbitrary open-endedness of the meaning of bebas. 
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however, it is curious that pergaulan bebas emerged as a normative issue 

of concern for Indonesian high school youth. 

 

Kwongwon Yoon’s (2006) research on ‘mainstream’ Korean high school 

youth69 has shown that ‘local norms of sociality are embedded in the 

process of becoming adults, while young people’s aspiration to academic 

achievement is also pursued’.70 Education is seen as a means to avert risk. 

In his study, Yoon uses the categories of ‘normal biographies’ of students 

in high school and the ‘choice biographies’ of older youth to develop an 

understanding of the influence of normative narratives on their lives and 

attitudes. Normal biographies refer to ‘paths determined by collective 

identity markers such as the family and class’.71 ‘Choice biographies’ are 

less constrained by collective identity markers, suggesting a more 

individualised approach to the transition to adulthood and identity 

formation.72 Through education, the ‘choice’ biographies of Korean youth 

were delayed because they involved (the possibility of) uncertainty and 

risky transition into the labour market.73

 

  

The categorisations of ‘normal’ and ‘choice’ biographies may be cautiously 

applied to high school students and older youth in Indonesia. Similar to 

youth in Korea, Indonesian youth are seen primarily as students. This 

coincides with the high symbolic value of education in the modernising 

project. Youth are categorised into two distinct ‘social age’ groupings, 

according to experience and/or level of responsibility. These are remaja, 

generally of high school age, and anak muda, who have generally left 

school and gone on to further study or work. The familial and social 

desires of younger remaja in Yogyakarta, 82 percent of whom lived with 

family members, are articulated in their conservative views on morality 

and cultural change as advocated in the discourse of pergaulan bebas.  

                                                   
69 Yoon, Kyongwon, "Cultural practices of 'ordinary' youth: Transitions to adulthood in 
South Korea," Asian Studies Review 30, no. 4 (2006). 
70 Ibid., p. 385. 
71 Ibid., p. 375. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid., p. 384. 
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I now turn to students’ interview and focus group comments on the 

meanings of pergaulan bebas. From the interview comments, I offer a 

more nuanced understanding of the material constraints and class 

circumstances of each young person.74 I present a range of views on the 

discourse of pergaulan bebas from uncritical acceptance to skepticism and 

rejection. The diversity of views shows attitudinal differences to changes in 

youth sociality according to ‘local context and subcultural identity’. 75

 

 

Among remaja aged interviewees and survey respondents pergaulan 

bebas is most commonly defined in terms of behaviours ‘that don’t respect 

the rules’; ‘which forget religious codes’; and ‘are not monitored closely by 

parents’.76

 

 For conservative religious youth, engagement in the behaviours 

of pergaulan bebas involves moral choices that violate the tenets of their 

faith, and conflict with their world view and vision for the future. Many 

express that Indonesia is experiencing a period of slackening of religious 

and national values in the face of increased outside influences. 

Pergaulan bebas is clubbing and foreign culture - especially the negative 
and the bad. We only need the positive. We must accept globalisation and 
internet pornography but our country must struggle to become better, 
more moral. Pre-marital sex, abortion…there is no religion anywhere that 
accepts sex before marriage. I am saddened. (Aris, Male, 17, Muslim) 

 

Aris attends a state-funded school for children of military personnel. He 

lives with and is primary carer for his mother. Aris’ father, a pilot, died 

seven years ago. His mother, a teacher, had a ‘nervous breakdown’ soon 

after and has not worked in recent years. Because Aris is the only child, his 

mother depends on him to cook, clean and tend to all domestic matters. 

Aris gets up at 4.30, washes, prays and reads before riding his bicycle 15km 

to school. At home, he spends most of his time alone: ‘my mother is ill so 

we don’t speak much’. He visits the shop for supplies, the market for fruit 

                                                   
74 Pseudonyms are used in accordance with the ethics protocols of the University of 
Western Australia. 
75 Yoon, "Cultural practices of 'ordinary youth'." p. 375. 
76 These comments were typical in interview. 
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and vegetables (they can’t afford meat), and he regularly hangs out 

(nongkrong) in passing at the local angkringan (food and drink stall). He 

studies, listens to music ‘like Linkin Park’, watches the ‘world news’ (in 

English) and Republik Mimpi which he proudly boasts: ‘increases my 

nationalism’. On Saturday night, he enjoys playing badminton with his 

male friends in the kampung. Aris does not have a mobile phone and 

although his friends have them he doesn’t feel the need for one. Aris is 

deeply grateful to his mother’s female teacher colleague who has taken on 

his mother’s teaching workload such that his mother still receives a 

monthly income. Without this subsidy it is doubtful whether Aris would be 

able to finish school. Aris wants to become a pilot and although he has the 

opportunity to ask for help from his uncle, a pilot in the airforce, he is 

adamant he will not pull strings to fulfil his dreams.  

 

Similar to Aris, other interviewees suggested that youth can choose to act 

responsibly. They must be careful in their choice of friends and social 

circles by exerting self-control, for the consequences of engagement may 

be potentially life changing. 

 

For Feri, pergaulan bebas is: 

 
Interactions with people who like drugs and sex etc…In the beginning they 
are an ordinary person but after interacting (bergaul) with someone who 
is into it (rusak) they too become like that (rusak). (Female, 16, Catholic) 
 

Feri, from Sulawesi, is in Yogyakarta completing high school at an all girls’ 

Catholic college. She lives in the boarding school (asrama) linked to the 

college were she shares a small room with three other girls. Feri’s father is 

a civil servant and her mother has a shop at the front of the house. Her 

older sister conceived out of wedlock and was disowned by the family 

because her boyfriend refused to marry her. Feri is terribly upset with her 

mother for isolating her sister and cried during my interview with her 

when she talked about this. Feri has short hair, wears distinctly baggy 

clothing, and describes herself as a basketball lover (pecinta basket) and 

‘not straight’ (belok). She believes sex before marriage, whether hetero- or 
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homosexual, to be sinful and expressed that the idea of homosexual 

relations disgusted her. Feri associated the behaviours of pergaulan bebas, 

such as ‘drugs’ and ‘sex’, as potentially life changing, as she witnessed with 

her sister. Similar to the concerns of many youth, she feared what she 

deemed to be the permanent and irreversible affects of engaging in sex and 

drugs: of becoming ‘damaged’ (rusak). The mural below is one of many on 

the theme of the devastating effects of drug (narkoba) use, framed as a 

social evil and social enemy (musuh masyarakat). Those who engage are 

constructed as having succumbed to the will of Satan in indulging their 

desire for pleasure. 

 

 
Figure 3-2: Mural positioned at entry to an urban village in the northwest of the city. Top 

down the mural reads: ‘The consequences of drug/heroin use: my life has been chaos 
since I met you’ 

 

Discursive and social practices that posit the behaviours of pergaulan 

bebas as negative and totalising in their effects, together with notions of 

‘right’ and ‘wrong’ path, have widespread influence on the attitudes and 

behaviours of remaja.  

 

Remaja are distinguished from anak muda according to social age and 

experience, because remaja are younger and generally still at lower and 
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upper high school (SMP and SMA).77 They are perceived to be less critical 

and less experienced than anak muda.78

 

 Remaja must face leaving school, 

the grueling third year of upper senior high school (with external national 

exams) and the challenge of finding work or getting into university, in their 

transition to the more autonomous life stage of anak muda.  

As Yoon suggests, younger youth generally choose to follow a ‘normal 

biography’ in an attempt to maintain links to the family and ward off the 

insecurities that the future holds.79 The AAI survey showed that high 

school youth articulate ‘normal’ gendered biographies in their generalised 

acceptance of the normative prohibitions of the discourse of pergaulan 

bebas. They use terms like ‘fortress’ (benteng) and ‘filter’ to describe 

protective moral/personal defences against the impact of globalisation and 

the negative influence of friends.80

 

 Many see parents as moral guardians 

and protectors of their offspring, especially before their marriage, and 

their family values are strong. Their responses reflect anxieties 

perpetuated during the New Order and which continue to be articulated 

through the general concern across generations that remaja and youth are 

at risk of cultural and moral weakening from the unfiltered impact of 

(secular) foreign culture, which will lead them to have pre-marital sex and 

destabilise the nation.  

In Yogyakarta, Smith-Hefner (2006) found that religious sensibilities and 

indeed new Muslim subjectivities among Muslim youth are shaped in the 

context of cultural practices that construct certain behaviours as negative 

                                                   
77 One thirteen year old middle class girl told me that she did not want to become remaja, 
and that she enjoyed being a child because ‘they can play all day’. 
78 I have heard people of all ages speak of becoming more adult (jadi lebih dewasa) 
through experience (pengalaman) and the ongoing acquisition of knowledge (dapat 
ilmu) as they go through their lives (jalani hidup). 
79 Ibid., p. 385. 
80 Dede Oetomo has suggested to me that the filter discourse emerged in the P4 
(Pedoman Penghayatan dan Pengamalan Pancasila) doctrine introduced in 1978. ‘If u 
read the subtext.in the p4, we want only the good bits that make us rich, oil, 
telecommunications, satellites, but culture, no, it must be filtered. Breakdance, bad, 
Mohawk hairstyles, bad, tattoos, bad.’ Personal communication 2008. 
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and risky, while they are acknowledged to be alluring.81 Risk in this 

context is not only personal but also has familial and social ramifications. 

If personal religious conviction is strong, engagement in the behaviours 

associated with pergaulan bebas may be either avoided or trialed. Trial 

experiences are often explained as being for the purpose of acquiring 

knowledge (dapat ilmu), having a new experience (pengalaman baru), 

making friends (tambah teman), and avoiding feelings of loneliness 

(sendirian and kesepian). For girls, the willingness to try something new is 

implicated in the construction of berani, and connotes testing the waters 

beyond normative expectation.82

 

 The new experience may prove less 

alluring than initially thought, but what is important is that one does not 

reject something outright without trialling it.  

Remaja describe the need for tolerance and acceptance of the behaviours 

of peers who choose to engage in behaviours that they themselves would 

not choose to participate in. Many describe their efforts to discourage their 

friends from engaging in behaviours that they see as harmful or negative 

although often this fails. In the last resort, friendships are ended, and 

former friends ‘distanced’ (dijauhi). Often, this choice to distance friends is 

based on a clash of religious or philosophical values or convictions 

between the friends. This clash is essentially a difference in lifestyle. 

 

In distinction to Yoon’s study of ‘ordinary youth’ in Korea, in Indonesia the 

social age-based categories of remaja and anak muda are differentiated to 

distinguish the transition from high school to tertiary education or work, 

and often involve a shift in dwelling place away from the family. In 

interviews, differences suggestive of ‘normal’ and ‘choice’ biographies were 

revealed between these two social age groupings on the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas. The ‘biographies’ of anak muda are characterised by 

greater physical mobility, self-reliance and independence, and a more 

                                                   
81 Smith-Hefner, "Reproducing respectability." p. 164. 
82 One high school student recounted her experience of seeing another girl her age (17) 
buying condoms in bulk at the supermarket. She admired the girl as ‘berani’ and 
described her as ‘cuek’ (paying no heed to the judgment of others). These were qualities 
she wanted to develop in herself. 
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personalised belief and religious morality. To a greater extent they are 

biographies of ‘choice’, but these choices are always entangled in the wider 

gendered social hierarchy. 

 

For example, Fatma’s views on pergaulan bebas are shaped by her strong 

sense of religious commitment. 

 

Pergaulan bebas means we aren’t following the rules of religion. For those 
of us who have a religion, within it, rules were handed down by Allah. We 
have already contravened (melanggar) them. Pergaulan bebas means 
outside the order of things as they flow from law (keluar tata aliran dari 
hukumnya). The most extreme example is abortion. Among students, 
while there are those who want to control themselves, in reality, we are far 
from family and must manage alone. As a result, there are many abortions 
due to pregnancy outside marriage. In my opinion this occurs because we 
don’t limit our desires (keinginan/wants), sometimes we lust (nafsu). 
According to my teachings (ajaran), pacaran is not permitted because of 
the risk of sin (mendekati zina). If we break the rules by being too close to 
someone of the opposite sex, over time we may want (pengen) a kiss 
and…all are the temptations of Satan. (Female, 22, Muslim) 

 

Fatma, an economics student from Medan, Sumatra, lives in a kos 

(boarding house) with 9 others. She wears a jilbab (headscarf) in public 

and positions herself as one of a group of Muslim female students living 

away from home, one of ‘we’ (kita). Her parents are retired traders 

(pedagang). Her older sister works 13 hour days in a clothing export 

factory in Jakarta to pay for her education. In her first six months in 

Yogyakarta, Fatma supported herself by selling clothing to her friends, 

making up to Rp 900 000 per month, which is slightly more than her 

sister now sends. Despite her business acumen, her sister advised her: ‘if 

you have already seen money, you won’t be happy studying’. Fatma agreed 

to concentrate solely on good marks in her undergraduate degree before 

working to fund her Masters degree.  

 

She contrasts life in Medan with that in Yogyakarta as: 

 

[V]ery different. This is a city of education and students. It is not what I 
thought it would be like. Here it seems pergaulan bebas is a tradition 
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(tradisi) in every boarding house, and among the students. We, who once 
may have been quite principled, can slacken (kendur).  

 

Fatma points out the challenges to self-management and self-restraint in 

the ‘contact zone’ of the city, where so many options are available, and 

seem to be normalised. The main challenge for Fatma lies in limiting one’s 

desires: observing them but not acting on them. For her, consistency in 

religious orthodoxy in the family and among friends, coupled with strong 

familial support and interdependence among family members (not 

premised on proximity), while consistent with a ‘normal’ biography, also 

highlights personal ‘choice’ in following a devout Muslim path.83

 

 Although 

literalist interpretation of Islamic discourse rules out pacaran (having a 

boyfriend) and kissing, because of the risk of sinning (mendekati zina), 

Fatma does have a pacar, Ari, also from Sumatra, who takes her to and 

from uni some days on his motorcycle and with whom she socialises. 

Rather than seeing youth behaviour and the consequences of it as the 

responsibility of the individual, many youth are critical that the discourse 

of pergaulan bebas positions youth as at risk yet fails to address the need 

for risk minimalisation through education. As Ika explains: 

 

The government does not direct youth so that their social interactions are 
right (benar) and not depraved (rusak). That’s what I want to see, 
especially information at school so that youth don’t make the wrong 
choices (salah jalan). (Female, 17, Muslim) 

 

Ika was born in Yogyakarta. Her family moved to Jakarta for several years, 

but since the death of her father, she has lived with her aunt in Yogyakarta. 

Her mother lives and works in another city and visits once a week to drop 

off money. Ika feels she has no opportunity to communicate her feelings to 

                                                   
83 Eva Amrullah’s forthcoming research on female youth involvement in the Islamic Salafi 
movement in Yogyakarta and Makassar shows that clever young female university 
students studying the pure sciences are choosing to wear the cadar (full veil) which only 
allows their eyes to be seen. Although not from strict religious family backgrounds, these 
students, many of whom are far from parents, don the cadar as an expression of what 
they perceive to be ‘pure’ Islam. See Amrullah, Eva, "Finding a Niche: Face Veiled 
Students," in Australian Netherlands Research Collaboration Workshop (Canberra: 
ANU, 2009). 
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her mother – ‘I don’t get enough attention from my mother’. Ika is 

studying to be a seamstress and is active in her spare time playing 

volleyball, basketball, and guitar. On Saturday nights she hangs out with 

friends near Gajah Mada University. She loves Indonesian soap operas and 

Harry Potter. Many of her friends in high school in Jakarta smoked 

cannabis (ganja) which she believed would have a negative impact on the 

future of Indonesia. Several of her friends became pregnant in junior high 

school and although they wanted to terminate their pregnancies, felt this 

was too sinful, so they married. Of course, this then meant withdrawal 

from school which Ika judged as ‘tragic!’ 

 

There is acknowledgement and tolerance among them of the reality that 

young people are engaging in behaviours deemed negative or bebas yet 

this does not mean that they themselves engage. As Ajeng states: 

 

Pergaulan bebas, I don’t have a problem with it if it is safe sex (aman)…if 
we do it and are aware of the health issues, if people mutually agree to it, 
then why not? The main thing is to guard against (menjaga) the negative 
issues, and that is indeed difficult. (Female, 19, Muslim) 

 

Ajeng is from Samarinda, East Kalimantan. Her father is a policeman and 

her mother ‘just a housewife’. She studies makeup artistry (rias) and lives 

in a kos with a strict curfew, where male visitors are only permitted on the 

terrace. She has a pacar who has had sex before with a previous girlfriend. 

They share a mutual ‘commitment’ (komitmen), though she describes their 

friendship as ‘not serious at all’. She does not concede to sex – he is a ‘ttm’ 

(romantic friend/teman tapi mesra). Despite this, she admits that there is 

sometimes jealousy or possessiveness (cemburu) between them if they are 

seeing others as well, but they ‘consider what the jealousy means first’ 

(lihat cemburu itu dulu) before reacting. Seeing others is part of their 

search for the most compatible (cocok) partner, and they try not to limit 

each others’ social lives.  
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Ajeng stresses that she needs a pacar: 

 

Pacaran gives us someone to go out with, ’cos now if we didn’t have a 
pacar what would we do? If asked by friends ‘do you have a pacar’ (and 
you don’t), you feel alone. To not have one at this age, what is that, staying 
home on Saturday night? If we don’t have a boyfriend we can feel envious 
inside (iri dalam hati). How come she’s got one and I can’t seem to get 
one? What’s so great about her? You know! That makes you feel bad 
(buruk di hati). Saturday night without a boyfriend is no fun and that’s all 
there is to it!84

 
  

Having a pacar grants greater mobility to girls as boyfriends often have 

transport and the bus service ends at 6pm. Saturday night (malam 

minggu) is the highly romanticised pinnacle of the week when pacar get 

together. Although most of her friends share her views on pacaran, Ajeng 

believes her views on sex are quite different from theirs. While Ajeng says 

she lives by abstinence, she agrees with the practice of consensual ‘safe’ 

sex.  

 

Here we see the emergence of the notion of ‘aman’ (safe), which among 

hetero-youth is more often than not used in reference to sex with 

condoms, the prevention of conception. Sex is made safe from any 

unwanted consequences (akibat) such as unplanned pregnancy (KTD),85

 

 

termination of education and early marriage, and of course, sexually 

transmitted diseases. The need to be ‘aware of the health issues’ that Ajeng 

suggests is imperative highlights that a comprehensive approach to sex 

education is yet to be realised in Indonesia and indicates the discourse of 

bertanggung jawab (personal responsibility) in engaging in safe sex. 

According to this discourse, individuals are seen as responsible for their 

behaviours often despite not being informed about what they are actually 

engaging in or the possible consequences.  

                                                   
84 Male youth have also expressed this view to me. 
85 KTD (kehamilan yang tidak diinginkan/derencanakan) – unwanted/unplanned 
pregnancy). 
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Many youth also expressed incredulity about rigid and unrealistic sexual 

prohibitions. As Eka exclaimed: 

 

Free sex really, this is Yogya! In kos, the boys come into the girl’s room 
and even stay the night. They hide when the bapak kos is doing the 
sweeping. Although at SMA age they are mainly kissing and are still shy 
(malu-malu), they think it is just heaven if they kiss someone their own 
age. (Female, 21, Muslim) 

 

Eka is from Yogyakarta and studies English. She was dubbed a ‘material 

girl’ (cewek matre) by fellow students because of her penchant for tall 

caucasian men, her expensive tastes and desire for international travel. 

Her fellow students told me she sold sexual favours on campus (ayam 

kampus). She lived with her English boyfriend, John, 15 years her senior, 

whom she met through her previous Australian boyfriend. They planned to 

marry and lived in a large fenced ‘streetside’ house with little interaction 

with locals. Eka took great pride in cooking John breakfast each morning 

before he left for work, and in domesticity. She wore her refusal to hire a 

maid, a practice quite customary for the well to do, as a sign of her 

devotion to John. Dinner parties, imported alcohol, clubbing, broadband 

at home, sex, sleeping in and Sunday brunches at the mall, were a part of 

Eka’s everyday life. She was no stranger to sex toys and international porn 

MMS.86

 

 After living several years independent of her parents’ financial 

support, she saw pergaulan bebas not as relating to herself but rather as a 

moral panic regarding teenage experimentation with sexuality and 

pacaran. 

There is diversity of opinion among these students who all live away from 

home on what constitutes pergaulan bebas and to what extent they 

endorse the prohibitions of the discourse. They articulate but a small 

sample of new Muslim youth subjectivites, with the exception of Feri, and 

do not all prioritise religion in the same way. For Fatma, conformity to the 

tenets of her religious belief and the associated gendered expectations in 

                                                   
86 MMS – Multimedia Messenger Service, available through digital mobile phone 
technology. 
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relation to sex are important. For youth of strong faith the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas is seen as a religious boundary confining sexual activity 

to within marriage, with religion providing a filter to engagement in what 

are perceived as negative or bad (sexual or non-sex related) behaviours. 

There are moments and situations in which they articulate the 

incommensurability of religious belief and practice. Fatma, Ajeng and Eka 

are aware of the reality that in Yogyakarta and elsewhere in Indonesia, 

romance, experimentation and temptation are the hallmarks of 

adolescence and early adulthood: each must choose which path to take.  

 

Female youth are implicated within patriarchal networks of power through 

which female mobility is severely restricted by not having a boyfriend. 

Indeed, Ajeng saw her sense of self bound to her desirability. For Fatma, 

Islamic prohibitions in relation to pacaran present great challenges for 

students living in the freedom of the city. For Eka, these are not risks but 

merely part of the excitement of growing up in Yogyakarta.  

 

Focus group comments 

 

In focus group discussion on the discourse of pergaulan bebas among 

participants aged 20-25 years, sexual double standards were 

problematised in relation to both gender and age differences in 

expectation. One focus group comprised PKBI volunteers who came from 

throughout the archipelago to study and who perform roles such as 

telephone and face-to-face counseling and peer education in schools. They 

are well versed in human rights and gender equity discourse. Another 

focus group consisted of students studying International Relations at a 

state university. These groups are more critical than high school-aged 

youth of social norms not relevant to them, and less inclined to subscribe 

uncritically to normative religious sex/gender standards. Many see the 

discourse of pergaulan bebas as rhetorical and hypocritical. Their 

comments show both sensitivity to and incredulity towards the gendered 

prohibitions of pergaulan bebas. Similar to the AAI survey responses, 
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female youth perceived the behaviours implied in the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas to be of greater concern than male youth did.  

 

Pergaulan bebas is a limit of religion. It arose from societal perceptions. 
For example, if I as a female have many male friends, that is pergaulan 
bebas (Indrawati, 20, Muslim, Malang, International Relations) 

 

Amidst the rhetoric of human and sexual rights, gender equity and sexual 

and reproductive health education and advocacy programmes, the 

normalisation of male infidelity is unsettling to female youth. As Yuliandri 

concluded: 

 
Why are wives getting HIV/AIDS? Because their husbands are having sex 
with other women. That’s a free relationship (hubungan bebas)! (Female, 
21, Muslim, Semarang, PKBI) 

 

The hypocrisy of the parent generation and the rhetoric of the discourse of 

pergaulan bebas (anak muda) come under scrutiny.  

 

Anak muda are seen as the target group, but this is not the case. Om 
(married men) and tante (married women)87

 

 have free sex with university 
students (ayam kampus) and highschool students (abu-abu). We cannot 
limit this to age. Society limits it when it says ‘that’s anak muda’ but 
clearly pergaulan bebas is not only carried out by youth. Parents and 
adults are doing it. (Anas, Male, 21, Muslim, Yogyakarta, PKBI) 

I don’t like the term pergaulan bebas because usually youth are the 
scapegoats, (jadi kambing hitam) when in fact it is all people, of all ages, 
both those who are married and those not yet married who do it. It is a 
poor and misleading (menyesatkan) term that forces a specific group into 
a corner (memojokan) (Anissa, female, 23, Muslim, Solo, PKBI) 

 

The counter discursive view is that pergaulan bebas is a discourse that 

scapegoats youth when in fact people of all ages are engaging in the myriad 

behaviours implicated in the discourse. In limiting the behaviours of 

pergaulan bebas to anak muda, the discourse ‘assumes an end point in 

marriage’88

                                                   
87 Om and Tante are Dutch terms for aunt and uncle. 

 and the social age of ‘adult’: even if youth engage, they will 

88 Personal communication Krishna Sen, UWA, 2009. 
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grow out of it. In framing pergaulan bebas as a youth issue, limited to age 

parameters that will be outgrown (at marriage), youth, particularly 

females, are scapegoated as the social group that threatens the stability of 

the Indonesian nation. 

 

The senior male counsellor of the group stated unequivocally: 

 

There is no pergaulan bebas. It is constructed by society, by the system. If 
there are acts that are not in accordance with society, for example, one 
night stands, multiple partners, sex before marriage, and such things, if 
not socially appropriate, they are considered too free and not good. But it 
is in fact up to the individual. If they want to do it, it’s because they are 
answerable (bertanggung jawab) and they know the risks (tahu 
risikonya). They know the consequences and don’t disturb others…It 
doesn’t exist. (Leo, 24, Muslim, Medan, PKBI) 

 

Leo, similar to Ajeng earlier, articulates his unique classed subjectivity in 

underlining ‘personal responsibility’ to offset risk through knowledge, so 

that there are no long term negative or unwanted effects that involve 

others. Prevention of negative effects through knowledge rather than 

prohibition, which does not work at any level, is seen as the key to 

negotiating the risk factors associated with behaviours deemed bebas.  

 

In the historical context of Indonesian postmodernity, democratic ideals 

and freedom of self-expression:  

 

Anak muda…live with a million desires, have a million things they want to 
do. They want change from the norms made by people in the past (zaman 
dulu). They do what they want to do. In my opinion, what they do is not 
pergaulan bebas, they just do what they want to do. (Niki, female, 23, 
Muslim, East Java, International Relations) 

 

If they are religious or not, if they want to preserve their virginity, take 
drugs or drink and conceal it, it’s personal. (Ririn, female, 20, Muslim, 
Yogyakarta, International Relations)  

 

This is a world in which these middle class early adults feel that they can 

fulfill their dreams, and one in which they are not constrained by old 
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norms. Their comments are counter discursive in rejecting outright the 

negative and repressive discourse of pergaulan bebas through which they 

are subjectivised. In relation to the forces positing youth as a risk and at 

risk, these youth problematise preconceived notions of Indonesian ‘social 

norms’, rigid conceptions of culture, and fears of contamination by the 

West.  

 

The discourse of pergaulan bebas represents ambivalence about the 

nature of Indonesian culture at present. As Niki later asked the group:  

 

‘Culture, what is that? What is Indonesian culture? Is it true that ‘foreign 
culture’ is foreign for Indonesians, or is that not the case? Is it actually not 
foreign but rather has been concealed? What is our own culture like? 
(Female, 23, Muslim, East Java, International Relations) 

  

Critical youth hold a healthy ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’ that are 

no longer practicable or desirable. Any homogenising interpretations of 

culture and subjectivity are countered as antithetical to their realities. 

Constructions of what is deemed normative are seen as of the past – jadul 

(jaman dulu, of a previous era) or kuno (ancient). Values, rather than 

being adopted uncritically, are considered personal, private and not in 

need of explanation to others, though community harmony is important to 

them. Like generations of Indonesians before them, these youth embrace 

socio-cultural change itself as normative, as their right. They are agents in 

the process of cultural change in its myriad social, political, bodily and 

subjective, interpersonal and virtual manifestations. Rather than 

projecting repressed desires onto the West, they express their desires while 

critically engaging the historical legacies of the colonial past, embracing all 

that they perceive to be on offer. 

  

As we have seen in this chapter, changes brought about at the end of the 

Suharto regime have triggered subtle intergenerational conflicts and 

differences far more complex than those of the 1970s. The implications of 

decisions made in the New Order period (1966-1998), in particular, 
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politico-economic decisions that opened the door to multinational 

conglomerates, are being felt most strongly among youth now that the 

market and the media are more diverse and less regulated. In the midst of 

liberalisation of attitudes to sexuality, fundamentalist beliefs about sexual 

morality are scrutinised by older youth critical of the limitations of 

conservative religious doctrine. The government and religious institutions 

justify their refusal to confront the issues of youth by stigmatising certain 

youth behaviours as pergaulan bebas, as non-normative, undesirable and 

‘immoral’, thereby relinquishing responsibility and placing the blame on 

the individual.89

 

  

I concur with other commentators on youth sexuality in Indonesia, such as 

Julia Suryakusuma and Laura Bellows, who argue that the rhetoric 

surrounding pergaulan bebas represents a negative public discourse about 

socio-sexual change seen as emanating from the influence of the 

hedonistic ‘West’. I am in accord with Suryakusuma’s suggestion that the 

construction of pergaulan bebas as non-traditional, ‘appears to be a way of 

projecting Indonesia's own permissiveness and immorality on the 

dominant West’.90 Laura Bellows argues that in Bali, the moral panic over 

youth sexuality in the post-Suharto period is in response to fears of a 

‘disarticulation of sex and fertility’.91 In the context of ‘a world view in 

which men’s and women’s bodies and sexualities are imbued with religious 

meaning’ she suggests this panic obscures an ‘on-going conflict over 

caste’.92

 

 The moral panic over youth sexuality in Java may also be argued 

to be an on-going conflict over the Javanese social hierarchy, particularly 

given its emphasis on female sexuality.  

                                                   
89 Berman, Laine, "Who is really responsible for Indonesia's drug epidemic?," in Inside 
Indonesia (2008). 91. Available at http://www.insideindonesia.org/edition-91/deals-and-
denial. Acccessed 21.09.09. 
90 Suryakusuma, Julia, Sex, Power and Nation: An Anthology of Writings, 1979-2003 
(Jakarta: Metafor Publishing, 2004). p. 59. 
91 Bellows, Laura J., "Like the West: New sexual practices and modern threats to Balinese-
ness," Review of Indonesian and Malay Affairs 37, no. 1 (2003). p. 79. 
92 Ibid., p. 72. 

http://www.insideindonesia.org/edition-91/deals-and-denial�
http://www.insideindonesia.org/edition-91/deals-and-denial�
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In this thesis I propose that the intensification of the moral panic 

surrounding pergaulan bebas in the post-Suharto period of liberalisation 

represents a conservative backlash by the cultural and religious elite in 

Indonesia to market- and media-driven secularisation in all politico-socio-

cultural spheres. The interactive scape of media and market-driven 

liberalisation and the conservative backlash have opened up a space for 

new postmodern Muslim (and existential) subjectivities among the 

younger generation of Indonesians. 

 

These shifts highlight the intensification in the distinction between the 

sacred and the profane in Indonesia as new and complex narratives shape 

Indonesian youth consciousness and desires. These narratives stress the 

liberalisation of sexual attitudes and sexual practice, and affirm 

homosexual identities among the younger generation. In reality, however, 

the liberatory aspects of these narratives are available only to a select few. 

Importantly, they articulate shifting constructions in the conceptualisation 

of the distinctions between the sacred and the profane which are ‘always-

already entangled’.93

 

 According to the negative discourse of pergaulan 

bebas, social norms are seen as sacred while pergaulan bebas is deemed 

profane.  

In the ‘cathartic release’ of post-Suharto Indonesian society the rhetoric 

surrounding pergaulan bebas has intensified pressures on youth.94

                                                   
93 McAvan, "The postmodern sacred". p. 3. 

 This 

situation is not unique to Indonesia. Many of the transformations taking 

place in the sexual and gendered subjectivities of youth in Indonesian 

society at present share similarities to those observed more broadly across 

the Asian region. The media are pivotal to these changes. Thuan and 

Thomas’ work on young Vietnamese women’s emergent reformulations of 

94 Gillespie, Piers, "Current issues in Indonesian Islam: Analysing the 2005 Council of 
Indonesian Ulama Fatwa No. 7 opposing pluralism, liberalism and secularism," Journal 
of Islamic Studies 18, no. 2 (2007). p. 210. 
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femininity suggests that, ‘[w]orking in tandem with mass culture, a new 

mass-oriented state has become the mark of the postcolonial era’.95

 

 

Similarly, in Yogyakarta today, the state is working in tandem with mass 

culture. The behaviours of pergaulan bebas are authorised through 

processes of state regulation and the application of regulations by local 

authorities.96 The market and its central vehicle, the media, perform the 

co-functions of promoting socio-cultural change and advocating active pre-

marital youth sexualities and same-sex relationships. This is in contrast to 

what can be seen as a denial by the state and religious bodies of changing 

attitudes and sexual practices among the younger generation. The 

mediating functions of the media act to both offset and fuel the cultural 

cringe towards youth engagement in behaviours and practices considered 

bebas. Importantly then, the discourse of pergaulan bebas, unable to be 

circumscribed, holds within it the potentiality for the opening up of 

‘cultural spaces in which resistance assumes new forms’.97

 

 

In chapter 4 I look at some of these issues in the context of the urban 

kampung: in many ways a microscosm of the wider society. The tight-knit 

kampung community comprises the family, the neighbourhood, the kos, 

the mosque, and a host of other community groups. It is a place of rest, 

work and community, of nurturing, friendship and learning one’s 

gendered place in the Javanese social hierarchy. It is what young people 

describe as their lingkungan, their environment.  

                                                   
95 Thuan, Nguyen Bich and Thomas, Mandy, "Young women and emergent postsocialist 
sensibilities in contemporary Vietnam," Asian Studies Review 28 (2004). p. 135. 
96 I explore this authorisation further in the chapters on advertising and events. 
97 Thuan and Thomas, "Young women and emergent postsocialist sensibilities in 
contemporary Vietnam." p. 139. 
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Chapter 4 – Gender and the Javanese kampung 
 

The discourse of pergaulan bebas condemns the sexual and “free” 

behaviours of female youth, while largely remaining silent on active male 

youth sexuality.1

 

 In this chapter, I highlight more of the contradictions 

inherent in the constructed binary between social norms and pergaulan 

bebas by exploring some of the gendered structures, morés and practices 

of the urban kampung that maintain this binary. By observing gendered 

social practice at the level of the kampung, we see the privileging of 

gendered social norms and also the tolerance of difference and non-

conformity. What is purported to be normative remains an ideal; in fact, 

social level, religious adherence, and an ever-increasing range of 

possibilities shape practice.  

It is in the context of what Bourdieu terms the primary habitus2 that 

gendered desire, central to gendered and sexual subjectivity, is shaped. 

The notion of habitus is useful for this study of gender in urban Yogyakarta 

because the urban kampung is an integrated functioning social unit of 

Indonesian everyday life. The kampung is characterised by high levels of 

interactivity in social relations and its members share common community 

values.3

 

  

As Bourdieu explains, habitus is a ‘durable, transposable system of 

definitions’4 which ‘acts as a mediation between structures and practice’.5

                                                   
1 This is consistent with Javanese attitudes to sexuality more generally. Male sexual 
relations beyond the marital home are not considered by males to be a wife’s business. On 
the other hand, ‘the notion that a wife’s sexual behaviour outside the home is not her 
husband’s business would be virtually unthinkable’. See Brenner, "On the public intimacy 
of the New Order." p. 33.  

 

2 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice. pp. 72-87.  
3 For example, in Indonesia, if a member of a neighbouring household passes away, 
neighbours feel obliged to pay their respects and offer donations to contribute to the 
funeral costs and to ameliorate the financial hardship that may ensue for the grieving 
family. Offence may be taken if the obligatory visit is not made – such an offence may be 
reciprocated at a later date. Although these practices are declining, among kampung 
members such social neglect is seen as a breakdown in social harmony (rukun). 
4 Bourdieu, Pierre and Wacquant, L., An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1992). p. 134. 
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This ‘system of definitions’ is initially acquired by the child through the 

conscious and unconscious practices that occur in the family.6 The family 

constitutes the realm of the primary habitus. The effects of early 

socialisation in the family, in whatever form and configuration the family 

may take, and the immediate kampung (secondary habitus), persist as one 

moves through subsequent secondary and tertiary habituses – those of 

education, employment and the myriad social worlds that exist beyond 

these. Indeed, the ‘system of definitions’ acquired in the family, in 

particular, persist as ‘the basis of all subsequent experiences…from 

restructuring to restructuring’.7

 

 

The habitus, […] enables an intelligible and necessary relation to be 
established between practices and a situation, the meaning of which is 
produced by the habitus through categories of perception and 
appreciation that are themselves produced by an observable social 
condition.8

 
  

Habitus as proposed by Bourdieu is class-based, and carries with it taste 

dispositions acquired primarily in the family that reflect the power and 

status of the family within the social hierarchy of the nieghbourhood. 

Habitus is not considered here as either a totalising or structurally-

governed force of social reproduction that precludes individual agency. On 

the contrary, through exploration of the specificities of habitus in the 

urban neighbourhood, we can observe the local socio-cultural practices 

that contribute to the development and fashioning of unique gendered 

youth subjectivities and lifestyles.  

 

Speaking of a more contemporary context than Bourdieu, Arjun Appadurai 

has suggested that in the uncertainty, fluidity and ‘cultural flux’ of societies 

and identities, habitus is intensified as ‘culture becomes […] more an 

arena for conscious choice, justification, and representation, the latter 
                                                                                                                                           
5 Bourdieu, Pierre, "Cultural reproduction and social reproduction," in Knowledge, 
Education and Cultural Change (London: British Sociological Association, 1970). p. 72. 
6 Bourdieu and Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. p. 134. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Bourdieu, Pierre, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984). p. 101. 
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often to multiple and spatially dislocated audiences’.9 Appadurai’s 

comment bears particular relevance for studies of youth as they transition 

into the tertiary habitus, spending more time away from the extended 

family and neighbourhood, having greater mobility, accessing new 

technologies and experimenting with new subjectivities. The ‘system of 

definitions’, Bourdieu suggests, is acquired in childhood (in the family, the 

mosque, the neighbourhood and the school) and then is ‘restructured’ by 

the complexities of contemporary Indonesian society. As Ortner puts it, 

habitus ‘establishes a range of options and limits for the social actor’.10 Of 

course, the agency and intentionality of individual subjectivity must always 

been seen as shaped by, and complementary to, the system of definitions 

acquired in the habitus.11

 

 

It is commonly believed in popular discourse in Yogyakarta that 

engagement in the behaviours connoted by the term pergaulan bebas is 

the result of a lack of harmony or rukun in the natal family and subsequent 

lack of parental attention. The notion of rukun is premised on the 

assumption of a mother’s devotion to her children. Because mothers are 

constructed as primarily responsible for the moral upbringing of children, 

if children engage in the behaviours considered pergaualan bebas, it is 

mothers who are responsible. This view is pervasive.  

 

In this chapter, I overview the conceptualisation of the ‘family’ as the 

central metaphor in the development of the Indonesian nation-state, 

briefly reviewing state attempts to regulate family life and the roles of 

women during the Suharto era. Since the discourse of pergaulan bebas 

marginalises the deviant behaviours of girls, and mothers are seen as role 

models for girls, I provide a case-study of local women to show the ways in 

which they negotiate their positions and responsibilities. This chapter 

provides a backdrop of everyday neighbourhood life to complement the 

following chapters which look more at media narratives and 

                                                   
9 Appadurai, Modernity at Large. p. 44. 
10 Ortner, "Subjectivity and cultural critique." p. 33.  
11 Ibid. 
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representations. In the second section of this chapter on nieghbourhood 

youth, I explore youth social relations, and the distinct class-based 

differences among kampung youth. I ask: how is the interplay of gendered 

discursive and lived practices in the family and the kampung implicated in 

the contemporary context? Despite the rhetoric that parents are 

responsible for the behaviour of their progeny, there is in fact a denial of 

the complex forces at play in the lives of youth.  

 

The Metaphor of the ‘Family’ 

 

‘Gender...is one of the primary crucibles within which sexuality is 

produced’.12

 

 The family is therefore the primary institution shaping 

gendered roles and expectations across cultures. In Indonesia, the ‘family’ 

encompasses several concentric spheres of belonging, extending from the 

immediate nuclear family to elaborate kinship groups and the wider 

society. The ‘family’ is central to hegemonic constructions of what it is to 

be a gendered Indonesian subject and integral to the wider notion of 

community in Indonesia. Through the metaphor of the ‘family’, the 

individual, family, community and nation are made inextricable. 

The concept of an Indonesian community is a powerfully unifying force. 

The ‘community’ is linked to the notion of a ‘territorially specific imagined 

reality’, one that presumes a ‘coherent universe of experience’.13 The 

‘imagined reality’ of the Indonesian community and nation was partly 

brought about through the demarcation of territorial boundaries by the 

Dutch and the introduction of centralised education during the colonial 

period.14

 

  

The concept of a national community was a feature of the 1928 Sumpah 

Pemuda – the youth pledge in opposition to Dutch colonialism. The pledge 
                                                   
12 Blackwood, Evelyn, "Culture and women’s sexualities," Journal of Social Issues 56, no. 
2 (2000). p. 5. 
13 Anderson, B. R . O'G., Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread 
of Nationalism (London & New York: Verso, 1991). p. 121. 
14 Ibid., pp. 121-122. 
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advocated ‘one people (bangsa Indonesia), with one language, Indonesian, 

and one homeland, Indonesia’.15 Later, in 1945, Sukarno laid out the 

Pancasila – or ‘five principles’ of state ideology, which are belief in one 

god, humanitarianism, Indonesian unity, just governance and social 

justice for all.16 On the fifth commemoration of Independence in 1950, 

Bhinneka Tunggal Ika – an old Javanese expression meaning ‘They are 

many, they are one’, – became the national motto.17

 

  

The state has strategically deployed both concepts of ‘family’ and 

‘community’ through the inclusive collective pronoun kita (we) to shape 

and enhance the perception of national unity and belonging. As Anderson 

explains, ‘the urge to oneness, so central to Javanese political attitudes, 

helps to explain the deep psychological power of the idea of nationalism in 

Java’.18 The ideology underpinning the 1945 Constitution (and the 

Pancasila) stressed pre-colonial Javanese conceptions of ‘unity, harmony 

and consensus’,19

 

 from which the nationalist ‘family principle’ (azas 

keluargaan) evolved. In the post-colonial era, the ideology of azas 

keluargaan has been central to the interrelatedness of ‘family’ and 

‘community’ as principles of national unity. The father was seen as 

responsible for maintaining unity on domestic and national levels. 

In the New Order period, President Suharto, as father (bapak), head of the 

family, and head of state, was preeminent.20

                                                   
15 Cribb, Robert, Historical dictionary of Indonesia (Metuchen, New Jersey & London: 
The Scarecrow Press Inc., 1992). p. 500. 

 Suharto’s central doctrine was 

economic development, and ‘[t]hrough language that modeled the 

development of the nation through the metaphor of the family, state 

16 Ketuhanan yang maha esa (belief in one God), kemanusiaan yang adil dan beradab 
(just and civilized humanity), persatuan Indonesia (the unity of Indonesia), kerakyatan 
yang dipimpin oleh kebijaksanaan dalam permusawaratan rakyat perwakilan 
(democracy guided by consensus arising out of deliberations amongst representatives) 
and keadilan social bagi seluruh rakyat Indonesia (social justice for all of the people of 
Indonesia).  
17 This motto appears on the Indonesian coat of arms and is more commonly translated as 
‘unity in diversity’. 
18 Anderson, Language and Power. p. 37. 
19 Parker, Lyn, From Subjects to Citizens: Balinese Villagers in the Indonesian Nation-
State (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2003). p. 8. 
20 Ibid., p. 8. 



 

  

112 

 

programs attempted to make the family a domain of national control’.21 

The family became part of what Jones refers to as ‘a broader vision of a 

hoped-for national culture’, which involved the redeployment of gender 

and the family through the accentuation of gender difference and the 

demarcation of the ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres as gendered domains.22

 

 

The father was granted prominence in both spheres but with greater access 

to the public sphere than the mother. Although granted responsibility in 

the domestic sphere, wives and mothers were supposed to defer major 

household decisions to their husbands.  

‘Ideologies of domesticity in the New Order present the concept of 

housewife as if it were the traditional status of all Indonesian women’.23 

The domestic or private realm was idealised in state rhetoric as the domain 

of mothers (ibu) in their service to the family, husband and state. In the 

Fourth Repelita (Five Year Plan) for the period 1984-1989, the New Order 

outlined women’s ‘multiple roles’ (peran ganda) in national development 

– as mothers and workers.24

 

 Because women’s domesticity took 

precedence in state rhetoric, Brenner concluded of the New Order period 

that, 

[d]iscussions of the career woman always ignore the historical precedents 
for women’s productive – and sometimes powerful – roles in Indonesian 
society, treating (middle-class) working women as if they were an entirely 
new breed, a by-product of modernization.25

 
  

With access to ‘modern’ forms of work, wanita karir (career women)26

                                                   
21 Jones, Carla, "Whose stress? Emotional work in middle-class Javanese homes," Ethnos 
64, no. 4 (2004). p. 514. 

 is 

however ‘a woman with some power – power that is independent of her 

status as wife or mother, and which establishes her place in a sector of 

22 Ibid., p. 513. 
23 Brenner, The Domestication of Desire. p. 243.  
24 O'Shaughnessey, Kate, "Divorce, gender and state and social power: An investigation of 
the impact of the 1974 Indonesia marriage law" (PhD Thesis, University of Western 
Australia, 2006). pp. 134-135. 
25 Brenner, The Domestication of Desire. p. 242. 
26 The term karir, derived from English, also poses the term as a ‘non-traditional’ role for 
women in Indonesian society. 



 

  

113 

 

society that is removed from the constraints of “tradition”’.27 While it is the 

case that the gendered division of labour changes with time to meet 

changing social needs, ‘not all changes reduce sexual divisions’.28 Despite 

the need for women to be a part of Indonesia’s economic development, 

working women were both lauded and vilified for their ‘multiple roles’ 

(peran ganda). Negative images of career-minded women were portrayed 

on television.29 Through a discourse that focused on the ‘burden of this 

multiple role’ for women, working women were judged as placing their 

‘desire for consumer goods’ over their roles in the home.30 This was 

despite the fact that the majority of middle to lower class Indonesian 

mothers have to generate income from home or elsewhere, to supplement 

family income. In the media in particular, the discourse of career woman 

or wanita karir, was framed as ‘a modern, and potentially risky, 

alternative to women’s default position as housewife’.31 More recently, an 

increase in job opportunities for women, for example in the media 

industry, is matched by the reality that ‘[f]or many, the nature of this work 

constitutes an indefensible challenge to kodrat wanita – the modest, self-

effacing, “god given” domestic role of Indonesian women’.32

 

  

In the following section I introduce the kampung in Yogyakarta in which I 

lived for six months. I then look at how women negotiate their 

contradictory positionings in the kampung where motherhood is 

privileged as women’s primary role. My aim in doing so is to address the 

question: what are the gender roles modelled by women the kampung? 
                                                   
27 Brenner, "On the public intimacy of the New Order." p. 24. 
28 Connell, Gender and Power. p. 121. 
29 Saraswati, Sunindyo, "Gender discourse on television," in Culture and society in New 
Order Indonesia, ed. Virginia  M. Hooker (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
p 138. 
30 Jones, "Whose stress?." p. 213. 
31 Brenner, The Domestication of Desire. p. 243. 
32 Nilan, Pam and Utari, Prahastiwi, "Meanings of work for female media and 
communications workers," in Women and Work in Indonesia, ed. Michelle Ford and Lyn 
Parker (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge). p. 137. According to Nilan and Utari’s research, 3 of 
26 (8.6%) female students of tertiary level media studies indicated their desire to be 
wanita karir. This figure is higher than that obtained from the AAI data, where strength 
of the negative characterisation of working women, or wanita karir, is indicated by the 
fact that only o.63%of female youth in Yogya declared their desire to become wanita 
karir. The lower figure among the younger girls may be suggestive of the tendency of 
younger students to express a ‘normal biography’. 
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The kampung 

 

‘The complexity of kampung society lies in the weaving together of social 

diversity based on occupation, property ownership and origin, religious 

practices, age and gender differences, education and cultural 

predispositions’.33 In their complexity, kampung form part of the 

secondary habitus. Janice Newberry points out the ongoing importance of 

‘the association of the kampung with particular moral sentiments’.34 The 

two social principles underpinning life in the Javanese kampung are 

rukun and respect.35

 

 Observance of these principles by all kampung 

residents ensures a surface appearance of the smooth functioning of the 

kampung. 

The kampung I lived in near Kota Gede36 is located between two parallel 

main roads leading from the city. On the arterial road that connects these 

major roads is a tertiary academy for students of cooking, Muslim fashion 

and beauty therapy.37

                                                   
33 Guinness, Patrick, Kampung, Islam and State in Urban Java (Singapore: NUS Press, 
2009). p. 243. 

 Many of the large homes on the arterial road provide 

local kos accommodation for students of the tertiary academy and other 

universities nearby, as do homes within neighbourhoods of the kampung. 

The most basic village level in Indonesia is the neighbourhood, the rukun 

tetangga, or RT – which is referred to among locals as the kampung. I will 

therefore refer to the local level of the RT as the kampung. This kampung 

is a heterogeneous community of ninety heads of household among whom 

the principle of rukun (harmony) is paramount. Nevertheless, differences 

in class and status, which include considerations such as income, home 

34 Newberry, Janice C., Back Door Java: State Formation and the Domestic Working 
Class in Java (Ontario: Broadview Press, 2006). p. 45. 
35 Magnis-Suseno, Javanese Ethics and World-View. Ch. 3. 
36 Kota Gede lies to the south-east of the city of Yogyakarta. In the 1500s and 1600s, Kota 
Gede (formerly Pasar Gede) was the site of the palace of the Mataram rulers. Since the 
1940s, it has become renowned as a local centre for silversmiths and silver jewelry. 
37 Most of the students of the academy were female. 



 

  

115 

 

ownership, and employment of the head of the family, structure gendered 

power relations in the kampung.38

 

  

On the periphery of most kampung are the modern fortified homes of the 

more well-to-do.39 Their owners rarely engage in day-to-day kampung 

activities, but often employ local staff as pembantu (home helpers) and 

penjaga (night watchmen), the latter especially if they go out at night or on 

holiday. Through these domestic staff, more well-to-do locals can access 

local news and gossip, although it is likely to be judiciously filtered. Many 

also capitalise on their streetfront position by opening up toko (shops), 

warung (foodstalls) and wartel (public payphone facilities). Beyond these 

homes, one enters the kampung via a network of (poorly maintained) 

bitumenised and dirt roads, from which narrow paths (gang) lead into 

areas of dense housing. Whether brick, bamboo or plywood, or a 

combination of these, the quality of homes is a clear indicator of social 

level within the Javanese social hierarchy.40

 

 

Most of my immediate kampung neighbours were members of a local 

family of five 30-50 year old siblings, three male and two female. The 

oldest and youngest brothers and their older sister lived on my street. As 

commonly occurs from generation to generation in urban Yogyakarta, the 

death of parents involves the subdivision of the parents’ assets, including 

                                                   
38 Rukun tetangga is the neighbourhood association - the most primary level of 
community organisation not directly linked to the government. Rukun tetangga 
neighbourhood associations were formed during the Japanese occupation and redeployed 
by Sukarno in 1954. See Cribb, Historical dictionary of Indonesia. p. 410. During the 
Suharto era, a top-down approach was taken to their administration and their 'directives 
come down from the government without an equivalent input to the government'. See 
Murray, Alison, No Money No Honey: A Study of Street Traders and Prostitutes in 
Jakarta (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991). p. 23. In the reformasi period, a 
bottom-up approach has been implemented, in which the ‘grassroots voice’ (suara akar 
rumput), is heard.  
39 These homes often have barricading brick walls topped with jagged spikes of broken 
glass and rows of barbed wire. Their gates are padlocked vigilantly most hours of the day. 
40 See Mahasin, Aswab, "The Santri middle class: An insider's view," in The Politics of 
Middle Class Indonesia, ed. Raymond Tanter and Ken Young (Clayton: Centre of 
Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1990). pp. 138-144, and also Dick, Howard 
W., "Further reflections on the middle class," in The Politics of Middle Class Indonesia, 
ed. Richard Tanter and Kenneth R. Young (Clayton: Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, 
Monash University, 1990). pp. 63-70. 
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the family home and land formerly used for rice cultivation. Each of the 

five siblings in this family received a plot of land. Four built houses on the 

land on my street, three living in them with their spouses and children. 

The youngest sister built a duplex on her portion of land and rented these 

out to my divorcée neighbour and myself. The middle brother, who 

formerly ran a cockfighting business which was outlawed by the 

enforcement of stricter gambling laws in 2003, now runs the local 

angkringan and lives in a makeshift house of woven bamboo and plastic 

tarpaulins. The remaining family land was used for income generation and 

community purposes. A boarding house was built for male university 

students; one small plot of land was rented out to a poor family who built a 

wood and bamboo house on it; on another plot a drum-making workshop 

operated and closest to the field and access road is a recycling facility 

which employs locals. Recently, the regular Sunday morning community 

activity, kerja bakti,41

 

 resulted in the completion of a bamboo pavillion for 

community use on the remaining plot.  

As Chua Beng Huat has recently argued, socio-philosophical community 

values continue to play an important role in contemporary Asian societies 

despite the general public anxiety that these values are being 

compromised.42

                                                   
41 Kerja bakti (voluntary labour) is outdoor work carried out by males. Their activities are 
generally maintenance jobs, such as weeding the graveyard and rebuilding walls that have 
fallen down, and temporary construction jobs such as setting up temporary shelters for 
community events. This is a weekly early Sunday morning event in each kampung. Males 
are obliged to participate but if they cannot or do not wish to it is expected that they 
communicate their intention not to participate in advance. Professional males and those 
from wealthier families in the kampung may contribute financially (only) to community 
projects. Professionals may offer their professional advice and know-how to projects. 
Women’s role in the kerja bakti is to serve drinks and snacks after the work is complete. 

 The importance of these values, demonstrated in the 

surveys, cannot be overlooked in the study of youth sexual and gender 

subjectivities in the kampung. Throughout Indonesia, religious belief and 

practice together with social community values are central to Indonesian 

family and kampung social life. Indeed, it is difficult to differentiate 

Islamic and Kejawen religious values from social or community values and 

42 Chua, B. H., "Malay language pop culture: An agenda for research," in A public lecture 
in Media and Cultural Studies in affiliation with the Centre for Religion and Cross-
Cultural Studies of the Postgraduate School (Yogyakarta: UGM, 2009). 
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sentiments as both are inscribed in Indonesian cultures through the rituals 

and practices of everyday life. This pans out in different ways for 

individuals of different religions and varying levels of belief. A blending of 

Javanese ritual practices and community principles and Islamic ritual 

practices underly many of these, for example, the rituals that mark the 

transitions in life stages of the soul (jiwa) that proceed from a post-

conception ritual, marriage rituals and rituals marking the periods after 

death. Since religious belief is perceived to imbue every aspect of life, 

discrete analysis of Islam, religion or spirituality in relation to the family 

and neighbourhood here would be contrived.  

 

Despite the centrality of Javanese ritual to the practices of everyday life, 

and the predominance of Islam in Java, religious practices are as diverse 

as religious practitioners. As Koentjaraningrat explains:  

 

Javanese Muslims also believe in a great many other religious concepts, 
supernatural beings, and powers, and they also perform many religious 
ceremonies, which have little connection with the official religious 
doctrines of Islam.43

 
  

I found this to be the case in the kampung I lived in, where most people 

declared themselves to be Muslim. Many had an official citizenship card on 

which their religious affiliation was stated. My Muslim neighbours of the 

parent generation described their Muslim faith as either abangan – a 

blend of Javanese cosmology, spiritualism and ritual practice 

complemented by Islamic faith – or Muhammadiyan – a modernist form 

of Islam.44

 

 

                                                   
43 Koentjaraningrat, Javanese Culture (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 
1985). p. 317. 
44  See Nakamura, Mitsuo, "The crescent arises over the banyan tree: A study of the 
Muhammadijah movement in a central Javanese town" (PhD Thesis, Cornell University, 
1976). Muhammadiyah, formed in Yogya in 1912, is one of the two largest social Islamic 
organisations in the world and has strong focus on education and social welfare. 
Muhammadiyah funds hospitals and tertiary institutions and schools in Yogya. It also 
currently funds most of the kindergartens (Taman Kanak-Kanak, TKK) in the city of 
Yogyakarta.  
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Although predominantly Muslim (there are also Catholics among them), 

many of the older members of the village, especially males, participate in 

Javanese mystical ritual practices on malam selasa kliwon and malam 

jumat kliwon each month.45 These nighttime rituals include pilgrimages to 

Parangtritis beach where the mythical goddess of the South Seas, Nyai 

Loro Kidul, is believed to reside, to the burial place of several of the former 

Kings and Sultans of central Java in Imogiri, to the grave of King Senopati 

in Kota Gede, and to the many natural springs (sendang) dotted around 

the local countryside. All of these sites are located on the outskirts of 

Yogyakarta. Monthly, on malam selasa kliwon and malam jumat kliwon, 

offerings, prayers and meditations are made all night long to the ancestral 

spirits, believed to have a lingering presence at these sites. People pray for 

good health, wealth, success in their studies and businesses and for help in 

finding a jodoh (soulmate).46

 

 On the eve of the Javanese New Year, people 

of all ages and religious faith also perform a silent vigil circumnambulating 

the Sultan’s palace, the kraton, at the heart of the city. This practice is 

believed to increase the personal and mystical powers of the Sultan, of 

themselves, and of the city and the wider Yogyakarta Special Region.  

In this kampung, community commitment is high among locals and 

community responsibility and sociability is divided along gender lines. In 

the section that follows I recall Blackwood’s observation that ‘gender is the 

primary crucible through which sexuality is produced’ in presenting a 

short case-study of my closest neighbours. My aim is to demonstrate a 

range of gender role models offered by mothers in the kampung to young 

girls (and boys). This follows on from the AAI survey data which indicated 

                                                   
45 According to the Javanese calendar, there are five days of the week. These are: legi, 
pahing, pon, wage and kliwon. The 24 hour period of each of these commences at 6pm 
the preceding day, hence the expression malam kliwon (the eve of kliwon). The days on 
which malam kliwon falls on a Tuesday or a Friday each month are considered most 
auspicious. On these evenings, Javanese kings and ancestors (nenek moyang) are 
honoured through meditation and offering. 
46 It is believed that male sexual potency is enhanced following the long hours of ritual 
and meditation. Accompanying the tradition of visiting Parangtritis beach to worship 
Nyai Loro Kidul, another tradition has developed in which sex workers also venture to 
Parangtritis to provide sexual services to the worshippers. They rent out rooms in local 
losmen and take clients eager to release their sexual energy. This ritual therefore 
contributes additional income to local losmen owners. 
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that the main role models for youth (their teladan peranan) are family 

members – usually mothers for girls and fathers for boys, or one of their 

grandparents. The examples of women in the kampung provide a balance 

to the images of the media and allow a more complex understanding of 

actual and potential roles that mothers model in the kampung to the 

younger generation. 

 

Model mothers 

 

Multiple roles and expectations are placed on females as wives (istri) and 

mothers (ibu). An understated aspect to the types of informal work 

performed by middle-class women in Yogyakarta is emotional work.47 

Jones defines emotional work as ‘the exchange of gestures of deference, 

affection, gratitude or emotional sacrifice in a domestic economy’.48 

Emotional work is not limited by class or to the ‘domestic economy’. By 

looking at the ways kampung women reconcile social expectation and 

lived practice, given their unique family circumstances, my aim is to point 

out the idealisation of married mothers in the wider discourses of the 

‘family writ large’ – the Indonesian nation state.49

                                                   
47 Jones, "Whose stress?." 

  

48 Ibid., p. 510. 
49 Parker, From Subjects to Citizens. p. 8. 
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Figure 4-1: National Drugs Board community advertisement reads ‘It is your love that can 

protect him from drugs. Together with society, oppose drugs’.50

 
  

This ‘Say No to Drugs’ advertisement reinforces the ideal of mothers as the 

primary guardians of their children’s health, wellbeing and social and 

moral education. The stark absence of the father figure places the mother 

at centre stage. It could be taken to suggest that the married mother is 

responsible if her child experiments with drugs – her child’s drug use a 

sign of her failure to nurture. It is she who is responsible for her children, 

and therefore the future of the nation. An alternative reading of this image 

suggests the widely held perception that children of female single parents, 

that is, from broken home, are at greatest risk of drug experimentation. In 

this scenario, the divorced middle class career woman places her very 

young son (and the nation) at risk if she fails to love and look after him 

(menjaganya). The solemn male child in the image, wearing the national 

colours – a budding pemuda – is the nation, and represents its future.  

 

                                                   
50 Note the English ‘Drugs are not child’s play’ and ‘Say no to drugs’. 
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This is a future that women are responsible for, at least at the level of the 

family. The implicit message is that a mother’s failure to fulfill her role in 

relation to her children will have consequence at the level of the nation. 

Discursive practices reconfigure the maternal body as responsible for all of 

society’s ills and temptations. This is part of the legacy of the New Order 

period, but the perpetuation of this view has wide-reaching implications. 

These include parents funding their childrens’ drug habits, sexual taboos, 

the silencing of unplanned pregnancy, shot-gun marriages, perpetuation of 

unhappy marriages through fear of divorce, domestic violence, and 

polygny (both secret and first wife approved).  

 

The role of mothers bears enormous significance for young cewek who 

spend most of their time at home in the kampung. The family and the 

kampung are the primary sites where they experience the actuality of some 

of the roles available to women. In the immediate vicinity of my home and 

neighbours, most women perform multiple roles as mothers, housewives 

and as workers supplementing the family income.51 Many work in the 

informal sector, usually in enterprises separate from those of their 

husbands, though not exclusively, and divide their time between various 

income-generating schemes. A few had formal sector employment beyond 

the kampung. All of these women are mothers born in Java and all are 

Muslim.52

 

 

Mbak Aisha (29) 

Aisha is the second wife of the Pak RT (village leader), who has a nine-

year-old daughter from his previous marriage (his first wife is deceased). 

Aisha was pregnant when I moved to the kampung and has since given 

                                                   
51 In Newberry’s study of the Javanese kampung, women’s social relations oriented 
around the back door, rather than the more formal and publicly oriented front door. In 
the properties of this newly developed part of the kampung there were no back doors. 
Beyond the back walls to these houses was a rice paddy. 
52 While these women are all mothers (ibu), according to Javanese language etiquette, in 
conversation with these women, the author only referred to women older than herself as 
ibu or bu. Women younger or of similar age to the author are addressed as mbak. In this 
way, the author was also positioned in the hierarchy of kampung women according to 
age. 
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birth to a daughter. She has two local pembantu who come to her home in 

the early mornings to wash, cook and clean. She is the only woman on the 

street to have pembantu but it is expected that the Pak RT provide home 

help for his wife given that he can afford to and that he is employed in the 

formal education sector. Not having to deal with the daily domestic chores 

on her own, Aisha devoted much of her time to the needs of her new baby. 

Aisha’s husband has many duties, and as kampung leader is a very public 

figure in the kampung. He works as a university lecturer in the mornings, 

and manages his formal and informal work and kampung roles though an 

office adjacent to his home in the afternoons. He employs a female 

secretary, and a male assistant who tends to formal errands. Several of the 

local male youth not in formal or other employment are subsidised by the 

Pak RT to do maintenance work and other tasks within the kampung. 

Although his home office is separated from the home by a single door, 

Aisha does not enter the office space. 

 

Before giving birth, Aisha only ventured outside to purchase vegetables on 

the street in the early mornings, to hang out her washing, to attend the 

monthly women’s community meetings (arisan) and go to the hospital for 

checkups accompanied by her husband. Since giving birth, she stays on the 

street on which she lives. If she ventures outdoors beyond the front of her 

home, it is to stroll along the short street with her baby wrapped in a 

sarong across her chest, or to seek out a neighbour who is willing to mind 

her baby for a short time while she bathes. 

 

Ibu Yen (47) 

Yen is a married mother of three children aged 20 (f), 22 (m) and 25 (f) 

years. She is Muslim and like many other women only wears a jilbab if she 

leaves the kampung.53

                                                   
53 Several Muslim kampung women have stated to me that they do not feel comfortable 
going beyond the kampung without wearing the jilbab. For these mature married women, 
the jilbab distinguishes them as Muslim, as polite (sopan) and respectable. They 
explained that once a woman decides to wear a jilbab in public, the choice to then not 
wear one illicits criticism from neighbours and associates. 

 She lives with her husband, elderly mother, and 

three children. Her eldest daughter and son are both married and live with 
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their spouses in the family home. Yen has one grandchild from her son and 

his wife. No-one in this family owns a motorcycle or mobile phone. Ibu 

Yen works long hours on her front verandah, sorting plastic waste with her 

daughters and daughter-in-law. The plastic, delivered to the recycling 

depot at the end of the street, is carried in large plastic bags to Ibu Yen’s 

front porch in the early mornings. Wearing gloves and gauze masks, the 

four women sort the different types of plastic on the verandah while Yen’s 

grandson plays around them. Their main task is to cut the rims from 

plastic drinking cups. Ibu Yen is also involved in her husband’s aluminium 

business which operates from the home kitchen.  

 

Fundamental to Yen’s philosophy as a mother and parent is her belief that 

‘parents must support their children’. When her son Rico’s girlfriend, Nila, 

fell pregnant, Yen was ‘in disbelief’ for some time until she could see with 

her own eyes that this was true. Yen and her husband, together with the 

village leader (Yen’s brother-in-law), ensured that Rico was ‘answerable’ 

(bertanggung jawab) for his role in the pregnancy and the couple were 

married. Abortion was not an option. Yen and her husband saw abortion 

as a regretful act that may haunt one for life. Yen attached a sentiment of 

‘pity’ (kasihan), for both the mother and the unborn child, to the notion of 

abortion, but did not mention the sinfulness of abortion in Islamic 

teachings. As parents who were prepared to be responsible (bertanggung 

jawab) for the consequences of their son’s behaviour, Yen and her 

husband paid for the hospital fees and Caesarean birth. Two years later 

they had not recovered the expenses. Yen was saddened that Nila’s wealthy 

family had neither acknowledged the marriage nor the birth. Laughing, she 

said, ‘Now I have nothing. The Caesarean cost Rp 10 million. You could 

buy my grandson…Rp 10 million at least!’ Nila has since left the toddler 

with Yen and Rico and returned to her parents in Sulawesi. Yen and her 

family will continue as they have, pooling their funds to get by. 
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Ibu Rosa (49) 

Rosa’s family represents the ‘ideal’ nuclear family of New Order ideology of 

two children, one male and one female. She has no extended family 

relatives living with her (her parents and parents-in-law are deceased), 

and does not employ home help. Rosa’s husband, Pak Toto, is Catholic, 

and together they run a business selling aluminium pots in the main 

market. By working together, they were able to generate a reasonable 

income to support their children through university. The two motorcycles 

parked in front of their home are symbolic of the sustainability of their 

family business and lifestyle.  

 

Rosa’s formal work at the market takes her out of the kampung in the early 

morning. After returning from work in the late afternoon, she spends her 

time doing domestic chores and rarely goes outdoors to socialise, other 

than to participate in monthly women’s meetings or communal kampung 

or mosque events, weddings and funerals. Pak Toto, on the other hand, 

spends his after-work hours sitting and talking at the angkringan, 

smoking on his verandah and taking an active interest in his son’s soccer 

matches at the field. In formal kampung ceremonies he is the 

photographer who records events. As an elder male figure in the kampung, 

he maintains a presence in the public life of the kampung and leaves the 

day-to-day domestic and parenting tasks to his wife. 

 

Mbak Yunika (36) 

My immediate neighbour, Yunika, is a divorcée (janda) and single parent. 

When married, she lived in a housing estate (perumahan), and although 

she still owns half shares in the house will not return there because it is 

‘too secluded’ (terlalu sepi). Yunika comes from Magelang, a town near 

Yogyakarta, and works for a local newspaper. This type of work is 

considered to be ‘modern’ and not linked to traditional women’s work. Her 

standard of living for her age is relatively high compared to that of her 

neighbours. Despite, or perhaps because of her self-sufficiency in 
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supporting her son and providing a home, her place in the neighbourhood 

was that of an outsider.  

 

For me, the image of the mother and child in the anti-drugs advertisement 

bears a striking resemblance to Mbak Yunika and her son. To a certain 

extent Yunika shared the common perception that she was responsible for 

the failure of her marriage and her subsequent divorce. When she told me, 

‘I am a career woman’ (aku wanita karir), her voice was tinged with self-

blame. As ‘wanita karir’, her former husband felt she had not fulfilled her 

wifely or motherly duties in the marriage, despite the fact that like most 

middle class working women she had a housekeeper (pembantu) to mind 

her son, clean and cook. Yunika often referred to her son, Dony, as having 

experienced trauma as a result of the emotional stress of divorce and 

shared parenting.  

 

Janda are often viewed suspiciously by other married women.54

 

 Both 

Yunika and I were seen as outsiders and single parents (janda). This 

shared experience enabled us to develop a close and communicative 

relationship. She could tell me things she could not tell locals for fear of 

recrimination by the other women in particular, and with me she did not 

have to conceal her smoking. Yunika expressed enormous frustration at 

her situation, most evident when her home helper, Mei, returned to 

Magelang to be married. Mei’s marriage reminded Yuni that as a 35-year-

old single parent her prospects for re-marriage were not good. This was 

despite her slightly younger ‘pacar’ (boyfriend) who visited frequently. 

Although she didn’t confide as such, I suspect his regular ‘business’ trips to 

Jakarta were to see his wife and family. Yunika told me that she wanted to 

marry him but felt it was unlikely: ‘He doesn’t want to, we have different 

hopes for the future: life is complex’.  

Customarily, married and single Muslim women do not receive male 

guests when they are in the home alone. This custom, however, is not 

                                                   
54 O'Shaughnessey, "Divorce, gender and state and social power". p. 119. 
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strictly adhered to if the door to the home is kept open during the visit. 

After Yunika’s maid, Mei, had returned to the village to marry, Yuni’s 

boyfriend pushed his motorcycle into the house and closed the front door 

when he visited. In doing so, outside observers who had not seen him enter 

would not be aware that he was there at all. In this way, the two could be 

together while Dony slept. Before the unstated yet understood curfew time 

of around 11pm, Yunika’s boyfriend would push his motorcycle out the 

door onto the verandah which was partially obscured from public view, 

and then leave the front door ajar. Thus, it would appear that he had 

arrived sometime earlier in the evening. It was hoped that neighbours 

simply did not notice. He always left before the curfew so as not to arouse 

the suspicion of neighbours or disgrace Yunika and also the name of the 

property owner, who was a prominent land owning ibu figure in the 

kampung.  

 

Mbak Eni (34) 

Mbak Eni runs the local Padang foodstall from the front room of her home 

across the field. She rents out part of the front room space to Mas Siji who 

sells hot and cold beverages throughout the day, thereby procuring a small 

monthly rent from him. Like other women who run foodstalls from home, 

six days a week Eni gets up at 3.30am and rides her motorbike to the 

market to buy the vegetables, eggs, meat, fish and rice for the day’s 

cooking. She returns home to make breakfast and help her two sons, aged 

six and fifteen, prepare for school. Once they have left, she sets about 

chopping the food in preparation for cooking. By mid-morning, both she 

and Mas Siji have opened for business and by mid-afternoon she has sold 

out. Eni’s husband works long hours as a ticketing agent at the busy local 

bus terminal. His elderly father lives with them.  

 

Eni’s eldest son, Jun, was the star pupil in the English class I taught in the 

kampung and had achieved ‘ranking satu’ (top of the class) in each year of 

his schooling, across subjects. Due to her family’s limited finances, 

however, it was clear that Eni did not hold any unrealistic expectations for 
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her son. While education is important and highly desirable, she, like many 

other parents, is aware that education is no guarantee of employment. 

With limited family prestasi (status) and links to social networks beyond 

the kampung, as Eni knew, ‘finding work is difficult’. She will encourage 

her son to do a vocational course (kejuruan). Most important for Eni is 

that her son be ‘a good person’ (jadi orang baik): which she defined as 

being ‘honest’ (jujur), ‘loyal’ (setia) and ‘devoted to his parents’ (berbakti 

pada orang tuanya). This is the example she sets for both her children 

and one she expects them to emulate in their interactions at home and in 

the community. 

 

Mbak Juli (26) 

Mbak Juli lives in a small, rented, two-room bamboo house, with her 

mother, husband and three small children, beside the recycling shed. Juli 

does not do paid work due to the pre-school age of her two youngest 

children. Her mother works massaging locals and is often paid for her 

services in food rather than cash. Juli’s husband drives trucks and is 

absent much of the week. The income he receives is the primary source of 

income for the family. During daylight hours, Juli often sits in front of her 

home where she feeds and amuses her 8-month-old son and small 

daughter. She rarely wanders far beyond her street other than to walk her 

daughter to and from school.  

 

When I first met Juli, her baby’s face and ears were covered in large, red, 

weeping welts that appeared to me to be ‘school sores’ or ringworm. Juli 

had visited the local midwife (bidan) at the local health centre (the 

PUSKESMAS)55

                                                   
55 PUSKESMAS – Pusat Kesehatan Masyarakat. 

 when the irritation first appeared. The baby, Fahri, was 

one month old. Juli was told the weeping inflamation covering Fahri’s face 

was the result of the effect of her breast milk on his skin. She felt to blame 

– her body had done this to her baby son. The midwife gave her a steroid 

ointment to ease the irritation, which came with written instructions that 

the ointment was not to be used on children under two years of age. She 
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was advised to bathe the wound with her tongue – suffice to say she only 

tried it once. The skin problem persisted for seven months and with each 

visit to the midwife more of the same steroid cream was prescribed.  

 

Among the women of the kampung, there was consensus that this skin 

irritation was the result of ‘breast milk coming in contact with the baby’s 

skin’. Unconvinced, I searched the internet for information and pictures of 

ringworm. The information on the internet suggested to me that the source 

of the ringworm fungus in this case was contact with chicken faeces – 

Juli’s home was located beside a chicken coop and the chickens wandered 

free-range. Juli did not have the money to go to a general practitioner 

(AUD$4) but I took her: the doctor’s diagnosis was that the infection was 

the result of the prescription of steroids which were too strong for Fahri. 

Given that the irritation had preceded the use of the steroid cream, a 

rationale the doctor was not interested in, we then went to a dermatologist 

who diagnosed ringworm and gave the anti-fungal medication for a fee of 

AUD$15. The effect of the medication was almost immediate. After months 

of interrupted sleep, Juli, and her family, who shared a bed with Fahri, 

could now sleep through the night. In kind, I was dipijit (massaged by 

Juli’s mother) and given fruit, eggs and rice when in surplus. Occasionally, 

of an evening, Juli’s mother encouraged me to drink her potent alcoholic 

brew which she said was good for ‘relieving stress’. 

 

Poorer young kampung mothers like Juli do not ordinarily have the 

resources to question the bidan’s advice or to seek alternative solutions or 

second opinions. Redness on an infant’s cheek was wrongly attributed to 

contact between breast milk and the infant’s skin. Fortunately, this belief 

did not deter young kampung mothers from breastfeeding their babies, 

probably due to the fact Fahri’s case was rare in this kampung and that 

they could not afford the powdered milk. It does seem, however, that 

myths about the perceived negative consequences of breast feeding in 

tandem with persuasive marketing strategies of milk formula companies 

are influential in the trend towards expensive milk powder as a 
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replacement for or supplement to breast feeding. An examination of the 

extent to which class distinctions are perpetuated through the privileging 

of the capacity to purchase powdered milk rather than breastfeed is a 

matter for further research.56

 

  

As we have seen in this case study, kampung women across classes 

undertake a range of ‘work’ roles, paid, unpaid, formal and informal and 

which also include ‘emotional work’. They are extremely resourceful in 

finding work that enables them to balance home duties, motherhood and 

paid work. For poor working mothers like Ibu Yen this means working 

from home in enterprises she herself chooses and manages, in which she 

can include her daughter and step-daughter, as well as assisting her 

husband with his work projects. Much of her time is spent working. For 

women like Yen and Eni, working from home allows them to give ongoing 

support to their extended family members who are more dependent due to 

age or infirmity. For the young professional divorcée, Mbak Yunika, 

kampung life offers companionship, support and community involvement 

that the luxurious perumahan did not. Any discomfort she may have felt 

as an outsider, as janda and wanita karir, and the obvious requirements 

for self-censorship and secrecy because of living in close quarters, were 

ameliorated by the comfort and security she found among this kampung 

community. Despite the class differences between these neighbours, they 

were highly involved in each others’ lives. Those who could afford it 

ventured beyond the kampung together on occasions such weddings or 

funerals or to take their children on Sunday outings. Their children, and 

                                                   
56 In television advertisements for milk products, the products are associated with 
European scientific knowledge, pseudo-scientific bacteria names such as ‘lactobacillus 
protectus’ and the ‘10 signs of healthy children’ (Dancow/Nestlé). For an online 
discussion among Indonesians of the problems associated with the fact that Nestlé is 
producing its own scientific language and measurements see 
http://deathlock.wordpress.com/2007/05/15/susu-dancow-lactobacillus-protectus/. 
Accessed 22.03.2010. As one blogger points out, the name for the Nestlé milk product in 
Indonesia, Dancow, is a homonym for the everyday Javanese (Jakartan) expression ‘dan 
kau’ (and you). In addition, the Dutch company, Frisian Flag, also known as Susu 
Bendera (the Milk with the Flag) is currently using the promotion ‘Nutrisi untuk maju’ 
(nutrition for progress), a promotion that draws on the nationalist terms of bendera (flag) 
and maju (advance). See http://www.frisianflag.co.id/. Accessed 22.03.2010. 

http://deathlock.wordpress.com/2007/05/15/susu-dancow-lactobacillus-protectus/�
http://www.frisianflag.co.id/�
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young kampung cewek, experience the reality of the multiple roles these 

women take on in providing for their children and families.   

 

‘Broken home’ 

 

Although, as we have seen, the construct of the family in Indonesia is fluid 

and heterogeneous in practice, the harmonious nuclear family (keluarga 

rukun) is idealised in opposition to the notion of broken home.57

 

 The use 

of English language in the term broken home creates the impression that 

divorce, family breakdown or family separation is not a normative feature 

of Indonesian society and that ‘broken home’ is linked to globalising trends 

– and specifically, ‘the West’. Implicit in the notion of broken home is the 

unharmonious family, the family that is not rukun. Broken home implies 

divorce of parents, re-marriage of either parent, difficult relations between 

step-parents and children from previous marriages, and children living 

apart from either or both parents (berpisahan fisik/physical separation) 

for reasons that may include work, family violence, abandonment and 

polygny, among others. Children of a broken home are portrayed as the 

highest ‘at risk’ category of youth in terms of educational failure, drug use, 

and engagement in behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas. As the 

harmony of the family is seen as fundamental to the stability of the nation 

state, the ‘unharmonious family’ or broken home is seen as disruptive to 

national unity. 

The risk of educational failure was demonstrated at a forum held on ‘The 

psychological impact on teens from broken home’ (Dampak psikologis 

pada remaja broken home).58

                                                   
57 The English term is used to refer to a situation of divorce of parents, with children 
living with either parent or living with other relatives.  

 On one occasion, I accompanied a group of 

21 high school-aged peer educators affiliated with the PKBI to a local 

television station for the recording of this forum. The peer educators and 

their PKBI mentors comprised the audience. The forum was led by a high 

school counselor (Bimbingan dan Konseling-BK) and a PKBI counselor. 

58 The programme was recorded at Yogya TV on the 15th January, 2008. 
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The latter objectively suggested the broken home is seen as 'damaged’ 

(rusak), ‘bad’ (jelek) and ‘inadequate’ (kurang) and children are seen as 

the victims (korban) of broken home. The school counselor was somewhat 

more emotive, suggesting that in the case of a broken home it is the 

‘children who are broken’ (anak yang broken).  

 

The questions posed by the student audience reflected the received 

discourse on the broken home and its victims. Some questions included, ‘Is 

it true that the victims of broken home always do negative things, because 

from what I have seen it seems the case?’, ‘Are children from broken home 

always inclined to keep (it) to themselves (bersifat tertutup)?’ and, ‘Is 

there anything that can be done to prevent the grades of children from 

broken home from deteriorating?’ Some of these misperceptions were 

dispelled by the school counselor, who said that ‘It appears that these 

children (who are broken) do express themselves to counselors’. However, 

her final comment that ‘Every child needs a father and a mother figure’, 

reinforced the assumption that the ‘family’ is comprised of the classic 

nuclear configuration, essential to which is the presence and care of both 

parents. 

 

I met several young people who identified as being from a broken home. 

As young children they felt that the messages, often expressions of 

sympathy, from kampung neighbours created within them a sense of 

hopelessness and resentment, leaving them feeling that they were indeed 

victims and broken. Although they were in the care of one parent or with a 

member of the extended family, neighbours vilified the child’s parents, 

particularly their mothers, to the small child. For example, one youth said 

his neighbours criticised his mother for leaving him in the care of his 

grandfather at birth, saying she was bad (jelek) and irresponsible (kurang 

bertanggung jawab). When his mother finally remarried and returned 

after ten years, he was antagonistic towards her and her new husband for 

several years. Kirana (15) said that her parents divorced when she was 

younger and that her family had not talked about it (tertutup). ‘Being the 
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only female’ living with her father and brother means that she does all the 

cooking and cleaning. Although she visits her mother who lives nearby, she 

said, ‘I am not happy in this life because my parents divorced’. 

 

Two female interviewees in their early twenties recalled the time they 

found out that their fathers had second wives in other cities. Their fathers’ 

work meant that he lived far from the family for several years, even 

decades, during their childhoods. As a result, their relationships with their 

fathers were distant. Their emotional bonds were strongest with their 

mothers. One recalled the time when she heard a knock at the door and 

answered it to find a young male high school student of similar age 

requesting to speak with his father. She was puzzled, thinking he must 

have the wrong house and asked his father’s name. The youth responded 

with her own father’s name. Both were shocked at the revelation of their 

father’s polygyny and deception. She felt utterly betrayed, but more so for 

her mother who had to accept her husband’s choices. The second 

interviewee’s wealthy father had several wives and children to these 

marriages. Over time, the secrecy could not be maintained. His second and 

third marriages were not legal marriages (nikah resmi) as they did not 

involve consent from his first wife. For these two young women, their 

father’s polygyny or discovered marital infidelity engendered in them a 

loss of trust and respect and strong opposition to polygyny. One of them 

felt emotionally distant from her mother after she found out that her 

mother had been complicit in the secrecy. This veil of secrecy temporarily 

maintained a surface appearance of family rukun. 

 

At this point I want to return to my earlier emphasis on the role of socio-

philosophical community values in contemporary Javanese society. 

Javanese socio-philosophical values play an important role in the day-to-

day interactions in the family, the kampung, and beyond. Indeed, 

throughout Indonesia, religious belief and practice together with social 

community values are central to family and kampung social life, to the 

extent that it is difficult to differentiate religious values from social or 
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community values. These values are foundational to everyday social 

interactions (pergaulan).  

 

Community values 

 

Each time a child is born into the kampung, the parents give small edible 

gifts (usually cakes) to immediate neighbours and relatives as an 

expression of thanks to God (Syukuran).59 Together with the gift, an 

invitation to the celebration of the birth ritual (the syukuran kelahiran 

bayi) is sent out to locals, friends and relatives.60

  

 On the invitation is a 

short prayer. Below I have reproduced two examples of such invitations to 

demonstrate that they are very similar in content. They customarily begin 

with the Islamic greeting, ‘Peace be with you’. 

 
Figure 4-2: Syukuran 1 

 

                                                   
59 People often go without or borrow money to perform this ritual. 
60 ‘Rukun is the motive behind the giving of edible gifts to extended family members and 
neighbours’. See Magnis-Suseno, Javanese Ethics and World-View. p. 53. 
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Figure 4-3: Syukuran 2 

 

The prayer written on the first invitation reads: ‘May this child be a good 

Muslim, devoted to parents and useful to religion and society. Amen’. The 

prayer on the second invitation expresses a similar sentiment. It reads: 

‘May this child be pious, devoted to parents, and useful to his/her religion 

and society. Amen’. Islamic/religious piety, devotion to parents and 

religious and social service are highly valued principles that are central to 

and encourage communal harmony – rukun. These values underpin what 

Laine Berman refers to as ‘the basic social contract underpinning 

harmony, meaning, and identity’ – that of cara jawa (the Javanese way).61

 

 

While these Javanese values were fundamental to New Order ‘speak’ (Orba 

speak) and indoctrinated nationally (see the mural below), they represent 

socio-philosophical values that transcend generational difference in Java, 

particularly for younger youth. 

                                                   
61 Berman, Laine, Speaking Through the Silence: Narratives, Social Conventions, and 
Power in Java (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). p. 53. 
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Figure 4-4: Mural in kampung shows the New Order notion of youth usefulness. ‘They 

might be young, nevertheless they can be useful’ (Biar muda tapi berguna)62

 
  

As shown in the AAI survey, these values are important to youth in 

Yogyakarta. This contradicts the common perception that contemporary 

Indonesian youth are turning their backs on community values in favour of 

individualism. In survey question 24, students were asked: 'Apa cita-cita 

anda di masa depan?’ (What are your future dreams/aspirations/hopes 

for the future?). This was an open question; no choice options were given 

to select from and students were able to respond in sentence form.63 For 

19% of young people in the AAI survey, the values of berguna (to be of 

use/purpose) and berbakti (to be devoted/loyal), were included as part of 

their comprehensive descriptions of their aspirations for the future, and 

linked into the desire for success (sukses).64

                                                   
62 The Javanese word asu (dog/bastard) has been written across it. Clearly, not all youth 
consider street sweeping to be an expression of their usefulness. 

 The notion of berguna is 

63 See Appendix 1. 
64 The second highest response to this question was doctor (13%). This question is 
distinguished from question 20 which asks students: 'Pekerjaan apa yang anda inginkan 
untuk masa depan?' (What type of work do you want in the future?). The highest 
response to this question was doctor. The preference to become a doctor is consistent 



 

  

136 

 

articulated below through a select sample of survey responses from senior 

high school students from two schools – one Muhammadiyah and one 

state. The value of berguna is emphasised to extend particularly to the 

wider local and national community. Mitra wrote,  

 

I want to get a job that I want, I want to be able to raise (membangun) a 
good family (keluarga yang baik), make my parents happy 
(membahagiakan orang tua), possess the skills/wisdom (bekal) for 
success in the afterlife (kehidupan di akhirat), and be of 
purpose/use/benefit (berguna) to religion, country and society. (Female, 
15, Muslim, SMA) 

 
Hassan (male, 16) said, ‘I want to be of use (berguna) to society in 

developing Indonesia so it becomes an extraordinary country’ 65 and Ivan 

(male, 17) said, ‘I want to be a person of benefit (berguna) to religion, 

community and country, able to serve (mengabdi) society, go on 

pilgrimage to Mecca (haji), become a doctor and have a wife who is right 

for me (tepat)’.66 These youth express their aspirations through 

philosophical values that articulate their inner batin and outer lahir 

worlds. The terms berguna and berbakti derive from Sanskrit and have 

been reinforced at home, in school and in the mosque and church.67 

According to Javanese mysticism, the philosophical goal of this life is to 

balance the inner and outer worlds through surrender (sumadi) to God. 

Through surrender and the practice of kebatinan (looking inward), one 

can sort out the ‘contingent and the permanent, the human and the divine, 

within the batin’.68

                                                                                                                                           

with the values of berguna and berbakti. One high school principle from Timor explained 
to me that children are exposed to the sentiment of the syukuran prayer through the 
prayers of their parents, teachers and religious leaders over a long period. 

 Balance between these two worlds on a personal level 

leads to a state of peace and tranquility known as tenteram, requisite to 

rukun at the level of the family, the community and beyond.  

65 Saya mau menjadi orang yang berguna di masyarakat untuk membangun Indonesia 
sehingga menjadi Negara yang luar biasa. 
66 Saya mau menjadi orang yang berguna bagi agama, bangsa dan negara, mampu 
mengabdi pada masyarakat, naik haji, jadi dokter, punya istri yang tepat. 
67 One high school principle from Timor explained to me that children are exposed to the 
sentiment of the syukuran prayer through the prayers of their parents, teachers and 
religious leaders over a long period. 
68 Geertz, Clifford, The Religion of Java (Glencoe: Free Press, 1960). p. 316. 
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The values of berguna and berbakti are contemporaneously aligned with 

modern notions of sukses (success), which is measured on both an 

individual and a community level.69 The fact that one fifth of survey 

respondents used similar phrasing and terms (such as berguna and 

berbakti) in response to the question on future aspirations shows that the 

students repeat received discourse. The repetition of the sentiment of the 

syukuran prayers by parents, teachers and religious leaders, however, 

cannot adequately explain the high levels of social cohesion and social 

responsibility demonstrated by many of the participants in this research. 

The community values learnt in the realm of the primary habitus, in 

particular the immediate family, contribute significantly to the level of 

social cohesion and community orientation young people express. As we 

saw in the narratives of Arif and Fatma in the previous chapter, there is a 

strong sense of interdependence and shared responsibility for the 

wellbeing of immediate and extended family and friends in Javanese 

society.70 This sense of community forms part of the Javanese ‘social 

contract’ in which mutual assistance or support (gotong royong) is 

foundational.71

 

 

Kampung youth 

 

As one of the kampung mothers, Ibu Eni, explained, all she wanted for her 

son was for him to be a ‘good person’ (orang baik). Being a useful and 

purposeful person (orang berguna) is essential to being a good person, 

fundamental to which is being good to others, or at least not offending 

them. These values are built into the structure of social relations in the 

kampung. Youth engage in the local community through growing up with 

                                                   
69 Sukses derives from the English success and tends to emphasise the convergence of the 
ethics of berbakti and berguna in the context of educational, career and financial 
achievement. 
70 This is encapsulated in the proverb: When there is scarcity, it is shared; when there is 
abundance it is shared. See Magnis-Suseno, Javanese Ethics and World-View. p. 53. 
71 H. Geertz points out that there is a sense of reciprocity in giving even from parents to 
children. What is given today shall be repaid in the future. See Geertz, The Javanese 
Family. p. 68.  
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kampung friends and later in their involvement in mosque, sporting, 

jatilan (a form of traditional dance) and educational activities. 

Engagement in these activities is also a celebration of the link between the 

local community and the wider Muslim community, at Ramadhan, 

Lebaran and Idul Fitri, and the nation, on Independence Day.  

 

Many kampung youth activities are coordinated through the Pemuda-

Pemudi72

 

 organisation which meets once a month. Through this 

organisation, youth are active in developing and coordinating their 

community activities with the approval of the kampung leader. Their 

meetings are rather formal get-togethers and represent one of the few 

kampung social organisations not characterised as homosocial. Those 

youth involved take turns in hosting the meetings and the host family takes 

responsibility for organising jajan (snacks) and drinks. I was invited to the 

meetings. The current leader (pemimpin), Arif, usually arrives late. Once 

he arrives, the atmosphere in the room shifts from informal to formal. Arif 

(19) left school after completing SMP (junior high school) because his 

family could only afford to educate one child, his elder brother. He now 

works fulltime making chrome motorcycle parts. As leader of the youth 

organisation, he directs the agenda of the meeting: a slow and arduous 

process which involves going over last month’s resolutions and decisions, 

monitoring current pemuda-pemudi activities in the kampung and 

planning future activities.  

The group sat in a circle on the floor around the outer edge of Ibu Rosa’s 

front room from which all of the furniture had been removed. Ibu Rosa’s 

daughter, Santi, and her local girlfriends, who have grown up together and 

know each other well, sat to the back of the room. Several trendy (keren) 

middle class cewek from the kampung fringes, who wore jilbabs, 

fashionable glasses and coordinated accessories arrived later, and sat just 

                                                   
72 More often referred to as Muda-Mudi. There is a fee to attend these meetings which 
covers the cost of snacks and water served. It is a small fee of Rp 2000, but this fee 
excludes many kampung youth from attending. Kos youth rarely join in this group though 
they may perform other communal roles in the kampung. 
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inside the door. I noticed a reticence among my immediate neighbours, the 

cewek at the back, to speak their minds. The meeting seemed to be more 

ritualised for them and they contributed little beyond agreement. The 

more vocal group of distinctly Muslim cewek took issue with points that 

came up for discussion on which they did not agree. Their opinions met 

with incredulous rolling of the eyes by the cewek at the back.  

 

On one occasion, an articulate bespectacled cewek seated near the door 

and wearing a jilbab voiced her concern that the fee paid to attend these 

meetings precluded poorer kampung youth from attending. Unlike the 

majority of females in the group, she was not intimidated by the authority 

of a male leader. She argued that if the fee money was used to subsidise 

snacks and drinks, then perhaps the group should go without these 

refreshments so that attendance would be more egalitarian. She had raised 

a good point, as it was obvious many youth were not present, three of 

whom lived next door to Ibu Rosa. A disagreement ensued: Arif stated that 

the money was also used to subsidise the twice-weekly lessons (les anak-

anak) provided for primary school-aged children by a handful of local 

pemuda-pemudi youth to complement the school curriculum. No 

resolution was reached on this occasion: however, all minutes of the 

meeting are given to the Pak RT for his determination.  

 

As this vocal cewek had pointed out, not all of the eligible teenage and 

early adult youth (pemuda-pemudi) attend these meetings, for example, 

Ibu Yen’s two children Rana and Rico, and Rico’s wife Nila. Although they 

lived next door, they had other responsibilities and showed no desire to 

attend these meetings. In a way, they got off lightly by not having to attend 

these often tedious get-togethers. Rico worked long hours and his wife, 

Nila, was already a mother. Rana offered weekly traditional dance lessons 

to the younger kampung kids and was the organiser of entertainment and 

dance performances at the Independence festivities each August. Unlike 

most of the pemuda-pemudi youth who were in some form of education, 

Arif, like Rana, spent his spare time involved with the younger children of 
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the kampung, and acted as a role model and mentor to them. His everyday 

presence in the kampung meant that he had a good rapport with younger 

local youth and their parents, and he was aware of day-to-day kampung 

issues. Similar to Rana, Rico and Nila, who pooled their incomes within 

the family, Arif did not have money to spend on leisure activities beyond 

the kampung or on a mobile phone.  

 

Issues of social stratification underpin the ways in which youth engage in 

their local communities. While the Rp 2000 fee and the idea of reciprocal 

hosting of pemuda-pemudi meetings certainly discouraged poorer youth 

from participating in the more formal pemuda-pemudi community youth 

organisation, those who do not get involved in this organisation, for 

whatever reason, show their community-mindedness in ways appropriate 

to their unique circumstances. Similar to the formal structures of 

employment that alienate youth and adults who do not have access, 

informal structures are in place that complement these formal structures. 

As we saw, for Rana, Rico and Nila, poverty, lack of prestige and marriage 

were factors in their self-exclusion from the pemuda-pemudi. Rana, 

however, volunteered her skills as a dance teacher. For Rico and Nila, their 

marriage and parenthood meant that they were now seen as adults in the 

kampung.73

 

 The extent to which youth are involved in the local kampung 

community and beyond is an expression of personality, of community-

mindedness and of sociability or gaul. 

Youth and space 

 

The hub of this particular kampung is the local field (lapangan) which is 

adjacent to the narrow street on which I lived. It is a shared community 

space, used by different groups for different purposes at different times. It 

is used daily by local high school groups for sport, and often before and 

after school for soccer practice and tournaments. It is a prime position for 

                                                   
73 Nila’s status as an adult was determined in this kampung by her status as a mother. 
However, as we see later when her parents from Sulawesi convince her to return to 
Sulawesi alone, her adult status is conditional. 
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an angkringan business. On the side of the field closest to my home, Pak 

Jahe and his two married daughters, both mothers in their early twenties, 

run the angkringan from 8.30am to 10pm, six days a week. The 

angkringan provides a public place for local males to meet and hangout 

(nongkrong). Cowok from local high schools buy food and single cigarettes 

during their lunch break. Local females buy drinks and snacks from the 

angkringan, but rarely sit unless there is a kampung activity going on.74

 

  

Quite specific spatial boundaries apply to neighbouring kampung. For 

example, a cewek who lives on the other side of the field had never been to 

the angkringan. As she said, ‘I’m would be embarrassed. I don’t know 

anyone over there’. Although her home is on the fringe of the field, she 

does not go to the other side. Her reluctance may be due to a number of 

factors. Unlike the angkringan Kali Hijau, local angkringan such as this 

are a predominantly male space. As a young woman, her presence at the 

angkringan may elicit unwanted and embarrassing verbal sexual advances 

from males. Her next-door neighbour and best friend, Tia (16), a tomboi,75

 

 

however, frequented the angkringan to buy cigarettes and drinks at her 

leisure. When Tia left the angkringan, people often felt the need to explain 

her to me. Very matter-of-factly I was told: ‘She’s a cewek who’s like a 

cowok’ (‘dia cewek gaya cowok’). Performance of masculinity allows 

women, and female youth, greater freedom and mobility within the 

kampung and more broadly.  

Adolescence marks a time for greater surveillance, control and 

feminisation of the female body. While Tia expresses hir rejection of the 

feminisation of hir body and instead takes on a masculine gender, for most 

girls ascription to and performance of femininity at this age generally 

requires strict observance of gender etiquette. Physical exertion and the 

                                                   
74 These 'kampung' activities are almost solely oriented around national events, like Hari 
Kemerdekaan (Independence Day) or political party rallies that coincide with national 
holidays. 
75 Derived from the English word tomboy and used to describe a masculine female. With 
'masculine' traits, s/he generally wears male clothes and short hair, and tends to engage 
in similar behaviours to males, such as public drinking and smoking. 
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development of bodily musculature are antithetical to this performance.76 

This may explain why I have not seen high school groups of girls engage in 

any vigorous sporting activity on the field. As we see in chapter 5, 

representations of femininity in advertising do not involve sweating, bodily 

odour or physical exertion. At most, girls’ participation in school-based 

sporting activities on the local field was in throwing discus: kampung girls 

were not involved in running or team sports.77 More often than not, cewek 

who took part in the sport class spent their time drinking tea and chatting 

in Mas Siji’s warung just twenty meters from the male space of the 

angkringan.78

 

  

After school and in the cool of the evenings, the edge of the field is a 

popular meeting place for cewek and cowok from other kampung. I often 

saw non-local cewek from the nearby Muhammadiyah senior high school 

waiting in the shade for their non-local boyfriends to pick them up. Once 

their boyfriends arrived on motorcycles, the girls assumed pillion position 

on the bikes and left the kampung. In the evenings, a group of local male 

youth would meet here or behind an adjacent derelict building. Tia (the 

local tomboi) acts as protector of the few female youth who join in. 

Together with the male youth, she smokes, drinks, pops the odd ecstasy 

pill (inek), plays the guitar and sings. The cowok acknowledged their 

experimentation with alcohol and pills, but Tia, despite her drunken 

staggering and slurred speech, refused.79

 

 Among her male and female 

peers, her experimentation with alcohol and drugs is part of her masculine 

socialisation and expression of masculine subjectivity.  

                                                   
76 Fisher, Tanya "Transisi kesehatan di Indonesia: Jasmani yang tidak aktif dan 
implikasinya bagi kesehatan penduduk [Health transitions in Indonesia: The inactive 
body and its implications for the health of the population]," in ACICIS Field Reports 
(Perth: Murdoch University, 2003). 
77 I have seen female youth with and without headscarves playing basketball, volleyball, 
badminton, and swimming, doing karate and capoerna and hiking mountains. In this 
kampung, however, girls’ participation in sport was limited. 
78 If there was time after the lesson finished, boys visited the angkringan for drinks, 
snacks and cigarettes before walking back to school. 
79 This was probably because I knew her mother and lived nearby to her. 
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The local source of alcohol is Ibu Ria, who pays regular bribes to the police 

for the privilege. She sells a variety of local alcoholic products such as 

Mansion House Vodka and Whiskey (40%, 250ml for AUD$3) and red 

wine (anggur merah) in plastic water bottles. Most nights she does a 

roaring trade and especially on malam minggu (Saturday nights). The 

local Pak RT and males from the kampung and adjacent kampung buy her 

wares. They share an understanding that adolescent and adult males drink 

together and in good humour. They tell stories, jokes and sing songs as 

part of the ritual transition to adulthood. The Pak RT expressed that as 

long as everyone is ‘santai’ (easy-going) and no one is involved in ‘ribut’ 

(uproar, trouble), then everyone can ‘saling enjoy’ (enjoy together). 

Although these men sometimes sing and laugh loudly and occasionally run 

naked through the graveyard late at night, their behaviours are tolerated 

and become fodder for storytelling at the angkringan the next day. These 

drinking nongkrong sessions, in part, contribute to creating a sense of 

harmony, unity and community among the males of the kampung.  

 

Drinking in public for feminine females guarding their good name is rare. 

Female drinking, like smoking, occurs in private or quasi-public spaces – 

at home, in clubs, cafés and bars. Any contributions cewek make to Ibu 

Ria’s income are clandestine and made through their male friends and 

boyfriends. Cewek do not usually accompany their male friends to make 

the purchase. In theory, these cewek could buy from distant kampung 

where they are not known. This is not necessary as they usually drink in 

the company of male youth. Once the alcohol is purchased their drinking is 

done in adjacent kampung since the consumption of alcohol by cewek is 

not tolerated by parents and neighbours. Only once did I see a female 

youth drunk in the kampung but locals did not think of Tia as 

stereotypically cewek. Her behaviour was not therefore considered 

extraordinary.  

 

On Saturday nights (malam minggu) each week, these same youth meet 

here in the early evenings to organise the night’s adventure, leaving the 
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kampung as a group. They return later under the influence of drugs or 

alcohol. Most of the cewek of high school age are not permitted by their 

parents to leave the kampung and fear their fathers’ punishment if they 

venture out. Tia does not fear her parents and does as she pleases in the 

company of her cowok friends who have motorcycles on which to take her 

beyond the restrictive kampung. For those youth who remain in the 

kampung on malam minggu, the edge of the field is the first space in 

which they can experiment with sexuality, drugs and alcohol.80

 

  

Malam minggu 

 

Malam minggu is the pinnacle of the week for pacaran (lovers) and those 

seeking pacar. To spend malam minggu alone (sendirian), or to be 

without a pacar to go out with, is undesirable to say the least. For this 

reason, cowok who do not have a pacar may choose not to go out despite 

the fact that they are permitted to by parents. For cewek, having a 

boyfriend enhances one’s nocturnal freedom. Several of my interviewees 

commented that cewek have boyfriends just so they can go out on malam 

minggu.  

 

Responsibility for paying for the night out is customarily up to cowok. The 

vendors at the Pasar Sentir night market in Malioboro told me stories of 

cowok hocking their shoes before malam minggu so that they could afford 

to take their pacar out for the night. Inability to pay for at least a simple 

meal and drink is emasculating for young cowok, so many borrow money 

for the occasion. The recent discourse of cewek materi (material girl) 

suggests that young urban cewek are fixated with the acquisition of up-to-

date consumer goods and will stop at nothing to have their material 

desires fulfilled. This discourse puts increasing pressure on young cowok. 

 

                                                   
80 Male experimentation with alcohol is condoned in the company of male village elders 
from the age of 17 or 18. Those wanting to drink alcohol at a younger age do so with 
friends. 
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In the kampung, male youth with steady girlfriends often spend long 

hours sitting in the front rooms or on the verandahs of their pacar on 

week nights. Over time, parents often consent to them going out together 

unsupervised on malam mingggu after they have finished high school. Of 

course, their escapades vary. For local kampung cewek living with family, 

malam minggu generally involves going out to cari makan (find a meal), 

doing the obligatory cruise down Malioboro Street to see what is 

happening (jalan-jalan) and finally spend an hour or two hanging around 

either of the town squares (alun-alun). The spectacle of hundreds of 

couples sitting chatting on their motorbikes parked on the fringe of the 

alun-alun is endearing. Seated this way on their bikes their bodies can be 

closer than when they are supervised by parents during the home visits. 

Despite this relative freedom, there is a lingering awareness that at any 

time a neighbour, relative or acquaintance may pass by. 

 

Daring couples, eager to be alone together, venture further afield. A 

popular destination for pacar seeking intimacy on malam minggu is 

around the dark tree-lined streets surrounding the campus of UGM. The 

middle class suburb of Bulaksumur differs from other kampung in that 

many of the residents are visiting scholars or UGM academics who do not 

have strong community connections. Locals do not walk the streets at 

night and community involvement is minimal. Here and on the streets 

internal to the campus grounds, couples park in dark places and remain 

seated on their bikes. I have been told numerous times that I would be 

‘amazed at what a couple can get up to whilst seated on a motorbike’.  

 

That these secluded spaces are popular among young couples with 

nowhere else to be alone is common knowledge. This knowledge is 

exploited by opportunists seeking to benefit from the clandestine 

adventures of young people. In an article in the populist local tabloid, 

Merapi, entitled ‘Playing around in the open’, two 14 year old youth 

seeking ‘a quiet place’ (tempat sepi) together in a pine forest on the fringe 

of the city were apprehended by a man pretending to be a security guard 
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for the area.81

 

 Afraid that their actions would be reported to police, the two 

offered the man their money and handphones before fleeing. The article 

states that their behavior risked ‘breaching orderliness’ (dilanggar 

ketertiban) and warns that couples ‘kissing’ or engaging in ‘sexual activity’ 

in public can be prosecuted under article 281 of the Indonesian Criminal 

Code (Kitab Undang-Undang Hukum Pidana/KUHP) and imprisoned for 

up to 20 months. The author of the article said that the behavior of these 

youth would ‘damage the respectability of public space’ (merusak 

kesopanan di tempat umum). Contrary to conservative religious teachings 

which are intolerant of pacaran relationships, the article concludes that 

‘there is no problem’ (tidak masalah) if pacaran ‘only goes as far as sitting 

together and joking around’ (hanya sekadar duduk-duduk dan bersenda 

gurau) and warns of the dangers of thieves in secluded places. However, 

the article essentially reinforces the social taboos regarding youth pacaran 

in pointing out the laws on public expressions of intimacy and its risks. 

Undeterred couples with money and transport venture to secluded places 

near the city. Popular spots are the mountain town of Kaliurang to the 

north or Parangritis beach to the south, both about an hour’s ride from the 

city. In these towns, cheap hotel (losmen) rooms costing around AUD$4 

per night can be rented for an hour or two.82

 

 Hotel managers do not bat an 

eyelid if young couples rent out rooms for sex, though sweeping (random 

police raid) is often carried out if the hotel has failed to pay its monthly 

bribe to police. Sweeping focuses on unmarried and adulterous couples: 

their fate is similar to that of the two youth in the above article. If young 

unmarried couples are caught in losmen by police, they are threatened 

with having their immoral behaviour reported to their parents or spouses. 

They are not asked to pay a bribe, but it is commonly accepted that it is up 

to the couple to initiate the negotiation of a payoff with the police.  

                                                   
81 "Pacaran di tempat terbuka [Young couples together in public places]," Merapi, 
26.10.2007. p. 3. 
82 Gaul term ‘check-in’ is used. 
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Thus, hotel owners and managers, and police, have a vested interest in the 

maintenance of socio-cultural taboos regarding youth sexuality. Breaches 

of expected behaviours and the strategies youth employ to circumvent 

these taboos have a structural place in Indonesian society and indeed in 

the economy. Although engagement in consenting pre-marital sex over the 

ages of 16 (for females) and 19 (for males) is not illegal, public exposure is 

frowned upon and seen as a disgrace to the family, especially that of the 

cewek.  

 

On occasion, I spent weekends in these secluded retreats. I saw pacaran 

arriving at the losmen (guesthouse) both day and night, including during 

the holiday period of Ramadhan. After pulling up on their bike together, 

the cowok would negotiate the fee for the room while his pacar waited by 

the bike, helmet firmly on and head held downwards. Often, the cloth of 

her jilbab was protruding from beneath her helmet, worn at all times to 

ensure her anonymity and her good reputation. His identity, as male and 

masculine, poses less risk. His good name is not at stake. Where possible, 

once the room had been paid for, the couple pushed the bike into the room 

with them, so conscious were they that someone may recognise the bike 

and expose them. She entered the room, helmet still in place. An hour or 

two later they emerged, she with her helmet on. On rainy Saturday 

afternoons and evenings it is particularly difficult to find a room in these 

areas.  

 

For those who can afford them and are willing to be alone in private 

together these losmen provide a relatively private space. For other youth 

venturing to these scenic sites, finding a secluded place (tempat sepi) 

distant from friends and family may be enough.  
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Figure 4-5: Pacar at the beach during the holiday period of Idul Fitri 

 

One losmen owner showed me the lofty clifftop from which he had taken 

photographs of young lovers having sex in the shrubbery of the dunes. 

When the sex was over, he would yell out to frighten them off, which 

worked a treat. Unlike the trickster in the article earlier who tried to 

procure money from embarrassed youth, this losmen owner was content to 

enjoy their sex as a voyeur, and keep the photos as a memento.  

 

Sitting on this remote beach one weekend, I noticed a sexplay game 

between young pacaran. Young couples would saunter slowly along the 

shoreline, chatting and being coy. Then, initiating the game, the cowok ran 

about 5 meters directly to the shrubs or the overhanging rock caverns and 

hid. The cewek always walked for some time alone before turning around 

to find him gone and either letting him know she had noticed by turning 

around, going back and accepting his beckoning calls and gestures to sit 

and join him; or refusing to notice for longer, kept walking, and resentfully 

went back after several minutes, holding her hand out to lead him back on 

the walk. Although initiated by cowok, the outcome of the game was 

always in the hands of cewek. The limits on their adventures are both 
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extrinsic and intrinsic: the level of autonomy granted by the family and 

one’s accommodation and one’s personal limits. 

  

Anak kos 

 

There are basically four types of kos in the kampung: asrama, large 

privately-owned kos, rented rooms and rented houses. Asrama are 

established by regional governments to support students from islands 

other than Java. They offer accommodation to students for the duration of 

their studies, which is often up to four years. Students who reside in 

asrama often share common language and cultural understandings. 

Asrama are very communal settings where youth spend much of their time 

in the first few months socialising together. Administrators of asrama 

provide support in the form of weekly visits by senior ibu figures from the 

specific region. Students who initially live in the asrama often move to 

private kos closer to their campuses once they have their bearings in 

Yogyakarta.  

 

The second type of kos is the privately-run boarding house which may 

cater to any number of students depending on the size of the building and 

the number of rooms. Kos are a popular business enterprise in Yogyakarta 

due to the high number of visiting tertiary students. There are various 

standards of kos: where the range of facitities determines the price, which 

can range from Rp 125 000 to Rp 900 000 per month (AUD $15 - $110 per 

month). Most kos have fairly rudimentary facilities that include a small 

bedroom and a shared bathroom and kitchen: kos management depends 

largely on the owner.  

 

Yogyakarta has a kos management network, to which membership by kos 

owners is voluntary. Female kos ‘mothers’ affiliated with this network have 

strict regulations regarding visitors to female boarding houses (kos putri): 

males are not permitted to enter bedrooms and may only be entertained 

on the front verandah. The standardisation of kos through this network 
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appeals to many parents, especially those seeking accommodation with 

high levels of supervision for their daughters. While most female kos have 

a night-time curfew (jam malam) of around nine or ten pm, male boarding 

houses (kos putra) tend to be less restrictive on comings and goings. 

During the day and until the jam malam, many male kos allow free access 

by the opposite sex. From what I have observed among youth who live in 

kos and those who frequent urban and peri-urban motels (losmen), 

daytime sex (seks pada siang) is easier to negotiate than night-time sex 

due to the nocturnal restrictions on cewek and assumptions that sex is 

more likely to occur at night.  

 

On the fringe of the kampung is a large kos putri. Originally, it had five 

rooms and was expanded as the owners realised the business potential of 

their position opposite a tertiary campus. They added ten rooms at the rear 

of the block, a kiosk and a warung. Cewek from throughout the 

archipelago usually stay for a period of three to four years while 

completing their education. The bapak kos told me that time and again he 

has had to secure the back gate that leads to the rice field behind the kos to 

reinforce that this kos was not a kos bebas, in this case, it had an evening 

curfew. Male visitors were permitted during the daylight hours. The 

owners of this kos have an interesting story to which I was made privy 

through a mutual friend of the bapak kos (kos father).  

 

The bapak kos is thirty-five-years-old and his wife is a wealthy fifty-five-

year-old woman of Chinese ancestry who has a twenty-five-year-old 

daughter from a previous marriage. Her daughter has a five-year-old son. 

Neither the ibu nor the bapak kos come from this kampung. I was told 

that when they were first married, they often went out drinking and 

socialising together but as the ibu aged their outings became less frequent. 

The man who told me this story is a friend of the bapak kos. They had 

known each other since childhood, and this man saw his friend’s marriage 

to the older woman as saving him from an impoverished life on the street 

and perhaps an early death. As the ibu kos became less outgoing, the 
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husband started going out with his adolescent step-daughter. They 

conceived a child. This marital indiscretion was viewed by our mutual 

friend as a predictable consequence of the age difference in the marriage: 

‘Pity on him, his wife is old’. He expressed that a man’s sexual desire 

(nafsu) does not dissipate with age and sexual adventures outside of 

marriage are ‘expected for a man who is still young’.  

 

Now, this family of wife, husband, daughter and grandson, all live in the 

same kos compound, the husband with his wife in the main house separate 

from the kos, and the younger woman in a room of the kos with her son. 

The child is unaware that his grandfather is his father. The ibu kos is aware 

of what is going on and it is her money and investment in the kos 

enterprise that supports her daughter, grandson and husband, together 

with their shared labour and support. This fringe-dwelling family is able to 

keep its secrets from the kampung community by minimising its 

engagement in kampung affairs.  

 

Unregulated kos bebas are often on the fringes of kampung so as not to 

disturb the harmony of the kampung. Kampung locals, however, know 

where these kos are. One of my informants, a university graduate from 

Sumatra, sought a cheap kos bebas after being told she was not welcome to 

stay at her boyfriend’s kos by the other males living there. Eventually, she 

found a small kos with rooms along a single verandah for Rp 300 000 per 

month (AUD$35). The other residents of the kos included an elderly 

couple from Jakarta, a 23-year-old female student who worked in a 

nightclub and her boyfriend who survived by selling drugs on 

consignment, a 40-year- old woman and her boyfriend who cooked simple 

meals for the kos residents on request, and two cewek in their late teens 

who shared a room. The bapak kos lived in the front part of the building 

and ran a gambling site from the premises which brought men to the 
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compound in the evenings.83

 

 After a few weeks in the kos, my informant 

believed the young cewek in the room next door to hers derived their 

income through prostitution. She had noticed the frequent queuing and 

chattering of young males outside her door at all hours of the night. When 

Ramadhan was approaching she heard one of the cewek in the room 

beside hers on the phone begging for money to pay for an abortion. Once 

the story got around the kos, it was concluded the abortion story was a plot 

to procure money to go home for the festive season (mudik).  

Kos bebas are often sought by cewek who do not fit the good girl image, for 

example, those who work in nightclubs, because there is no jam malam. 

Living in a regular kos putri is very limiting and the ibu kos often stipulate 

that late night work will not be tolerated for long. There is also pressure 

from other cewek in the kos to conform to the ‘good path’ for single 

females, i.e. good girls do not work or go out late at night. As I discuss in 

the chapter on dugem, in regular kos with a night curfew, cewek who work 

late are viewed with suspicion by the conservative cewek in the kos who do 

not need to work to support themselves.  

 

Kos rooms can also be rented within family homes. Both male and female 

students are seen as an asset: males provide security and assist with home 

maintenance, and females assist with domestic chores and child minding. 

Their presence provides additional income for the family. The family 

assumes a reasonable amount of supervision of the young visitor, whose 

labour in the home is beneficial to its overall functioning.84

                                                   
83 This bapak kos took an accidental overdose and died in 2008 and the kos has been 
turned into a motel by a relative of his. The rooms, once rented for Rp 300 000 per 
month, are now rented out at Rp 100 000 per night.  

 Stories abound 

among kampung locals about poorer single parent families who have 

rented out rooms to male students from other cities, only to find that these 

youth fall in love with their daughters. Living in the same house, the 

opportunity for unsupervised liaisons can result in love, sex and 

84 Guinness describes how local kampung youth negotiated the presence of students from 
elsewhere who live in the kampung during their studies. He found that strong sanctions, 
often through physical force, are applied to those visitors who transgress normative 
expectation. See Guinness, Kampung, Islam and State in Urban Java. pp. 126-127. 
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pregnancy. While poorer ibu kos may be in favour of these relationships 

between their daughters and the sons of wealthier families at the time, 

their daughters are often left to deal with illegitimate children without 

further communication with the cowok once he has completed his 

education and returned home. As we see in the following, male youth are 

also sometimes left holding the baby. 

 

Legitimising youth sex through love and marriage 

 

In the kampung where one lives, public knowledge of the sexual relations 

between youth is legitimised only through marriage. Here I draw on local 

gossip to tell Nila’s story. Nila was an 18-year-old tertiary student from 

Sulawesi living in the home of the Pak RT while studying in Yogyakarta. 

After she had been courted on the front verandah of her kos for six months 

by Rico, my neighbour Ibu Yen’s son, and nephew of the Pak RT, the two 

went out one Saturday night to the home of one of Rico’s friends where 

they watched a porn film. Aroused by the film, Rico talked Nila into sex. In 

line with the commonly held belief that sex always results in pregnancy, 

gossip has it that Nila conceived that night. Far from home and under the 

care and responsibility of the Pak RT, it was organised that she would 

marry Rico before the birth. Rico’s parents are my neighbours, Ibu Yen 

and her huband, who are relatively poor. Nila’s pregnancy, marriage and 

affiliation with a poor family brought disappointment to her middle-class 

family in Sulawesi who did not journey to the wedding or the birth of their 

grandson. Local male gossip explains the marriage as the ‘result of 

pergaulan bebas’, in this case pre-marital sex that resulted in pregnancy.  

 

Nila ended her education and moved into the cramped home of her new 

husband. The living room by day was their bedroom by night. It had no 

door. Rico had to work away from home from dusk until midnight six days 

a week. He gave most of his earnings to his parents for sustenance and 

home improvements. Nila had to negotiate her relations with her new in-

laws on her own. In this situation, she could see no point in the future 



 

  

154 

 

where she, Rico and the baby could branch out on their own. She felt 

overwhelmed and alienated by her new family and missed Rico, who 

always came home tired. Although she liked her mother-in-law, she found 

her father-in-law ‘harsh’ and felt he was always pushing domestic 

responsibilities onto her.  

 

Mothering was not something Nila had contemplated for herself at such an 

early age. I sensed that she felt her child was a burden to her as she often 

snapped and shouted in frustration at the inquisitive toddler who 

demanded her attention. Once the child turned two years old, Nila 

vanished from the kampung. Rico and his parents said that Nila’s parents 

had implored her to return to Sulawesi to complete her education. To 

ensure a swift and smooth getaway, she did not say goodbye to neighbours 

(pamit). Although she calls often and cries over the phone, it is highly 

unlikely that she will return to her husband and child. She did tell her 

mother-in-law she would be back.  

 

Much like myself and Yuni, Nila had always been an outsider among the 

families of this street who were almost all related. Being from Sulawesi, 

her knowledge of Javanese language, social expectation and etiquette was 

limited. Unlike many cewek who live in kos when they come to Yogyakarta 

to study, Nila did not have a close community of friends that she could 

confide in (curhat). Upon arrival in Yogyakarta, her only company was the 

Pak RT’s mature wife, Aisha. Since her campus was just around the corner, 

she was expected to attend classes and immediately return to the 

kampung. It was almost inevitable that the isolation she experienced drew 

her to a relationship with a young single male – Rico. With Rico, she could 

experience new things, go places and have company her own age. As the 

Pak RT’s nephew, Rico was trusted to look after (menjaga) and protect 

(melindungi) her.  
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In Indonesia, modern conceptions of relations between the sexes, and of 

marriage, orient around romantic love.85

 

 

Indonesian women are “interpellated” as modern subjects by a sexualised 
femininity. The modern idiom of romantic love is engaged with through 
commodified modes of communication […] and is related to the 
consumption of commodities associated with the manufacture of sexual 
desirablility.86

 
  

This ideal of romantic love as the basis for marriage does not preclude 

polygyny or arranged marriage but emphasises choice of marriage partner. 

At the turn of the twentieth century, educated women of the Indies, like 

Kartini, opposed arranged marriages and polygyny.87 Women’s groups 

have since fought for the right to choose who and when they marry.88 

Nowadays, the marriage partner is less often chosen by parents, though 

this is not always the case. A marriage partner – the one who is considered 

‘cocok’ (compatible, complementary, suitable) – is ideally chosen by the 

young person him/herself, from their heart (hati), soul (jiwa) or inner self 

(hati nurani, one’s true heart, the essence of oneself).89 In Java, the 

highest union beyond the self and one’s perceived relationship with God is 

that with another human being, one’s harmonious complement – one’s 

jodoh.90

                                                   
85 Heider points out choice marriages have been on the rise since the 1950s. Heider, Karl 
G., Indonesian cinema: National culture on screen (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1991). p. 130.  

 Marriage is a social, spiritual/religious and sexual union. The 

notion of a jodoh is shaped through the discourse of romantic love, which 

maintains a religious/spiritual and mystical centre. In Indonesia, finding 

one’s true jodoh is the epitome of romanticism. A jodoh is seen as one’s 

86 Robinson, Kathryn, "Love and sex in an Indonesian mining town," in Gender and 
Power in Affluent Asia, ed. Krishna Sen and Maila Stivens (London & New York: 
Routledge, 1998). p. 69. 
87 Cote, Joost, On Feminism and Nationalism: Kartini's Letters to Stella Zeehandelaar 
1899-1903, trans. Joost Cote (Clayton: Monash Asia Institute, Monash University, 1995). 
pp. 46-47. 
88 Blackburn, Susan, Women and the state in modern Indonesia (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004). p. 89. 
89 The lyric of the recent hit, Cari Jodoh (Looking for a Jodoh, Wali Band, 2009), suggests 
that the singer is embarrassed to be the only one among his friends who has not yet found 
a jodoh. He laments, ‘I am not in demand’ (ku tak laku-laku). The song is a plea to anyone 
who can help him in his quest for someone who can ‘soothe his sadness’and ‘ease his 
longing’: someone he can love. 
90 Bennett, "Dialectics of desire and danger". p. 142. 
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destiny,91

 

 and as a ‘gift from god’ (anugerah), the ‘gift of compatible 

love/true love’ (anugerah cinta).  

In Indonesia, ‘women are expected to be married by 30’.92 The rates of 

non-marriage are low.93 AAI survey responses reflect a high desire among 

youth to marry in their mid-twenties.94 In Yogyakarta, 99 percent of youth 

plan to marry in the future and the preferred age for marriage is 24 for 

female youth and 25 for males. Indeed, families start to get anxious if their 

offspring are unmarried at 25-26 years old as at this age they are said to be 

udah tua – already old. It is often the case that two sets of parents conspire 

to introduce two young adults of marriageable age. While there is an 

increase in marriages of choice based on romantic love, most people do not 

marry the person of their choice if their family is not in agreement.95

 

 Take 

Putri, a Master’s student and one of my research assistants, for example. 

She had been in a relationship with her boyfriend Bendol for two years. 

Bendol ran his own computer business from his parents’ home. Both 

Muslim, they had abstained from sex, and recently Bendol proposed 

marriage. Together they went to ask the permission of Putri’s parents. Her 

father agreed, but her mother refused saying that Bendol did not have an 

undergraduate degree. Both Bendol and Putri were disappointed but Putri 

did not intend to go against her mother’s wishes for in doing so she would 

put her education, her relationship with her parents and her future in 

jeopardy.  

It is important that the two families united by marriage can relate 

harmoniously. While marriage was preferred for Nila because she was 

                                                   
91 See Robinson, "Love and sex in an Indonesian mining town." p. 74. According to 
Muslim interviewees, jodoh is described as ‘a pre-destined union’ (pertalian yang 
ditakdirkan) and ‘in the hands of Allah’ (di tangan Allah).  
92 Nilan, Pam, "Youth transitions to urban middle-class marriage in Indonesia: Faith, 
family, finances," Journal of Youth Studies 11, no. 1 (2008). p. 76. 
93 Jones, Gavin W., "The 'flight from marriage' in South-East and East Asia," Journal of 
Comparative Family Studies 36, no. 1 (2005). p. 10. 
94 The reality for older women is that in the decade of the 1990s in Jakarta, the percentage 
of women delaying marriage until their early thirties rose by 5% to reach 14%. See Ibid., p. 
104. 
95 Smith-Hefner, "Reproducing respectability." p. 147. 
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already pregnant, for Putri it was not. Inter-family harmony depends on 

compatability, such that if the choice of marriage partner is not compatible 

(cocok), according to the criteria for ranking a prospective son-in-law of 

bobot, bebet, bibit (Jav. quality, origin and rank), then the choice of 

marriage partner is less likely to be a matter of individual choice. If these 

qualities for ranking a future son-in-law are met, the choice of partner is 

more likely to be approved by the female’s parents, especially if her family 

is of higher social standing. Contemporary marriages based on romantic 

love and choice must conform to the idealised notion of complementarity 

of the partners in terms of ‘faith, family and finances’.96

 

  

Putri and Bendol did not conform to this ideal because Bendol did not 

have the same level of academic qualifications as Putri and his family was 

of lower social standing. For Putri’s middle-class mother, Putri’s 

educational completion means the fulfillment of her aspirations and 

contributes to family prestasi (status). Putri’s successful completion of 

education, and later her career and good marriage, are evidence of her 

mother’s nurturing love and affection (kasih sayang). Putri’s mother is the 

guardian of the family’s prestasi which extends from one’s position in the 

local kampung to that in the social and work realms beyond the family. 

  

If the relationship or marriage is forbidden by parents, many youth seek 

out the option of nikah siri: an unregistered Islamic marriage which does 

not require parental consent or knowledge.97

                                                   
96 Nilan, "Youth transitions to urban middle-class marriage in Indonesia: Faith, family, 
finances." 

 Nikah siri is not registered 

with the Department of Religion or KUA (Kantor Urusan Agama) and is 

confidential to the parties, which include the Kyai (usually the head of an 

Islamic boarding school or pesantren), the two witnesses (saksi), and the 

wali (guardian, in this case a proxy), who is appointed to represent the 

father of the bride. This marriage is usually kept secret, since without 

parental consent a young female’s relationship and position in her family 

97 For a comprehensive recent analysis of Islamic belief and ideology, see Nurmila, Nina, 
Women, Islam and Everyday Life: Renegotiating Polygamy in Indonesia (Milton Park, 
Abingdon, Oxon & NewYork: Routledge, 2009). 
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are jeopardised, and because her husband may be already married.98

 

 

Nikah siri can involve elopement – nikah lari – a complicated and socially 

isolating form of elopement.  

Nikah siri is a deemed a union between two (heterosexual) souls before the 

eyes, and with the approval of, Allah, because it is enshrined in the Al 

Qur’an. As many bloggers in Indonesia on the subject comment, this form 

of marriage is ‘sah’ (valid) according to Islamic doctrine and law.99 They 

emphasise that nikah siri eliminates the possibility for approaching zina 

(mendekati zina). Nikah siri is a common practice among young couples in 

semi-rural and rural villages such as Imogiri on the outskirts of 

Yogyakarta.100 It is often the only option for poorer Muslims,101 for whom 

legal marriage usually follows later when finances permit.102

                                                   
98 Nikah siri is often referred to as nikah di bawah tangan (marriage kept hidden from 
parents). 

 Girls under 

the legal marrying age, and not yet menstruating, can be married by nikah 

siri. Despite its association with traditional as opposed to modernist Islam, 

nikah siri is becoming increasingly prevalent among educated middle class 

university students. Married males take second, third and fourth wives 

through nikah siri, many traveling to work away from the family, some 

living with two wives in the same house. Nikah siri places Allah and 

religious morality before the state and the law. Through the practice of 

nikah siri, state and social conventions regarding marriage do not obstruct 

love and desire. 

99 http://hadiwrite.blogspot.com/2006/02/nikah-siri.html. Accessed 7.06.2010. The 
meaning of sah in the Indonesian to acts deemed legal according to Islamic law. In the 
Indonesian dictionary, Suharso and Retnoningsih, Ana, "Kamus Besar Bahasa Indonesia,"  
(Semarang: CV. Widya Karya, 2005)., sah is defined as ‘truthful acts’,’ that are not false’, 
‘that can be believed’, ‘are officially acknowledged’ and are ‘clear and certain’. p. 438. In 
the Indonesia to English dictionary, sah means legal or valid, for example ‘illegitimate 
child’ (anak tidak sah), see Echols, J. M. and Shadily, H., Kamus Indonesia Inggris 
(Jakarta: PT Gramedia, 1997). p. 472. 
100 One young male of 20 told me that he was advised to marry his 13 year old girlfriend 
by his Ustadz (Islamic teacher). Since the two were under the official age for marriage, the 
marriage was nikah siri.  
101 "Rawan perilaku tak bertanggungjawab [Troubled that actions are irresponsible]," in 
Kedaulatan Rakyat (Yogyakarta: 5.03.2010). See 
http://www.kr.co.id/web/detail.php?sid=210541&actmenu=50. Accessed 22.03.2010. 
102 This is the case when a young couple believes or is advised that there is a risk of 
committing a sexual sin. 

http://hadiwrite.blogspot.com/2006/02/nikah-siri.html.%20Accessed%207.06.2010�
http://www.kr.co.id/web/detail.php?sid=210541&actmenu=50�
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In urban kampung, nikah siri (monogamous and polygamous) is 

tolerated, though not celebrated. Couples cohabit and have children, new 

wives move in and more children are born. In Java, the period after giving 

birth for females is a time of replenishment (no sex): this is the time when 

male passion is unfulfilled with a wife, a time when affairs and nikah siri 

marriages are likely. In marriages by nikah siri, in cases where the male 

leaves, takes another wife, contributes no regular money, or assaults, 

abuses or rapes his wife or children, the wife has no legal recourse. For this 

reason, nikah siri is opposed by feminist groups in Indonesia, both 

reformist Muslim and non-Muslim, for its lack of provision for women and 

children, lack of legal status of the children of these marriages and for the 

privilege it affords to polygnous males. 

 

Many of the everyday practices of adult Indonesians, for example 

polygyny, are now coming under scrutiny by the younger generation. The 

formal (nikah resmi) and informal (nikah siri) practices of polygamy in 

Indonesian society have far-reaching effects on the contemporary love 

relationships (pacaran) of youth and the way these are imagined. As the 

pop song below shows, the practice of polyamory, whether casual, short or 

long term, secret, or legally or religiously sanctioned, is pervasive in 

Indonesian culture. The logic of sharing one’s love is infused into everyday 

life through the contemporary discourse of selingkuh, which includes both 

pre-marital and extra-marital relationships which are entered into without 

the consent of the primary partner.  

 

 
Jadikan aku yang ke-2 (Make me your second lover) 

Jika dia cintaimu 
Melebihi cintaku padamu 

Aku pasti rela untuk melepasmu 
Walau ku tau ku kan terluka 

 
Jikalau semua berbeda 

Kau bukanlah orang yang kupuja 
Tetapi hatiku telah memilihimu  

Walau kau tak mungkin tinggalkannya 
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Jadikan aku yang kedua 
Buatlah diriku bahagia 

Walaupun kau tak kan pernah kumiliki selamanya 
 

If she loves you, 
More than I do, 
I will let you go, 

Although I know I will be hurt 
 

Oh if everything was different, 
And you were not the one I worshipped 

But my heart has chosen you 
Even though you will not leave her 

 
Let me be/make me the second one 

Make me happy 
Although you will never be forever mine 

 

In this chapter, I have explored some of the complexities of the habitus of 

the urban kampung in Yogyakarta. As metaphors for the state, the family 

and the kampung have been used to inculcate state gender agendas since 

Independence. These discourses reinforce the dichotomy of keluarga 

rukun and broken home. If the family is indeed not harmonious, it is the 

mother who is responsible for putting her children at risk. Through the 

examples of model mothers and the practices of local kampung youth, I 

have illustrated several aspects of the embodiment of gendered habitus, 

showing how class factors influence gendered enculturation and 

expectation. Fundamental to the social interactions in the family and the 

kampung is the Javanese philosophical and community value of rukun, 

managed through hierarchical structures of deference and respect. As the 

AAI survey revealed, the community value of rukun (harmony), first 

learned in the family, is underpinned by interpersonal and family values of 

bakti (devotion to parents), berguna (purpose), in the personal quest for 

tenteram (inner balance/calm) and success (sukses) in all aspects of 

personal and social life.  

 

Although the survey responses showed the behaviours associated with 

pergaulan bebas are considered behaviours that are in contradiction to 

established social norms (i.e. they are deviant behaviours), many of these 

behaviours are everyday practices (especially among the parent 
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generation). One male kampung member made the analogy that life in the 

kampung is like the ceremonial batik headdress worn by Javanese males – 

the blangkon: the fabric is smooth and refined in appearance at the front 

(halus di depan) and at the back of the head there is a mound concealing 

myriad secrets. Indeed, the kampung community is reasonably tolerant of 

behaviours that are slightly deviant as long as they do not directly affect 

others, there is no public conflict of interest, and others are not forced to 

act through provocation or in defence. As the Islamic high school students 

pointed out in the previous chapter, it is the consequences of youth 

behaviours, in particular the consequences of active female sexuality, 

which are likely to have a ripple effect on others, to which the term 

pergaulan bebas is most often applied.  

 

The next chapter looks more specifically at the lingkungan beyond the 

kampung to explore the gendered messages of streetside advertisements. 

Representations of youth in these billboard advertisements increasingly 

normalise active teen sexuality. In the four years that I have been keenly 

watching these spaces, the appeal to youth gender and sexual diversity has 

broadened considerably. 
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Chapter 5 – Inciting Sex: engendering new sexual 
subjectivities through billboard advertising 

 

What was originally a manageable support cost, in the necessary freedom 
of communications, has been allowed to turn the world upside down, until 
all other services are dependent, or likely to be dependent, on its quite 
local, narrow and temporary needs. An out-dated and inefficient kind of 
information about goods and services has been surpassed by the 
competitive needs of the corporations, and these increasingly demand not 
a sector but a world, not a reservation but a whole society, not a break or a 
column but whole newspapers and broadcasting services in which to 
operate. Unless they are driven back now, there will be no easy second 
chance.1

 
 

A decade after Baudrillard’s scathing critique of consumerism, Williams’ 

call for advertising to be ‘driven back’ was antithetical to logic of the 

‘globalising’ marketplace. Twenty years after Williams, it was suggested 

that the ubiquity of tobacco advertisements in particular is ‘[s]o prolific it 

almost became a “natural” part of the Indonesian landscape’.2 In this 

chapter, we peruse the product advertisements that dominate the urban 

streetscape of Yogyakarta. Through analysis of the gender discourses in 

streetside billboard (papan reklame/iklan) advertisements, I aim to open 

up the discussion on the ‘reciprocal effects of power and knowledge’ such 

representations articulate.3 The discourses, images, symbolism and new 

subjectivities engendered in these media are available to all youth as they 

traverse the cityscape. Further, the narratives that bind them are 

reinforced across the range of youth pop cultural forms such as television 

and magazine advertisements, pop songs and pop cultural youth events.4

 

  

Unlike advertising on television, film, fiction, radio and the internet, 

streetside advertisements are unavoidable because they are everywhere. In 

                                                   
1 Williams, Raymond, Problems in Materialism and Culture: Selected Essays (London: 
Verso, 1980). p 195. See the chapter ‘Advertising: the Magic System’ on the rise of 
communication as a means of production in the post-World War II period.  
2 Reynolds, Catherine, "Tobacco advertising in Indonesia: "The defining characteristics 
for success," Tobacco Control 8 (1999). p. 85. 
3 Foucault, History of Sexuality. p. 102. 
4 Nichter, Mimi et al., "Reading culture from tobacco advertisements in Indonesia," 
Tobacco Control 18 (2008). pp. 5-6. 
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these media, the social practices, behaviours and interactions deemed 

pergaulan bebas are constructed as desirable. Through these media youth 

are incited into sexuality.  

 

According to Connell, the West has witnessed  

 

the development of a completely externalized sexuality in twentieth-
century mass media, starting with a cult of movie sex goddesses and 
moving on to the pinup and eroticization of advertising. The 
reorganization of emotions that allows this externalization of cathexis is 
perhaps the truth behind Foucault’s claim of an increasing incitement 
rather than repression of sexuality.5

 
  

 

Figure 5-1: Advertisement for an energy drink .The ad reads, 'Want this? Then 
concentrate! Open your eyes, everything has its solution’6

 
 

                                                   
5 Connell, Gender and Power. p. 157. Connell’s work looks at cathexis as the structural 
factors of ‘social sexual relationships’: ‘organized around a person’s emotional attachment 
to another’. pp. 111-112. 
6 This billboard was located outside Gramedia bookstore in Kota Baru, at a major 
intersection. The product is promoted as a 'food supplement' and marketed to males. The 
message implies that the prestige of a degree will attract many adoring females. The 
energy drink will help with getting the degree, and then with dealing with the girls. 
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Similar to Connell’s ‘externalization’ of sexuality in the West, in 

Indonesian advertisements we see an increasing incitement to sexuality. 

These advertisements work through and offer understandings and 

acknowledgement of conventional socio-cultural and religious gender 

norms in Java. They pervade everyday life through mainstream media.  

 

For Williams, advertising is a ‘magical system’ that helps people to deal 

with alienation and anomie.  

 

If the meanings and values generally operative in the society give no 
answers to, no means of negotiating, problems of death, loneliness, 
frustration, the need for identity and respect, then the magical system 
must come, mixing its charms and expedients with reality in easily 
available forms, and binding the weakness to the condition which has 
created it.7

 
 

This chapter asks how young people are represented in the gendered 

sexual imagery of streetside advertising. I proceed firstly by looking at the 

privileging of masculine desire through the construction of the buaya 

darat (the land-lubbing crocodile) and his alter ego, cowok baik/laki-laki 

gentle (Mr Nice Guy/A Gentle-man).8

 

 Secondly, I look at representations 

of the feminine in billboard advertisements that target female youth 

consumers. In the last section, I look at masculine representations in 

billboard advertisements for tobacco products targeting male youth 

consumers. Not surprisingly, in these media, there is an ever-increasing 

tendency to English language, idiom and cultural imagery. The most 

explicit messages in these advertisements are the desirability of individual 

self-expression, pleasure and enjoyment through consumption. For cowok 

(males), prolonged bachelorhood is privileged. For cewek (females), 

individual self-expression and enjoyment have the implicit end point in 

good marriage.  

                                                   
7 Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture: Selected Essays. p. 190. 
8 Laki-laki (man) gentle (gentle) is an appropriation of the English word gentleman. He is 
characterised as responsible (bertanggung jawab), honest (jujur) and faithful (setia), 
prepared to hold one’s tongue and speak the language of love. 
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As Nilan has observed in Indonesia, ‘[t]he major contrast with the equally 

ubiquitous discourse of romantic love in the West is the strength of the 

link to marriage in the Indonesian texts and social practices’.9 In these 

advertisements, the prioritisation of marriage is offset temporarily by the 

representation of active youth sexuality, which is acknowledged and 

explored openly and unashamedly in mainstream pop media.10 In 

streetside advertising, youth are represented as sexually desiring and 

desirable (and often as sexually active). The prevalence and content of 

these messages is in stark contrast to conservative and conventional 

discourses of repression, denial, shame and secrecy regarding youth 

sexuality, especially female (youth) sexuality. Streetside texts invoke an 

aura of taboo that is part of the allure of the spectacle through which they 

engage an audience.11

 

 Sex is always hinted at, but no ‘real’ bodies are seen 

to be engaging in sex. The diversity of product advertisements targeting 

youth consumers engender new and locally hybridised sexual and gender 

subjectivities. Given that these representations pervade the public domain, 

to deny them would be a serious omission. I present them as a part of the 

cultural landscape, which through consumption is a gendered lifestyle 

choice. 

I must acknowledge that youth and consumers more broadly are often 

uncritical of the discursive practices through which language and 

abstractions of ‘traditional’ signs are used to construct meaning and 

knowledge, and shape subject positions, identities and subjectivities in 

their attempt to sway consumer tastes. Indeed, in separate focus groups 

with 30 high school students, and a group of four university students and 

several teachers, a minimal level of critique of billboard advertisements 

                                                   
9 Nilan, "Romance magazines, television soap operas and young Indonesian women." p. 
47. 
10 Although there is acknowledgement of active youth sexuality (and pre-marital 
pregnancy) by government agencies, the level of acknowledgement is problematic. This is 
evidenced in the limited sexual and reproductive health programmes in schools, and the 
deferral of issues of pre-martial pregnancy to NGOs.  
11 Gifford Brooke, Colin, "Sex(haustion) sells: Marketing in a saturated mediascape," in 
Sex in Advertising: Perspectives on the Erotic Appeal, ed. Tom Reichert and Jacqueline 
Lambiase (New Jersey & London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2003). p. 136. 
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among high school students was demonstrated.12 While keen to avoid 

assumptions of ‘cultural dopism’, I take an alternative approach in which 

advertising is seen as ‘competition in an attention economy’.13

 

  

The power, repetition and persuasiveness of the representations in these 

advertising images articulate ways of both imagining the social context and 

subjectively engaging in it. The representations also provide alternatives 

which incorporate conventional sex/gender norms while simultaneously 

pushing hard up against the boundaries of convention. Often, the 

discourses implicit in these media are at odds with narrow prescriptions of 

both femininity and masculinity. Through them we witness gender 

discourses more in line with those of the behaviours and expressions 

vilified in the discourse of pergaulan bebas.  

 

Billboards represent one of the mainstream pop cultural forms through 

which youthful identities are modelled and constructed. The 

representations of Indonesian youth in these media are foundational to the 

construction of ‘gaul’, and to the acquisition of cultural capital. In these 

media, the languages, preferences, fashion and cultural styles of aspiring 

middle class youth are appropriated, reinforced and simultaneously 

(re)constructed.  

 

The fashioning and privileging of middle-class tastes and values has been 

facilitated internationally in the transition to market liberalism since the 

end of the cold war period, and exacerbated by the wholesale uncritical 

acceptance of ‘globalisation’. As Connell explains:  

 

We live in a world of globalisation stories…[t]here have always been ways 
of talking about humanity as a whole. In the 1980s a new kind of story 

                                                   
12 University students are often critical of neo-liberalism and the privatisation of state 
assets such as land, resources and utilities. The decisions and policies of the national 
government (and state institutions) are viewed as facilitating exploitation by 
multinational conglomerations, for which profit is the central agenda. 
13 Gifford Brooke, "Sex(haustian) sells." p. 137. 
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began to be told with this theme. The new story was based on 
international solidarity among the rich.14

 
  

Connell describes two waves of globalisation stories. The first came in 

1985: ‘in the fields of business journalism and economics’ there was a ‘new 

kind of corporate strategy’ that involved ‘global sourcing’, ‘global 

marketing campaigns’ and ‘global financing’.15

 

 The narrative of this 

corporate strategy incorporated a 

generalised rhetoric about how this new development of a global economy 
would be the new path to prosperity, the new path for profit for big firms, 
the lowering of costs generally, and thus a rise of living standards around 
the world.16

 
  

The second wave occurred in the early 1990s as the term globalisation 

‘migrated into other areas in social science’, for example in the works of 

Giddens, Beck and Bauman, who suggested the ‘merging of society’s 

cultures around the world’.17 Connell critiques the approaches of these 

theorists for their portrayal of ‘a process which does not have any 

particular source or agent, which appears almost like a rising tide’.18

 

 By 

1995, the term globalisation had become everyday parlance in the heavily 

monopolised news media and had become synonymous with conceptions 

of a contemporary global culture. 

The lack of balanced critique among ‘white male’ social theorists presented 

a hegemonic viewpoint in part overwhelmed by the novelty of the socio-

economic restructuring that has occurred internationally in the name of 

‘development’ and later ‘globalisation’. This has also been critiqued by 

James Curran. He has pointed out:  

 

                                                   
14 Connell, R. W., "Raewyn Connell on globalisation," in Key Concepts Public Lectures 
(Sydney: Research Institute for Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Sydney, 
2006). Podcast available at http://usyd.edu.au/news/84.html?newsstoryid=1110. 
Accessed 26.08.2009. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 

http://usyd.edu.au/news/84.html?newsstoryid=1110�


 

  

168 

 

This hegemony promoted within media and cultural research a tacitly 
positive view of the market as a neutral mechanism harmonising supply 
and demand that was simplistic and misleading. It also resulted in class 
being underestimated as an influence on contemporary society, and 
caused the relationship between deepening class inequality and the media 
and popular culture to be neglected. Neo-liberalism entered the 
bloodstream of media and cultural studies, almost without us noticing it.19

 
 

The multiplicity, velocity and sheer ferocity of media and 

telecommunications developments, spurred on by collaborative agendas 

between state, national and multinational corporate bodies, mean that 

gendered, consumerist middle class aspirations become the aspirations of 

youth across social strata. In this context, old class and status distinctions 

are being re-ordered, though the power structures underpinning them in 

the local context remain largely intact.  

 

Through the primary vehicles of desire, gender and sexuality, individuals 

are enticed into consumption. New constructions of gender and sexuality 

are essential to the processes of social re-ordering and intensification. 

Masculinity and femininity are mutally constructed by the hegemonic 

character of heteronormativity. In the media and the market, gender, 

sexuality and the youthful (particularly female) body are increasingly 

becoming selling points.  

 

Since the 1970s, advertising media in Indonesia, often funded by 

international sources and product sponsors, have followed the example of 

their Western counterparts. As in film, women were represented as passive 

and alluring.20 Karl Heider has critiqued Sen’s early (1981) analysis of 

Indonesian representations of women in film as typical of a cross-cultural 

trend in film representations.21

                                                   
19 Curran, James, "Media and cultural theory in the age of market liberalism," in Media 
and Cultural Theory, ed. James Curran and David Morley (London & New York: 
Routledge, 2006). p. 144. 

 Sen felt that Heider found her observations 

that ‘women’s images are used to sell films and that women are depicted as 

20 Sen, Krishna, "Wajah wanita dalam film Indonesia," Prisma 7 (1981). No longer 
available. 
21 Heider, Indonesian cinema. Heider’s critique was of Sen, "Wajah wanita." 
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passive, not so much unconvincing but unsurprising’.22

 

 I faced similar 

comments by two Indonesian male scholars regarding the significance of 

the discourse of pergaulan bebas for female youth: to reiterate, female 

sexuality has long been subjugated, ‘so what’s new?’ This is the question I 

wish to address here through representations.  

Representations of women in Indonesia have shifted according to the 

socio-political agendas of the state. Magazines of the New Order period 

presented conflicting images of ‘modern’ women and positioned women as 

‘the harbingers of the future of Indonesian society’.23 In 1994, Krishna Sen 

wrote that ‘the predominant construction of the woman [in film]…takes 

place only in the context of romantic love and the family, leaving all other 

spheres of social (and fictional) action to male protagonists’.24

 

 

Representations are now tending to shift with the youth market and are 

becoming more sexual in their imagery. My aim here is to explore 

contemporary gender representations in billboard advertising to see what 

is emerging. 

The urban legend of ‘buaya darat’ 

 

Feminist research on Indonesian gender ideology has emphasised that the 

construction of masculinity in Java reveals a history of fear surrounding 

the sacred and sexual power of women.25

                                                   
22 Sen, Krishna, Indonesian Cinema: Framing the New Order (London & New Jersey: 
Zed Books, 1994). p. 134. 

 Bearing this in mind, I proceed 

from R. W. Connell and James Messerschmidt’s advice that as 

ethnographers we consider: firstly that ‘ambiguity in gender processes may 

be important to recognize as a mechanism of hegemony’, and secondly, 

23 Brenner, "On the public intimacy of the New Order." p. 22. 
24 Sen, Indonesian Cinema. p. 136. 
25 This has been observed in literature and mythology. See Hatley, Barbara, "Literature, 
mythology and regime change: Some observations on recent Indonesian women's 
writing," in Women in Indonesia: Gender, Equity and Development ed. Kathryn 
Robinson and Sharon Bessell (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2002). p. 
131. On Indonesian film see Sen, Indonesian Cinema. p. 9. For a recent analysis of the 
fear of women’s sexual agency, see Wieringa, "Postcolonial amnesia: Sexual moral panics, 
memory and imperial power ". pp. 205-233.  
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‘how an idealized definition of masculinity is constituted as a social 

process’.26

 

  

These social processes have been transformed in the new millennium 

reformasi period of market and media deregulation. As Handajani has 

shown, in men’s lifestyle magazines that cater to middle-upper class 

readers of the reformasi era, new alternative masculinities are emerging to 

those of the military man of power in New Order representations. 

Handajani suggests that the sexual imagery in these new era magazines 

confers new arenas of masculine sexual power in relation to females and to 

freedom of sexual expression.27

 

 The construction of masculinities is 

simultaneous to that of femininities. The ways in which these are 

constituted as social process are increasingly influenced by new media and 

technologies.  

Connell and Messerschmidt hint at the role of the media in the ongoing, 

albeit ambiguous, construction of masculinities:  

 

[H]egemonic masculinities can be constructed that do not correspond 
closely to the lives of actual men. Yet these models do, in various ways, 
express widespread ideals, fantasies, and desires. They provide models of 
relations with women and solutions to problems of gender relations. 
Furthermore, they articulate loosely with the practical constitution of 
masculinities as ways of living in everyday local circumstances.28

 
 

The symbolic representation of the hegemony of masculinities in Java in 

mainstream pop culture is represented most poignantly in the various 

manifestations of the ‘buaya darat’ – the land-lubbing crocodile. The 

power of the urban legend of buaya darat has roots in the mythical status 

of the common crocodile (buaya) species found in Kalimantan and 

                                                   
26 Connell, R. W. and Messerschmidt, James. W., "Hegemonic masculinity: Rethinking 
the concept," Gender and Society 19, no. 6 (2005). p. 838. 
27 Handajani, Suzie, "Sex as resistance and reflexion: Exploring representations of 
masculinities in Indonesian men's lifestyle magazines" (paper presented at the 
(Re)Considering contemporary Indonesia: Striving for democracy, sustainability, and 
prosperity, a multidisciplinary perspective, UGM, Yogyakarta, 1-2 December 2009). 
28 Connell and Messerschmidt, "Hegemonic masculinity." 
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Malaysia, where it is known as buaya tembaga,29 and in regional fables 

(dongeng), such as the Crocodile and the Buffalo (Kerbau),30 the Crocodile 

and the Mouse Deer (Kancil),31 in which the crocodile is characterised as 

deceptive.32

 

 

Throughout parts of Indonesia and the Malaysia, the crocodile is linked to 

male sexual energy.33

 

 As with the Sumatran tiger, parts of buaya anatomy, 

including the tangkur buaya – either the penis (kontol) or the spinal bone 

marrow (sumsum tulang belakang) – have been used in aphrodisiac 

blends to enhance male stamina and longevity during sex. As shown in a 

photo of the product I purchased at the central market (below), in the 

contemporary aphrodisiac market, ginseng root is a substitute for the 

tangkur. Indeed, in the product offered by my local door-to door 

traditional medicine (jamu) peddler and known as jamu laki-laki (men’s 

medicine), tangkur is synonymous with the product that is sold to enhance 

male sexual performance, whether or not it is an actual ingredient. 

                                                   
29 Buaya tembaga is the name for the crocodile native to Indonesia and Malaysia. In 
Malay popular culture, buaya tembaga refers to a wealthy playboy. See the following blog 
discussion on 
http://www.sabahforum.com/forum/viewtopic.php?f=23&t=9267&start=165. Another 
site, 
http://blogs.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=blog.view&friendId=40217501&blogId
=387357130, mentions the term buaya kayu hanyut (a drifter). Accessed 23.03.2010. 
30 Hakim, Zainuddin, Rupama: Cerita Rakyat Makassar (Jakarta: Departmen 
Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan 1994). p. 39. 
31 This fable, among others, appears in recent children’s illustrated literature. For an 
example of the fable of the Crocodile and the Deer see Darmayanti, Astri, Dongeng 
Favorit si Kancil (Jakarta: Indria Pustaka, 2009). pp. 38-47.  
32 In 2009, images and characterisations of buaya in contrast to the cicak (small house 
lizard) flooded the media in portrayals of a major corruption case involving the Century 
Bank, the police and the Anti-Corruption Commission (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi, 
Anti-Corruption Commission/KPK formed in 2003). The adversarial positions of buaya 
and cicak were uttered first by a member of the Indonesian police in an interview on the 
Anti-Corruption Commission’s handling of the investigation into the Century Bank 
collapse. His words reverberated in the public sphere. The potential of the cicak/buaya 
binary to create further socio-economic divisions within Indonesian society was quickly 
recognised. For further reading see http://blogombal.org/2009/11/06/permainan-
bahasa-dalam-cicak-vs-buaya/. The police quickly expressed regret for the unfortunate 
use of this metaphor. See http://kamushukum.com/en/kapolri-minta-maaf-soal-
%E2%80%98buaya-vs-cicak%E2%80%99/. See also 
http://cetak.kompas.com/read/xml/2009/11/03/02483787/cicak.vs.buaya.di.puncak.gu
nung.es.century. Accessed 10.04.2010. 
33 This was confirmed by Rosila Mohammad Hussain, who was a fellow PhD candidate at 
the University of Western Australia, and who originates from Malaysia. 

http://www.sabahforum.com/forum/viewtopic.php?f=23&t=9267&start=165�
http://blogs.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=blog.view&friendId=40217501&blogId=387357130�
http://blogs.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=blog.view&friendId=40217501&blogId=387357130�
http://blogombal.org/2009/11/06/permainan-bahasa-dalam-cicak-vs-buaya/�
http://blogombal.org/2009/11/06/permainan-bahasa-dalam-cicak-vs-buaya/�
http://kamushukum.com/en/kapolri-minta-maaf-soal-%E2%80%98buaya-vs-cicak%E2%80%99/�
http://kamushukum.com/en/kapolri-minta-maaf-soal-%E2%80%98buaya-vs-cicak%E2%80%99/�
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Figure 5-2: Men’s Special Super Sex Pills 

 

 
Figure 5-3: Tangkur Powder for males 

 

The link between buaya and male sexual prowess is found in 

contemporary symbolic constructions of the buaya darat. Here I draw on 

a collection of youth pop cultural artefacts that highlight the centrality of 

the image of buaya darat to masculine hegemony and to constructions of 

the feminine. Moreover, the examples I draw on reveal the centrality of the 

buaya darat and cowok baik binary in representations of masculinity in 

mainstream pop culture.  

 

These are representations with political consequences, particularly for 

Indonesian women, who have experienced political marginalisation since 
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the 1965 alleged coup attempt. Propaganda of the early years of the 

Suharto period linked the women’s political movement, Gerwani,34 with 

political and sexual dissidence. This propaganda ‘tapped into archetypal 

male fears of women’s demonic power, long embodied in literature and 

theatre in figures such as Calon Arang, to represent the threatening 

potential of politically mobilised woman’.35 The gender ideology, and the 

policies and programmes of the New Order constituted a sexual politics of 

exclusion of females.36

 

 As Saskia Wieringa explains: 

[T]he sexual contract on which that state (the New Order) was built relates 
not only to men’s access to women’s bodies but also to the perceived control 
of women’s imagined perverse desires and practices that state officials 
constructed as the basis of their legitimacy…[I]n this process, the pleasures, 
as well as fears and obligations, are constructed in which the private and the 
public merge to create imbricating networks of power relations. These 
networks form the basis of legitimacy in which masculinities and femininities 
are constructed and on which nation-states are built. Sexual politics thus deal 
with the moral, sexual symbolic, cultural and political codes in which 
individuals, families, and the nation are linked.37

 
  

Forty years or so after the attempted coup, that version of ‘history’ is 

recycled in the form of the mass-produced T-shirts sold by every other T-

shirt hawker in downtown Malioboro. It represents a frightful violence 

against the female body and in the construction of wanita.  

 

                                                   
34 Gerwani – gerakan wanita – the women’s organisation of the Indonesian Communist 
Party (PKI).  
35 Hatley, Barbara, "Literature, mythology and regime change: Some observations on 
recent Indonesian women's writing," in Women in Indonesia: Gender, Equity and 
Development., ed. Kathryn Robinson and Sharon Bessell (Pasir Panjang: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 2002). p. 138. 
36 Wieringa, Saskia E., "The birth of the New Order state in Indonesia: Sexual politics and 
nationalism," Journal of Women’s History 15, no. 1 (2003). pp. 70-93. 
37 Ibid., pp. 71-72. 
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Figure 5-4: T-shirt for sale on Malioboro Street. It reads ‘Male: (crocodile), Female: 
(crocodile) hole. 

 

This image is (in part) symbolic of the 1965 Communist coup attempt in 

which the bodies of six Old Order generals and one lieutenant were 

disposed of in a deep well known as Lubang Buaya (Crocodile Hole).38 

The propaganda perpetrated by the New Order described how the wicked, 

lascivious Gerwani women were supposed to have staged a witchlike orgy, 

victimising the generals, and castrating their corpses before disposing of 

their bodies in the well. The propaganda surrounding the events at Lubang 

Buaya was used to scapegoat suspected Communist sympathisers and to 

justify the murder of up to a million people in the establishment of the 

New Order. For decades, this narrative of the events of Lubang Buaya was 

perpetuated and legitimised by the regime and written into Indonesian 

history books. This myth effectively depoliticised females and stymied 

their capacity to organise. It was an attempt to silence the socio-political 

concerns of half the population (the women). Through the introduction of 

state women’s organisations such as the PKK,39

                                                   
38 Ibid., p. 76. 

 open to all women, and the 

Dharma Wanita, for civil servant wives, women’s organisations became 

aligned with the state bureaucratic networks and agendas. The voices and 

concerns of the majority of women were, to a large extent, silenced, and 

the socialist political agenda pursued by the women of Gerwani became 

associated with political dissent and sexual deviance. It is to this 

39 Pemberdayaan dan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Empowerment and Family Welfare), 
formerly known as Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Family Welfare Guidance). 
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(completely fictional) account of the events of September 30, 1965, that the 

T-shirt refers. 

 

Following Suharto’s resignation, and almost half a century after the demise 

of Gerwani, the myth of the orgy and the castrations is a residual narrative 

that lingers in newly emergent and more liberal sex/gender narratives. 

This narrative highlights the chauvinism of masculine objectification of the 

feminine and of the female body. Of course, without the feminine, the 

masculine does not exist. It is only through being desired by females that 

males can achieve the kind of pleasure depicted in this image. 

 

In the graphic of the T-shirt, reference to lubang buaya exhalts the male 

and the masculine through the use of the binary markers used to 

distinguish biological difference – those of laki-laki (male) and wanita 

(female).40 Masculine dominance is asserted through the visibility of three 

signs of masculinity, the privilege ascribed through gendered naming 

(laki-laki), the crocodile (buaya), and the white cum: males are 

represented as active – as the animal – buaya.41

                                                   
40 Handajani, "Globalizing local girls". Wanita is used interchangeably with perempuan 
but is more a feminist term. Handajani discusses this shift in terminology suggesting that 
perempuan confers greater agency on females than does wanita, and has been used more 
widely since 1998. 

 He, the crocodile, 

represents animalistic base passion in the form of an instinctive sexual 

desire (berahi, nafsu). She is ideally always poised, ready to fulfil his need. 

Female agency is completely languishing in this image. Lubang, just a 

hole, is empty and hollow, and incapable of feeling, movement or instinct. 

Females are constructed here as passive recipients – as lubang (holes), but 

only for buaya. The female body has been made an inert, penetrated 

orifice, stripped of sacred, sexual and political potency and humanity. It is 

the female body upon which her disembodiment is perpetrated, and 

female/feminine berahi (passion/lust) is denied. The background image of 

white splatterings is his satisfaction, the fulfillment of his sexual desire in 

climax. She, however, does not have base passions to fulfil. 

41 Of course, it is only young males who buy and wear these shirts. The T-shirts are seen as 
a novelty gift for visitors to Yogya to take home to their male friends. 
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In mainstream pop culture media, hegemonic masculinity is represented 

in the characterisation of the urban legend of buaya darat – the land-

lubbing buaya darat (deceiver of women), featured in the Star Mild 

cigarette campaign.42

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5-5: Advertisement for Star Mild cigarettes: the brand is owned by the Bentoel 
tobacco company 

 

The advertisement plays on the good guy/bad guy, cowok baik/buaya 

darat binary. The characteristics of buaya darat are elaborated here in 

pseudo-scientific diagrammatic form. As the pointers highlight, he has 

‘very naughty hands’ (tangannya nakal sekali), ‘skin as thick as concrete’ 
                                                   
42 Buaya darat is synonymous with the gaul term playboy, which has a similar meaning 
to the English. 
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(kulitnya setebal beton) and flirtatious eyes (mata yang sering berkedip 

sebelah). Buaya darat is the fictional genus, ‘genitrus daratensis,43 

connoting flirtatiousness, vanity, high blood pressure and the factors 

associated with high blood pressure such as stress and irritability. The 

buaya darat captured here has wild curly hair, which may be read as a 

negative marker of ethnic or ‘race’ distinction when compared to the clean 

(bersih) appearance of his captor. The cowok baik (nice guy, on the right) 

distinguishes himself from buaya darat through his efforts to change the 

playboy ways of his prey.44 As the ad asks, ‘What is your obsession?’45

 

 The 

response is, ‘Crocodile tamer’. This advertisement identifies two forms of 

privileged (archetypal) masculinity – buaya darat, untrustworthy 

user/predator, and cowok baik, the dependable nice guy and model father. 

It also simultaneously conflates the two: the nice guy and sexual letcher 

are one and the same. The fact that the playboy/buaya darat is trussed, 

indeed suggests that the nice guy is also a hunter – they both are. As one 

male high school student commented, the captor in this image is just as 

bad as the buaya darat because he cannot be trusted by other males. 

Another example of buaya darat is in the recent pop song ‘Lelaki Buaya 

Darat’ (Male Scoundrel) by the female pop duo Ratu (Queen). Bondage is 

a feature of the Ratu music video, as it is in the Star Mild advertisement 

above, but in the form of chains and leather constraints: ‘[t]he visual 

vocabulary of fetish has become a staple of the culture industry’.46

 

 Unlike 

in the billboard where the buaya darat is bound, in the video it is the 

female singer who is bound by her male buaya darat captor. Similar to the 

billboard, the cowok baik is also a potential buaya darat. 

                                                   
43 Both of these words are invented. In the context of the advertisement, it is assumed that 
together they represent a Latin genus. Genitrus is from the verb genit (flirtatious/vain). 
Daratensis is a play on the Indonesian words tensi darah (blood pressure). 
44 The main Star Mild slogan is ‘Bikin Hidup, Lebih Hidup’ (Makes Life More Alive). 
45 I found many youth were able to identify this particular tobacco product, through its 
slogans, and knew the slogan to match the brand. 
46 Schroeder, Jonathan E. and Borgerson, Janet L., "Dark desires: Fetishism, ontology, 
and representation in contemporary advertising," in Sex in Advertising: Perspectives on 
Erotic Appeal, ed. Tom Reichert and Jacqueline Lambiase (New Jersey & London: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2003). p. 75. 
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The Male Deceiver of Women 

Lelaki Buaya Darat 

 

Lihatlah pada diriku, 
Aku cantik dan menarik, 
Dan kau mulai dekati ku, 

Ku beri sgalanya, 
Cinta harta dan jiwaku, 

Tapi kau malah menghilang bagai hantu, 
Tak tau malu, 

 
Ooo…lelaki buaya darat…busyeeeett!!  

Aku tertipu lagi…Huoo, 
Mulutnya manis sekali, 

Tapi hati bagai srigala…Huoo, 
Ku tertipu lagi…Oo huo…ku tertipu lagi…Oo huo, 

 
Tapi kau malah menghilang bagai hantu, 

Sakitnya aku, 
Mungkin aku bodoh, 

Mungkin aku naïf, 
Atau mungkin kamu memang penjahat wanita, 

 
Oh untungnya ku masih punya, 

Kekasih yang lainnya, 
Tapi mengapa aku, 

Masih saja tertipu olehnya.47

 
 

Look at me, 
I am beautiful and interesting, 
You started to get close to me, 

I gave you everything, 
My heart and soul, 

But you just vanished like a ghost, 
You have no shame, 

 
You scoundrel…Hell/Bullshit! 

I‘ve been tricked again, 
Your mouth/words are so sweet, 

But your heart is deceptive, 
I’ve been tricked again, 

                                                   
47 Indonesian words taken from the compilation entitled ‘No. 1 Hits’ Sony BMG Music 
Entertainment Indonesia in conjunction with PT. Warner Music Indonesia, PT. Aquarius 
Musikindo & PT. Nagaswara Sakti 2007. Any misspelt words are in the original. On the 
following website there is a 10 point description of the characteristics of buaya darat, 
http://abryan.co.cc/informasi/ciri-ciri-khas-lelaki-buaya-darat/. Accessed 26.03.2010. 

http://abryan.co.cc/informasi/ciri-ciri-khas-lelaki-buaya-darat/�
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                                            But you vanished like a ghost, 
It hurt me, 

Maybe I’m stupid, 
Perhaps I’m naïve, 

Or is that you are a seducer/deceiver of women? 
 

Fortunately I have 
Someone else who cares for me, 

But why is it that I 
Am also deceived by him/her? 

 
In the video clip to this song, one of the singers portrays herself as the 

female in the song who is deceived after giving her ‘heart and soul’ to the 

object of her desire. She now recognises him as buaya darat. Her friend 

(the other singer in the duo) is assertive, and after accusing the buaya 

darat of deception, tries to lead her friend away. His anger is aroused. 

Clicking his fingers, he calls on his henchmen who hunt down the duo with 

a Doberman. The disillusioned singer is captured, dragged off and 

constrained by the buaya darat.48

 

 Her arms and neck are bound with 

ropes and chains. Then she is bound to a chair, to the floor, the walls and 

finally she is suspended from the ceiling by her wrists. The lyric in the song 

‘Mungkin aku bodoh’ (Perhaps I am stupid) corresponds to the moment 

she is bound in the video clip, suggesting she has naively fallen for the 

sweet words (mulutnya manis sekali) of the buaya darat. She admits 

binding herself to the fantasy of a trustworthy, monogamous lover. She is a 

victim of her own illusion of romantic love.  

In the end, the other singer from the duo rides a trail bike in search of her 

missing friend. As rescuer, she scales a high fence, punches the males in 

her way, kicks down doors, frees her friend and together they capture, bind 

and whip the buaya darat. They ride off together, celebrating their victory 

with a mutual ‘high-five’ hand gesture while viewing his incarceration and 

water torture on close circuit surveillance cameras. The three minute video 

ends there with the two women strong and united. The lyric to the song, 

however, concludes differently to the images presented in the video clip. In 

                                                   
48 All males in this clip represent buaya darat. 
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the lyric, ‘fortunately’ (untungnya), the singer has ‘another love’ (kekasih 

lain). To her dismay, the boyfriend in the wings also proves to be deceitful 

(‘masih saja tertipu olehnya’). The message is clear: all men are buaya 

darat/liars. Good guys cannot be distinguished from bad guys.  

 

It is important here to remember that the conventional representation of 

irrepressible male/masculine sex drive relates to the notion of females as 

tempresses (penggoda).49

 

 In constructing uncontrollable male/masculine 

heterosexual desire as a natural instinct, male promiscuity and practices 

such as polygamy and selingkuh are justified and reinforced as ideal and 

the norm. At the end of the video clip we are left with the conclusion that 

the two women have realised that all males are flirtatious two timers and 

that they have decided to dispense with pursuing males altogether. 

Perhaps the two women are lovers.  

In another hit song, Ketahuan (Found Out), the tables are turned. The 

song plays on the feminine character of the perek, the sexually 

experimental femme fatale, constructed here as the female equivalent of 

the buaya darat.50

 

  

Dari awal aku tak pernah percaya kata-katamu, 

Ketahuan 

karena aku hanya melihat semua dari parasmu, 
terakhir kau bilang padaku kau takan pernah selingkuh, 

tetapi ternyata dirimu bermain dibelakangku, 
saat ku melihatmu kau sedang bermesraan, 

dengan seorang yang kukenal, 
 

chorus wo o  kamu ketahuan, 
pacaran lagi, 

dengan dirinya, 
teman baikku, 

                                                   
49 In the newspaper article"Dari 10 pengantin baru, 8 sudah hamil [Of 10 couples to be 
married, 8 are pregnant]," Kedaulatan Rakyat, 27.11.2007., male youth are depicted as 
tempters. Dr Ida Dharmawan warns post-pubescent girls to be aware of the ‘gentle 
persuasions’ (bujuk rayu) of males. This view also constructs heteronormative sexual 
desire as a natural male instinct.  
50 I have been told that females cannot be buaya darat but that they can demonstrate the 
characteristics of buaya darat. 
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   tapi tak mengapa, 
aku tak heran, 

karena dirimu cinta sesaatku. 
 

From the start I never believed your words, 
because I only looked at appearances, 

the last thing you said to me was that you would never have an affair, 
but it seems you played around behind my back, 

then I saw you being romantic, 
with someone I know, 

 
wo o you’ve been found out, 

with another boyfriend, 
with him, 

my good friend, 
but it doesn’t matter, 
I am not surprised, 

because you were just my love for a moment. 
 

Similar to the lyric of Lelaki Buaya Darat, the lead male singer of Matta 

Band admits his failure to recognise his girlfriend’s deception. As he says: 

‘I never believed your words’. He was being superficial: ‘I only looked at 

appearances’. What is most interesting about this lyric is that it carries a 

casual sentiment in reference to young love for both males and females. 

The singer is able to brush off his loss as replaceable because he only ever 

considered her to be a ‘temporary love’. In the end, the two-timing femme 

fatale he sings about acknowledges her actions by singing the chorus in the 

first person: ‘Oo, I have been found out!’ She too is casual in her love 

relationships. 

 

Sexing up the ideal feminine 

 

Sen stresses that when analysing film ‘[w]e need to ask,…when the woman 

is represented as powerful or vocal, to what effect and in whose interest is 

this strength mobilised in the text?’51

                                                   
51 Sen, Indonesian Cinema. p. 135. 

 This is a view I share and one I 

explore here in advertising as we look at representations of female youth 

and the construction of femininity. We see that representations of young 
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women eroticise beauty, the principle domain of the feminine. In the 

construction of the feminine, beauty becomes:  

 

the central subject of an aesthetics whose bourgeois motivation can be 
registered in its twin end points: the trivializations of the purely 
decorative and enjoyable on the one hand, and the sentimental idealism of 
the various ideologies of aesthetic justification on the other.52

 
  

Sen’s observation that in the final years of the Suharto regime ‘[t]he 

dominant construction of the woman…[took] place only in the context of 

romantic love and the family’ remains true in advertising today.53

 

 As we 

saw in the construction of buaya darat, however, sex without commitment 

has become central to representations of youthful masculinity. These 

representations are also being projected onto the feminine as an extension 

of masculine fantasy and desire. As the advertisement introducing the 

chapter shows, dominant representations of the masculine are associated 

with sexualised representations of available females who are not 

embedded in the family, who are sexually available, and who do not mind 

sharing their male lovers. 

In analysing images of Indonesian males in popular culture, especially 

television advertisements, Marshall Clark has suggested that despite an 

observable culture of misandry, misogyny is more pervasive.54 In relation 

to representations of the female and the feminine, Clark refers to 

‘sexploitation and commodification’:55

 

 what I see as an eroticised 

commoditisation of the female body and the ongoing construction of the 

subordination of the feminine to masculine desires. In the context of what 

appears to be emergent discourses on liberal sexual values in the media, 

McRobbie states that,  

                                                   
52 Jameson, Fredric, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present 
(London & New York: Verso, 2002). p. 3. 
53 Sen, Indonesian Cinema. p. 136. 
54 Clark, Marshall, "Indonesian masculinities: Images of men in Indonesian TV 
advertising," Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs 32, no. 2 (2004). p. 14. 
55 Ibid. 
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[…] the pool of light which attempts to bring order and stability to the 
landscape of change for young women by means of a post-feminist 
masquerade offers young non-white women only the option of mimicry, 
accommodation, adjustment and modification. This is a kind of racial 
violence within the celebratory white visual economies of the fashion-
beauty complex which goes almost unnoticed. […]The fashion beauty 
complex functions on behalf of patriarchal authority so as to ensure the 
stability of the heterosexual matrix especially when it is threatened by 
social changes brought about by women coming forward into the world of 
work and employment. It is also a key mechanism in the active production 
and reproduction of racialising differences.56

 
  

The sexualisation of females in these images nevertheless adds another 

possible female identity or dimension to potential female subjectivities: 

one which reifies female heterosexuality while opening up new hybridised, 

predominantly (hetero)sexual, erotic and gendered subjectivities for 

female bodies. These new and hybridising identities (and subjectivities) 

are essential to the marketing strategies used to sell all manner of products 

in Indonesia. The diversity in representations thereby multiplies and 

expands the consumer market through the subjective negotiation of the 

identities and subjectivities on offer in these media. This is at a time when 

liberal discourses on sexual rights and gender equality, especially for 

females, seem to offer greater freedom and agency.57

 

 Of course, these 

media will be read differently by different consumers, yet through the 

merging of signs implicit in these images newly emerging value and 

prestige systems are introduced into the repertoire of possibilities.  

New Order conventions continue to wield prescriptive and seductive power 

over female bodies in the post-New Order period. Idealised female 

sexuality was synonymous with the prescriptions of the ‘religiously 

inspired’ kodrat wanita or women’s destiny, in which women’s ‘intrinsic 

“nature” is to be ‘meek, passive, obedient to the male members of the 
                                                   
56 McRobbie, The Aftermath of Feminism. p. 71. McRobbie argues that ‘[t]hese systems of 
racialised meaning are so deeply inscribed within the dominant language of love, and 
what young women now need to do to secure a partner or husband (the so-called rules), 
that the only available logic of difference, within the commercial domain, is the 
production of an equivalent system of feminine popular culture for black or Asian young 
women. Hence, the proliferation of self-help handbooks for black or Asian women, black 
fashion magazines, Asian fashion labels, Asian chic lit and so on’. pp. 71-72. 
57 Ibid. 
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family, sexually shy and modest, self-sacrificing and nurturing’.58 Through 

the notion of a women’s kodrat, those biological capacities peculiar to 

women, such as menstruation, pregnancy and breast feeding were 

manipulated. This manipulation was to the extent that Julia Suryakusuma 

has commented, ‘[o]ur society and religious experts have depicted 

obligation [my emphasis] as the woman’s kodrat’.59

 

 Accordingly, it is only 

within marriage that female sexuality can be legitimately expressed, and 

only in ‘private’. The advertisement below conforms to this image of the 

feminine in which marriage is positioned as the ultimate soul union with 

the divine in another – one’s jodoh. The discourse of romantic love, 

implied at some level in all ‘mainstream’ youth cultural forms, is intricate 

in its twists. 

 
Figure 5-6: Noodle advertisement. ‘Sarimi – Stuck to the heart, stuck to the tongue’ 

 
                                                   
58 Wieringa, "The birth of the New Order state in Indonesia." p. 75. 
59 Suryakusuma, Sex, Power and Nation. p. 134. 
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A new and increasingly popular marketing strategy used to target a broad 

range of consumers is to universalise the product’s appeal. In this instance, 

the noodle’s appeal is universalised through the image of the ‘modern 

Indonesian woman’. Above, the newly wed cewek is dressed in modern 

(Western-style) white wedding dress and veil. She wears a blouse, perhaps 

a traditional Javanese wedding kebaya (a long-sleeved lace or cloth 

blouse), but not the elaborate makeup, threaded melati flowers and crown 

that would generally identify her Javanese ethnicity, faith and ancestry. 

Her dress is too revealing to be considered Muslim wedding costume. This 

universalisation is achieved by disguising both her Indonesian ethnicity 

and her religion. Her jewellery and her fair complexion are indicators of 

high class status, and of ‘modern’ values and aspirations.  

 

I was told by a door-to-door salesgirl that in the television advertisement 

for this noodle, the bride sheds her bridal attire for something more risqué 

after the wedding ceremony. This was the part of the advertisement that 

she remembered most. For her, it is through marriage that women achieve 

greater liberation and (sexual) freedom. Again, this is not surprising given 

that it is generally perceived that sex for females only takes place 

legimately in marriage. She saw marriage as enabling: through marriage 

she would be able to express her likes and dislikes, to wear what she likes, 

to dress up and engage in fashion like the woman in the television 

advertisement. This is presumably the case if marriage actually affords 

greater spending power, money, status and prestige. Clearly, active female 

sexuality is expected within marriage, but what this advertisement 

confirms is the contemporary ideal that through marriage a woman can 

attain the ‘freedom’ (defended by her husband) to express her femininity, 

sexuality and individuality. 

 

In billboard advertisements that appeal to female consumers only married 

Indonesian women can be positively represented as actively sexual.60

                                                   
60 This is not the case in representations of the female and feminine in magazines, 
television and film where active female sexuality is sometimes normalised. For example, 
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Above, the single noodle, poised between her lips, links female 

heterosexual erotic desire, female nurturance, female sexual subordination 

and feminine subservience. The image connotes wifely obligations to feed 

and nurture her family (hence the edible product), and the noodle in my 

view suggests the fundamental wifely duty of fulfilling the sexual needs of 

one’s husband, as stated in law.61

 

 In terms of female sexual subjectivity, a 

wife’s performance of fellatio (suggested by the noodle) articulates an 

active, participatory and perhaps even predatory female sexual 

subjectivity, albeit one in which she is the giver rather than the receiver of 

pleasure. The discourse is in line with state discourses of wifely service yet 

at odds with conservative religious discourses regarding the sexual 

practices between married partners: fellatio is not seen as meeting 

procreative ends and bodily fluids are seen as unclean.  

The advertisement below confounds this simple conclusion in its 

ambiguous representation of ‘the Muslim woman’.   

 

                                                                                                                                           

an article in the teen magazine Citacinta (15-29 Aug, 2007) introduces and debunks 
several sex myths (mitos seks). Myths include ‘cewek can’t enjoy lightening sex’, ‘it’s 
taboo to make noises when having sex’, ‘cowok like bald Miss V’s’, ‘sucking his balls is 
dangerous’, ‘the faster you move your tongue, the more enjoyable sex is’ and ‘sex in water 
leads to pregnancy’, to name a few. In this myth-debunking exercise, the word husband 
(suami) is mentioned once to avert assumptions of pre-marital sex but pasangan 
(partner), si cowok (the guy), and si dia (he/him) are more often used. Please see the 
following link to the most recent edition online publication. 
http://www.citacinta.com/main/index.cfm. Accessed 14.05.2010. 
61 This law is stated as reciprocal: both husband and wife can initiate divorce on the basis 
of neglect of sexual obligations if the neglect exceeds a three month period.  
 

http://www.citacinta.com/main/index.cfm�
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Figure 5-7: Advertisement for an Islamic women’s fashion store that caters to large 
women 

 

The bricolage of symbols in this image articulates what Baudrillard has 

suggested is the impossibility of direct interpretation of signs in the 

global/ising media.62 Contemporarily, signs are abstracted to the point 

that their meanings become untraceable, decontextualised and further 

recontextualised. As Baudrillard asks, ‘who could say what the reality is 

that these signs simulate?’63

 

 This is particularly the case in the cross-

cultural reappropriation of signs as in this advertisement. How does one 

make sense of this image given the connotations of the English idiom ‘size 

does matter’?  

                                                   
62 Baudrillard, Jean, Simulations, trans. Paul Foss, Paul Patton, and Philip Beitchman 
(New York: Semiotext[e], 1983). 
63 Ibid., p. 152. 
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English is appropriate for this billboard because of its location near the 

UGM campus. Positioned thus, it can be consumed by the target market of 

educated Muslim females, for whom English is associated with modernity, 

status and gender equity.64

 

 The caption ‘size does matter’ has one 

connotation in English and without doubt refers to the phallus, male 

sexual performance and female sexual pleasure in relation to heterosexual 

penetrative sex. However, it is not certain that Indonesian readers 

understand this message in this way. In fact, in the focus group 

discussions, the expression ‘size does matter’ was interpreted to mean that 

women who take a larger size are still interested in fashion and should be 

able to be fashionable.  

The interpretation of signs in this advertisement is indeed variable 

depending on audience. In the focus groups I did not wish to express the 

meaning of the English idiom for fear of tainting the perceptions of the 

participants. I found their responses did not immediately address all of the 

elements of the advertisements. For example, what of her puffed up 

cheeks? If she is representing an overweight woman by puffing up her 

cheeks, we can see she is exaggerating. This exaggeration was explained in 

FGD as being because there are no overweight models. It was considered 

to be of comedic effect. In this image, does the modern, educated Muslim 

female desire erotic and sexual pleasure? We know that she does. Is it that 

she has something in her mouth? Has she been on KB (contraceptives) too 

long and put on weight? Does the advertisement suggest that females 

dressed in Muslim clothing (busana) can be sexually attractive? Indeed, 

whose desire is liberated in this image? Intrinsic to this advertisement and 

the noodle one is the reminder that female sexuality is always 

heteronormative: female sexual and erotic desire and the feminine are 

contextualised in these representations as in opposition to the dominance 

                                                   
64 Gender equity programmes are popular among female Muslim scholars. Through these, 
narrow (patriarchal) interpretations of Islamic scripture have come under intense 
scrutiny. 
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of male/the masculine through the sign of the phallus with its signifiers of 

the wedding clothes, the noodle, and the ‘size does matter’ idiom.65

 

  

Aspirations to whiteness can be read off most advertising imagery in 

Indonesia. In women’s magazines, the quest for feminine beauty through 

the managed aspirations to ‘whiteness’, ‘conveys the impression of 

modernity and rationality’.66 Whiteness also signifies status and 

refinement and confers privilege and opportunity. These points are 

exemplified in the next image of an advertisement for a beauty salon that 

offers discount beauty treatments, including facials and skin-whitening 

treatments to students at high school (pelajar) and tertiary students 

(mahasiswa). This billboard was posted outside an Islamic university in 

close proximity to other upmarket universities. Again, the target group 

have some (aspirations toward) command of English; English is 

everywhere, it is contemporary and high-status; its peppered usage is a 

marker of youth sociability – gaul.67

                                                   
65 The idiom ‘size does matter’ can only be interpreted as having a sexual reference by 
English speakers with some cultural understandings of the idiom. 

 The company that makes the product, 

London Beauty Centre, presents itself as English. In the advertisement, the 

young woman appears naked, her skin pure, unblemished (bersih) and 

white (putih). Her whiteness appears almost complete, such that her white 

forefinger merges into the whiteness of the backdrop.  

66 Handajani, "Globalizing local girls". p. 97. 
67 Smith-Hefner, "Youth language." p.195. 
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Figure 5-8: SEX*C (Student Executive Card). Note the pink X and star beside it that may 
signify X-rated 

 

This image is but one of a plethora of images of the feminine female in 

advertising that focuses on idealised female beauty. Baudrillard explains 

this as ‘the role that falls to woman and the female body as privileged 

vehicle of Beauty, Sexuality and managed Narcissism’.68 In his critique of 

rampant commodification, Baudrillard maintains that ‘this process of 

reduction of the body to aesthetic/erotic exchange-value affects both the 

male and the female’.69

 

 Commodification operates at the nexus between 

the postcolonial privileging of ‘white’ beauty and desire introduced during 

the colonial period and the neo-colonial opportunism of multinationals in 

exploiting this desire through the market. 

 

 
                                                   
68 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society. p. 136. 
69 Ibid. 
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Neocolonialism? 

 

The beauty industry in Indonesia is dominated by the self-proclaimed 

‘multi-local multinational’ Unilever.70 Unilever is of ‘Anglo-Dutch 

parentage’, and has been operating under various company names for 75 

years.71 Among Unilever’s products are LUX soap, Sunsilk shampoo, 

Ponds and Citra (a cheaper alternative to Ponds only sold in Indonesia) 

face, skin and beauty products for females.72 These products are sold at all 

levels of the market: for example, Sunsilk shampoos come in small 10ml 

sachets, and generally sell to the transient, the single, and the poor, at local 

alleyside shops, and also in sachets and bottles in supermarkets and 

grandiose malls. According to the Citra webpage, ‘[t]he target group for 

Citra are females aged 15-35 who want to become modern without 

forgetting Indonesian social norms’.73

 

  

The Lux slogan implores, ‘show your beautiful white skin’ (tunjukkan kulit 

putih cantikmu) and their website assures ‘[t]here is no extra effort 

required for a woman to be beautiful and charming’.74

 

 As Aston Utan, 

Assistant Brand Manager of Lux Indonesia states, 

Lux believes that every woman is a Diva…Lux wants to give every woman the 
opportunity to have the Luxury of time in indulging theirselves. The beauty 
inside a woman springs every time she feels confident. Therefore, every 
woman has the right to celebrate her beauty like a Diva…When every woman 
is confident to the beauty inside her, she will eventually be the center of 

                                                   
70 http://www.unilever.co.id/ourvalues/. Accessed 31.03.10. 
71 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unilever. Accessed 11.06.08. 
72 In Indonesia, Ponds creams emphasize their skin ‘whitening’ properties. Unilever’s 
Indonesia product range also includes Blue Band margarine (the most commonly bought 
margarine), Rinso clothes detergent, Taro children’s snack, Pepsodent toothpaste, 
Lifebuoy soap, Axe deodorants and Sari Wangi tea. There has been strong demand for 
these products for decades. For an analysis of beauty (whitening) products in Indonesia 
see Handajani, "Globalizing local girls". pp. 90-100.  
73 ‘Konsumen sasaran Citra adalah wanita berusia 15 hingga 35 tahun yang ingin 
menjadi modern tanpa melupakan norma-norma sosial Indonesia,’ from Unilever 
website, http://www.unilever.co.id/id/produkkami/personalcare/citra.asp. Accessed 
4.06.09.  
74 
http://www.unilever.co.id/ourcompany/newsandmedia/pressreleases/2008/Lux_Holds
_Lux_100_Diva.asp.  
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attention to her suroundings. This will lead many positives things and sweet 
surprises into her life.75

 
 

As an expert on women, Aston explains that: 

 

[i]t is women’s nature to have many roles in their lives. As a consequence, 
they often forget to spare some times for theirselves (me time). For these 
endless frenzies, women are forgetting their beauty charms every once in a 
while, resulting in less confidence in emanating the allures inside them…On 
the other hand, they feel uncomfortable when the emanation of their beautiful 
allures compel them to be the center of attention…One of women’s favorite 
“me time” moments is when…76

 
 

Aston adds that ‘by pampering her body…she will feel comfortable with the 

beauty of her own’ and more confident ‘in emanating the allures inside’ 

her. He refers to this pampering as a ‘me time moment’.77 Lux aligns 

‘inner’ beauty, ‘outer’ beauty and time spent – ‘me time’ as a self-deserving 

time allocation to leisure (or luxury). ‘Me time’ is leisure time, not wasted 

time, and as Baudrillard has stated, ‘leisure is the realm of freedom’.78 For 

Baudrillard, ‘time is…an absolute, undeniable dimension, like air or water, 

in leisure it once again becomes everyone’s private property’.79

 

 For her, 

‘me time’ is time to use whitening, cleansing and moisturising products. 

Time is marketed – and consumerism engenders what Weber has referred 

to the ‘stylisation of life’ (or time spent) through the notion of ‘lifestyles’. 

Simply put, if one devotes the time (and the money), one will be more 

beautiful, more successful and more able to realise and express one’s true 

self.  

In Indonesia, class, status and work distinctions based on skin tone are 

central to notions of beauty (for both male and female). There is a 

‘gendered aesthetic’ of white skin tone for females that is pervasive in these 

                                                   
75 Ibid. English language text. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society. p. 151. 
79 Ibid., p. 152. 
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advertisements.80 Lighter skin tone is preferred by males also: however, a 

darker skin tone for males may also symbolise ‘masculinity and strength’.81 

As Ponds claims, ‘With Ponds it is easy to have white skin and to shine’. 

The advertisements specifically point out the ‘dual benefit’ of the 

whitening product on physical and emotional wellbeing. According to 

Ponds, ‘fairer skin gives you more chances to shine in life’.82

 

 The racist 

privileging of the colonial period is now internalised as a desire to emulate 

the ‘other’. 

In contemporary advertising, long practiced representations of the 

feminine symbolising beauty, elegance, refinement and obedience, and 

familiar nationalist narratives of housewife and mother, and even of 

worker and celebrity, that strike a chord in Indonesia are interspersed with 

glimpses of the ‘postmodern sacred’. In the pop culture imagery, aesthetic 

or cosmetic beauty is aligned with inner beauty: both are eroticised and 

commoditised. The alignment of inner (batin) and outer (lahir) beauty is 

the path to happiness. In this case, however, it is a path of consumerism, 

one that falsely promises a sexual liberation through consumption: a 

liberation that can never be total. One example is the Sunsilk shampoo 

slogan ‘Sunsilk unbreakable women – show your unbreakable spirit’ 

(tunjukkan semangatmu yang tak terpatahkan). The advertisement 

beckons the (female) audience to externalise their inner strength, to 

express their drive, zest, enthusiasm and resiliance (implied by the word 

semangat) through clean, strong hair. In the advertisement, her skin and 

dress are the same colour: the female body becomes a canvas.  

 

                                                   
80 Handajani, "Globalizing local girls". p. 99. 
81 Ibid. 
82 http://www.unilever.co.id/ourbrands/personalcare/ponds.asp.  
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Figure 5-9: Billboard: ‘Sunsilk unbreakable women, show your unbreakable spirit’ 
 

This advertisement offers an externalisation of one’s spirit through one’s 

hair and choice of shampoo. The spirit here is a sexualised spirit as the 

model appears dressed but naked: her body and sex entrapped. Her hands 

caress her hip and thigh; dark and light orient the viewer’s gaze to her 

breasts and crotch. Is she asserting willingness, or perhaps a sexual self-

awareness?83

 

 

Not unique to Indonesia, femininity is constructed by advertising as a 

female trait that requires ongoing management and maintenance through 

the purchase and continued use of beauty products, the only means 

through which idealised femininity is achievable. While femininity is 

dominant in representations of female youth, female masculinities also 

appear in advertising images that target youth. For example, in a television 

advertisement for motor cycle oil, a stereotypical tomboi with short hair 

and a big watch was depicted buying oil for hir motorcycle. Since s/he does 

not have a pillion passenger on hir motorcycle, we can not assume 

anything beyond hir stereotypically masculine gendered representation. It 

is insinuated in the advertisement that s/he knew hir oils, validating the 

masculinitiy s/he performs as intrinsic to hegemonic masculinities. In a 

further example of the widening of gender tolerance in media 

                                                   
83 High school boys told me this advertisement targeted them. 
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representations, the billboard advertisement below targets young 

consumers who do not conform to hegemonic masculinity.  

 

 
Figure 5-10: Mio Sporty, Yamaha’s automatic motorcycle 

 

The product, an automatic motorcycle, relatively new among the range of 

automatic motocycles on the market, is constructed as a feminine product. 

The advertisement challenges youth to ‘be brave’ (‘b’rani’) and to learn to 

ride this uncomplicated automatic motorcycle first – ‘duluan’ – before 

progressing to a more powerful, complex machine with a foot clutch. The 

youth depicted all wear similar clothing: jeans, T-shirts, jackets and 

sandshoes. The subtle performances of gender difference are the means 

through which a broad youth market is targeted. Three of the four youth 

appear to be female and one appears male. The two females on the right 

have long hair and hold their arms in the air such that their navels are 

showing. Another female (to the left of centre) appears to have short hair 

and the male in the rear left of the image represents the few males who 

would choose to own an automatic motorcycle. The word ‘Automatic’ 

written in rainbow colours (similar to GLTBQI colours)84

                                                   
84 GLTBQI – the acronym in Australia used to refer to gay, lesbian, transgender, bisexual, 
queer and intersex as a collective of non-heterosexual identities. 

 in the top right 

corner suggests a sexual diversity theme and celebrating difference. 
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Ambigious representations of gender such as these, where tomboi and 

feminine gay are presented, attempt to capture the breadth of the market. 

 

In billboard advertising there are two important messages for female youth 

consumers. Through beauty, whiteness and softness, young cewek can 

achieve the twin idealised goals of becoming the desirable wife and being 

the cosmopolitan, educated Indonesian woman. Representations of young 

women in these media, associated with the constructed notions of 

‘whiteness’ and ‘modernity’, have yet to breach normative standards in 

their sexual and gender imagery. However, the market increasingly 

acknowledges the desires of unmarried young women to be more liberated 

in terms of sexuality and bodily expression and to have greater agency in 

their lives through the product choices they make.  

 

I now turn to billboard advertising that targets a specifically male youth 

audience. Most of these advertisements are for tobacco products or energy 

drinks. Through advertisements that target males, more so than those that 

target females, we see a more sexualised construction of femininity that 

normalises sexual experimentation for male youth before marriage. 
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Gazing through the smoky haze of gendered tobacco 

advertising   

 
Figure 5-11: Gigi (band name) concert sponsored by X Mild cigarettes (a product of the 
Indonesian Bentoel tobacco company) advertised in national colours at the rear of the 

stage 
 

Tobacco is the fourth highest income-generating industry after the natural 

resources of oil, gas and timber.85 It is ‘the nation’s second largest 

employer after the government’86 and employs around 11 million people.87

                                                   
85 Reynolds, "Tobacco advertising in Indonesia." p. 85. 

 

In introducing this section on the gendered messages of smoking 

advertisements, I draw from the British and American Tobacco (BAT) 

website regarding BAT’s future directions in the ‘modern’ promotion of 

tobacco products. I do this to demonstrate that the ‘corporate synergy’ 

between the multinational tobacco companies and glocal/ising media 

86 Ibid. 
87 This number is difficult to determine due to the number of hidden employed in the 
informal sector of the tobacco production process. According to the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) (2003) over 100 million people work in the tobacco industry 
worldwide, with most people working in manufacturing (40 million), and in bidi and 
kretek home industries in India and Indonesia (20 million). More than two-thirds of the 
world’s tobacco is grown in Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, the US and Zimbabwe. To 
read the ILO article, see 
http://www.ilo.org/global/About_the_ILO/Media_and_public_information/Feature_st
ories/lang--en/WCMS_071230/index.htm. Accessed 9.04.2010. 
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corporations represents a powerful business model for local Indonesian 

tobacco company marketing strategists.88

 

 The excerpt from the BAT 

website below outlines its International Marketing Standards. It states, 

[w]e recognise that mass media promotion – such as on big high street 
billboards, TV and radio, event-sponsorship like Formula 1 or mass-
circulation print advertising – now belongs to the past… There has been 
much debate about whether mass media promotion of tobacco product 
brands can influence under age smoking. But we say the debate is over. 
There is discomfort that high profile promotion may ‘splash over’ to the 
under age and we acknowledge that society is finding it less and less 
acceptable. With the launch of our International Marketing Standards in 
2001, we decided it was time to move on. […] 
 
We see this as marketing for a new era, where product brand 
communication is primarily based on one-to-one permission marketing to 
adult smokers, in much more focused, narrower channels, with tight 
standards for verifying that any product brand communication is only 
with adult tobacco consumers’. Jimmi Rembiszewski, Marketing Director 
BAT. (My emphasis)89

 
 

Here BAT outlines its uneasy position in developed countries, where 

government and public resistance to smoking is high, due to the longterm 

negative health effects of smoking-related disease and the liability of the 

welfare state to bear the burden of health care costs. In developed 

countries, anti-smoking laws are enforced and there is a risk that litigation 

will be pursued if laws are not enforced. In developed countries, the 

dangers of smoking are more commonly understood than in developing 

countries like Indonesia.  

 

In response to diminishing markets and rigorous anti-tobacco lobbying in 

developed countries, developing countries in the Asian region such as 

                                                   
88 Rupert Murdoch has been on the board of directors of Philip Morris since 1989, prior to 
PMI’s acquisition of Sampoerna. Murdoch publications in Asia minimise their anti-
smoking and anti-tobacco articles. 
89 http:// 
www.bat.com/group/sites/uk_3mnfen.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DO78BDW6?opendocume
nt&SKN=1&TMP=1. Accessed 6.09.2008. This site is renewed and updated approximately 
every four months. There have been some minor changes to the wording of this 
document. The word billboard was removed, and BAT emphasises its claim to appeal to 
adult smokers only.  

http://www.bat.com/group/sites/uk_3mnfen.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DO78BDW6?opendocument&SKN=1&TMP=1�
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Indonesia, Pakistan, India, Cambodia, the Philippines and Thailand 

(among others) have become central to BAT’s efforts to maintain high 

profits. In Asian countries, where advertising standards and regulations on 

tobacco product promotion are minimal and implementation of 

regulations is variable, ‘mass media promotion’ strategies characterised by 

BAT as belonging ‘to the past’ continue to be widely practised. Billboard 

advertising, event sponsorship, product branding in films, music videos, 

magazines and newspapers, streetside advertising outside shops, and 

shops painted in the colours of tobacco sponsors, are all longstanding 

advertising methods that contribute to the dominance of tobacco 

advertisements in the Indonesian streetscape.90 The high visibility of BAT-

owned tobacco product advertisements, for example for Pall Mall, Lucky 

Strike and Ardath, in Indonesia, is clearly in breach of BAT’s commitment 

to only target adult consumers.91

 

  

Another major international stakeholder in the tobacco industry in 

Indonesia has been Phillip Morris International (PMI),92 through its 

acquisition of one of Indonesia’s most profitable tobacco producers, 

Sampoerna, in 2005. In the period since the acquisition, Sampoerna sales 

have increased annually, with the A-Mild and Dji Sam Soe brands now 

ranking 7th and 11th respectively among PMI’s top 25 international brands. 

Demand for PMI’s Virginia Slims brand introduced into Indonesia in 2007 

increased by 8.2 percent in 2008. Sampoerna formally employs some 

thirty thousand people.93

                                                   
90 BAT tobacco products in Indonesia include Malboro, Ardath, Lucky Strike, and Virginia 
Slims. 

 Since the 2005 acquisition of Sampoerna by 

91 The BAT spiel continues: ‘Our approach starts with really understanding the different 
profiles of our consumers. We invest in gathering comprehensive insights into smokers’ 
preferences and buying behaviour, then invest in developments across the marketing mix 
that aim to be truly relevant to consumers’ tastes, attitudes, pockets and purchasing 
patterns…We aim to be spot-on with packaging, taste and product formats that 
consumers like, with quality that consumers are willing to pay more for and with 
availability of our brands in the places where our consumers want to buy’. See 
http://www.bat.com/group/sites/UK__3MNFEN.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DO78BDW6?op
endocument&SKN=1. Accessed 24.03.2010. 
92 PMI has operated under the Altria Group parent company since 2003. 
93 http://www.sampoerna.com/default.asp?language=English&Page=AboutSampoerna. 
Accessed 8.06.09. This number does not include those workers employed informally, for 
example those who hand-roll cigarettes. 

http://www.bat.com/group/sites/UK__3MNFEN.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DO78BDW6?opendocument&SKN=1�
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PMI, Sampoerna sales have increased by a massive 35 percent.94 In 2010, 

Sampoerna’s share of the Indonesian tobacco market reached 29 

percent.95

 

 

PMI is the largest international tobacco company and shares goals similar 

to those of BAT. According to the PMI website, the two key goals of PMI 

are ‘meeting the expectations of adult smokers’, and to ‘generate superior 

returns for stakeholders’.96 Despite this, PMI’s business agenda 

incorporates a fashionable level of social conscience in its desire to keep 

‘our products away from children’.97 It appears that PMI’s level of social 

responsibility is high. They suggest that they put ‘complete bans of certain 

types of advertising, for example on television, radio and billboards’, ‘don’t 

market to children’, ‘don’t use images or other content that might hold 

particular appeal to minors’ and they ‘put health warnings on all our 

marketing materials’.98

 

 Most of these declarations are false. Health 

warnings are compulsory on cigarette packets worldwide; however, 

research suggests that if the space of the warning is less than ten percent of 

the overall size of the side of the packet then the impact is negligible.  

True to its commitment to stakeholders, since its acquisition by PMI 

Sampoerna has expanded its market share by diversifying into the 

clothing, café and retail food businesses. This move was achieved on the 

back of its high profile A-Mild brand, symbolised by the abbreviated ‘A’ 

product logo: a popular product among teens and young adults. 

Photographed below is the ‘A’ clothing store located inside the 

Ambarukmo mall in Sleman. As the store and its products show, the sale of 

                                                   
94 http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=aF9NHH9uRibo. 
Accessed 7.06.09. 
95 "Philip Morris International Inc (PMI) Reports 2010 First-Quarter Results,"  (New York 
& Lausanne: 2010). p. 9. Available online at http://media.corporate-
ir.net/media_files/irol/14/146476/PMIQ12010PressRelease.pdf. Accessed 4.04.2010. 
96 
http://www.philipmorrisinternational.com/PMINTL/pages/eng/ourbus/Our_goals.asp. 
Accessed 9.06.09. No longer available. 
97 Ibid. 
98 
http://www.phillipmorrisinternational.com/PMINTL/pages/eng/busenv/Cigarette_mkt
g.asp. Accessed 10.06.09. 
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non-tobacco products enables Sampoerna to open up new avenues in 

tobacco marketing, a strategy known as brand enhancement. In this way, 

Sampoerna is able to circumvent its commitment to ‘put health warnings 

on all our marketing materials’. Simultaneously, it is extending its 

potential market to include female youth. As marketers have identified, in 

Indonesia, smoking for girls is associated with rebellion against the 

construction of smoking as exclusively male/masculine behaviour, 

progress in sexual equality99 and also with ‘modernity’ and 

‘sophistication’.100

 

  

 
Figure 5-12: “It’s ‘A’ Store”, the Sampoerna clothing store101

 
 

                                                   
99 Knight, Jennifer and Chapman, Simon, "'Asian yuppies...are always looking for 
something new and different': Creating a tobacco culture among young Asians," Tobacco 
Control 13, no. ii (2004). p. ii27. 
100 ‘As women are an important possible target, we feel we should point out that female 
smoking in Indonesia evokes two contradictory perceptions. One is of modernity and 
sophistication, the other of disreputability (the bar-girl image). The latter is stronger the 
lower the socio-economic status […].That is not to say that they are not a valid target. A 
correctly positioned brand may be able to increase smoking incidence as well as win 
share’. This quote is from a research proposal submitted to PM by N. Fincher (5.02.88) 
cited in Lawrence, Sue and Collin, J., "Competing with kreteks: Transnational tobacco 
companies, globalisation, and Indonesia," Tobacco Control 13 (2004)., available at 
http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/13/suppl_2/ii96.full#ref-81. Accessed 
9.04.2010. 
101 These stores were first opened in 2003 in Surabaya and Jakarta.  
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Through the ‘A’-brand name, Sampoerna was the first company in 

Indonesia to establish cafés and smoking spaces at airports. These cafés 

and smoking places target jetsetters who crave a cigarette before lift-off 

and in transit, and who can afford the higher cost of cigarettes, drinks, etc, 

offered in these cafés.102 Two examples are the new ‘A’ café, outdoors at 

Ngurah Rai domestic airport in Denpasar and the “‘A’. Smoking Room” 

located inside the passenger waiting room at the Adisucipto International 

airport in Yogyakarta (pictured below).103

 

 Both have young female 

employees.  

 

 

Figure 5-13: ‘A. Smoking Room’ at Yogyakarta airport 
 

                                                   
102 The cost of goods in these stores is three times the cost of products on the street. For 
example, a packet of cigarettes normally costs under Rp 10 000 and a bottle of water is Rp 
2000. In these cafés, the prices get as high as Rp30 000 and Rp 20 000 respectively 
which suggests greater profit margins than the 25% tax paid by storeowners to airport 
administration. 
103 Djarum Super and Mild Seven have now followed suit. Djarum, a local brand, has 
smoking rooms at the Bali and Yogya airports. Mild Seven, a Japanese-owned brand and 
the third highest selling tobacco brand worldwide after Malboro and Camel, has a 
smoking room at the Bali international airport. 



 

  

203 

 

These business innovations by Sampoerna represent the company’s efforts 

of brand enhancement.104 Through fashion and travel, Sampoerna appeals 

to, and asserts its understanding of, middle class consumers. The 

distinctive red and white Sampoerna ‘A’ logo and characteristically 

Indonesian kretek aroma are all that is uniquely Indonesian about this 

product. ‘A’ asserts itself as Indonesian despite its international 

ownership. Business innovations such as these provide a powerful 

business model for local tobacco companies.105

 

 

Smoking and youth culture 

 

The masculinised culture of smoking is linked to conceptions of 

‘modernity’ introduced by the Dutch in the colonial era. The creation of a 

culture of smoking in Indonesia has its origins in long-standing everyday 

social practices, rituals and interactions, in particular the etiquette of 

extending hospitality to guests through the ritual of betel chewing.106

 

 

These practices have for the most part been replaced by the ritual of 

smoking, at least for males. The contemporary gendered culture of 

smoking marks a shift in the practices of gendered social relations in which 

one ritual has been replaced by another. Smoking has become yet another 

culturally constructed marker of gendered differentiation distinguishing 

between masculine and feminine behaviours. 

According to Knight and Chapman, the global tobacco industry ‘utilised six 

vehicles and themes in Asia: music, entertainment (including nightclubs, 

discos, and movies), adventure, sport (including motorsports, soccer, and 

tennis), glamour (beauty and fashion), and independence’ in their creation 

                                                   
104 http://www.swa.co.id/swamajalah/tren/details.php?cid=1&id=2189&pageNum=2. 
Accessed 11.06.09.  
105 While tobacco slogans are part and parcel of tobacco branding, different from the Apa 
Obsesi Mu? Star Mild slogan featuring the buaya darat, tobacco advertising is 
increasingly dominated by English language catch phrases or slogans. For example, in 
early 2010, the catch phrases were ‘Go Ahead’ (A-Mild), ‘Talk More Do Less: Today’s 
Spirit’ (Clas Mild), ‘Stay Cool’ (Djarum Menthol), ‘Escape the Ordinary’ (Surya Slims), 
‘One Taste One Spirit’ (Neo Mild) and ‘I’ve Got the Power’ (Djarum Black Menthol).  
106 See Reid, Anthony, "From betel-chewing to tobacco-smoking in Indonesia.," Journal 
of Asian Studies 44, no. 3 (1985). 
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of a culture of smoking among Asian youth.107 They add that, ‘[i]ntrinsic to 

all six vehicles…was the promotion of the Western ideal of what is 

beautiful, fashionable, and ‘‘cool’’’.108 The tobacco industry in Indonesia is 

no exception. The table below reproduced from the work of Nichter et al 

represents the themes employed in the strategic marketing of tobacco to all 

age and sex demographic groups in Indonesia.109

 

 

Themes related to individuals 

Table 5.1: Dominant themes in tobacco advertising 

Control of emotions/balance 

Masculinity 

Adventure/strength 

Friendship/“being social” 

Enjoyment/pleasure 

Being a modern woman 

Themes related to social values 

Tradition 

Loyalty 

Modernity/Indonesian modernity 

Globalisation 

Nationalism 

Expressing critical political views (indirectly) 

 

Since the late 1990s several studies have been conducted on youth culture 

in Asia and Indonesia in relation to tobacco, its advertising and marketing. 

In their recent study of youth smoking in Southeast Asia, Guindon, 

Georgiades & Boyle (2008) analyse the factors of susceptibility to smoking 

in Cambodia (2002), Laos and Vietnam (2003) and suggest that these 

factors are not unique to these countries.110

                                                   
107 Knight and Chapman, "Asian yuppies." p. 22. 

 Susceptibility to the behavior 

of smoking is expressed as the absence of a clear decision not to smoke. 

Aside from the usual factors increasing the likelihood of smoking – such as 

108 Ibid., p. 26. 
109 Nichter et al., "Reading culture from tobacco advertisements in Indonesia." p. 10. 
110 Guindon, G. E., Georgiades, K., and Boyle, M. H., "Susceptibility to smoking among 
Southeast Asian youth: A mulitlevel analysis," Tobacco Control 17 (2008). pp. 190-197. 
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exposure to passive smoke at home and the prevalence of smoking among 

parents, peers and teachers – their study outlined gender differences in 

youth susceptibility. They conclude that for girls, ‘billboard tobacco 

advertising increases the risk of susceptibility and classroom prevention 

decreases risk while for boys only, attendance at schools with higher 

prevalence of tobacco use increases risk of susceptibility and anti-smoking 

media messages decreases risk’.111

 

 In relation to girls, this knowledge is 

currently being exploited by the tobacco companies in Indonesia, in 

particular by Sampoerna A-Mild (2009, see below). It is one example of 

the recent shift to gender-inclusive and non-gender-specific billboard 

advertising in Indonesia.  

 
 Figure 5-14: Sampoerna’s granting permission to girls (2010) 

                                                   
111 Ibid., p. 190. 
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The sheer prevalence of billboard advertising suggests that these 

advertisements play a key role in marketing to youth. This is contrary to 

BAT’s assertion that this highly visible means of promotion ‘now belongs 

in the past’. Should we infer that countries like Indonesia are ‘the past’? In 

Indonesia, there are no restrictions on smoking billboard advertising. A 

Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GTYS) conducted in Sumatra and Java 

among junior high school youth aged 13-15 years in 2006 revealed that in 

the month prior to conducting the survey 92% had seen billboard 

advertisements for cigarettes and 82% had seen advertisements in 

magazines and newspapers.112 While these always carry warnings, the 

majority of anti-smoking messages, are embedded in cigarette 

advertisements, with the latter always appearing far more colourful, varied 

and interesting.113

 

  

Not surprisingly, given that the transition from ritual betel chewing by 

men and women to tobacco smoking as a masculine-gendered activity not 

specific to any ritual or social context was a fait accomplit by the 1950s, 

Ng, Weinehall & Ohman found that smoking for males is ‘a culturally 

internalized habit’ and a sign of masculinity.114

                                                   
112 Aditama, Tjandra J, Julianty Pradono, Khalilul Rahman, Charles W Warren, Nathan R 
Jones, Samira Asma, and Juliette Lee. Linking Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS) 
Data to the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control: The Case for Indonesia 
2008 [cited 20.10.08. Available from 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WPG-4SGD4MW-
3&_user=10&_coverDate=09%2F30%2F2008&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=browse&_s
ort=d&view=c&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=d219bb2d0be068094492
0f99821022c6. 

 For this reason, Indonesian 

male youth show a high incidence of smoking. As Ng et al note, smoking is 

intrinsic to various processes of initiation into adulthood for young males. 

For example, young boys are offered cigarettes following the circumcision 

113 There are few passive smoking advertisements on television in contrast to the many 
advertisements sponsored by tobacco companies that do not always directly advertise 
tobacco products. Any tobacco-sponsored advertisement is always topped off with the 
obligatory still image text and hurried voice-over that ‘smoking causes cancer, heart 
attack, impotency and disturbance to pregnancy and foetal development’. The warning is 
said so fast it is virtually inaudible. In billboard tobacco advertising and product 
sponsored events the content of the warning is the same. 
114 Ng, N., Weinehall, L., and Ohman, A., "'If I don't smoke, I'm not a real man': 
Indonesian teenage boys views about smoking," Health Education Research 22 (2007). p. 
796. 
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ritual, although they are not generally permitted by parents to smoke until 

they can afford to buy cigarettes themselves.115 On this point, Nichter, et al 

found that to young smokers in Yogyakarta, ‘[o]f particular importance 

was the social utility and exchange value of smoking among men’.116

 

  

Nichter et al express a pressing ‘need to take back social spaces that the 

tobacco industry has laid claim to through advertising’ and to ‘identify 

strategies to break the chains of positive association that currently support 

widespread smoking’ through knowledge of the media practices of tobacco 

companies.117 Their research focused on the smoking habits of lower class 

males aged 21-40 years. They conducted a semiotic analysis of 

advertisements which explored ‘the social and cultural reasons for 

smoking in Indonesia’ to gain insight into ‘how the tobacco industry reads, 

reproduces, and works with culture as a means of selling cigarettes’.118

 

 

Indeed, the the construction of Indonesian masculinities through smoking 

has changed: once depicted as a sign of bravery, of male ability to tame 

nature and masculine strength, male smoking has now morphed into a 

complexity of images and identities, new masculinities (and femininities). 

Surya Slims beckons young men to ‘Escape the ordinary’ (English), Clas 

Mild implore them to ‘Talk less, do more’ (English), and Star Mild assures, 

‘If there is a yearning (obsesi), there is a way (jalan)’ – all inspiring 

personal capacity for change: an engagement with change through action. 

Conceptions of masculinity in Indonesia continue to shape the 

understanding that one is not a real man if one does not smoke.119

                                                   
115 Ibid., p. 798. 

 The 

masculinities suggested in these advertisements target youth with middle 

116 Nichter et al., "Reading culture from tobacco advertisements in Indonesia." p. 9. Local 
political party representatives know the social utility and the exchange value of smoking – 
they offer cigarettes and alcohol to un(der)employed males in return for their support. 
117 Ibid., p. 4. 
118 Ibid. 
119 See also Ng, Weinehall, and Ohman, "If I don't smoke." p.798. I found that males 
judged masculinity on cigarette choice. Many Indonesian kretek brands, including 
Sampoerna and LA Lights, are ‘white’ cigarettes, popular among youth. Among smokers 
of Djarum (needle/phallus?) and Djarum Super, popular brands among ‘real’ /masculine, 
adult men, smokers of these ‘white’ brands are referred to as ‘banci’, a derogatory 
feminisation. 
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class aspirations. Amidst the plethora of competing images of Indonesian 

masculinity, the Bintang Buana brand was the most pervasive in 

Yogyakarta in early 2010.  

 

 

 

Figure 5-15: Advance-without fear120

 
 

A relatively new product of Bentoel, Bintang Buana, does not distinctly 

target a middle class youth market. Rather, it taps into the niche market 

already carved out by Bentoel through its characteristic depiction of the 

archetype of youthful Indonesian masculinity: athleticism, strength, 

fitness and determination and assumed camaraderie, whilst appealing to a 

new market of middle to lower class male youth through a cheaper tobacco 

product.  

 

With a massive youth market, tobacco companies are in constant 

competition. In the urban centres like Yogyakarta, sales and promotion are 
                                                   
120 The brand name Bintang Buana (Star of the Universe) bears a slogan reminiscent of 
the ‘Nike: Just Do It’ slogan. This brand is made by Bentoel. 
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often carried out by Sales Promotion Girls (SPG). They are employed to do 

the hard sell on the streetside, for example at night at the Ankringan Kali 

Hijau.  

 

 

 

Figure 5-16: Cigarette ‘SPG’ (sales and promotion girls) 
 

This particular group of cewek is marketing the relatively new tobacco 

product, ‘G-Spot’, a Menthol cigarette in the range of products on offer by 

the local Star Mild brand owned by the Bentoel company. 
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Figure 5-17: Star Mild Cool Menthol with G-spot 
 

The target market of menthol products such as Star Mild Cool Menthol 

and the new Djarum Black Menthol is unclear as there are no images of 

males or females in the advertisments.121

                                                   
121 Djarum Black Menthol bore the slogan ‘You’ve got the power’ in its early 2010 
campaign. 

 This non-gender specific 

marketing can be read as a strategy to expand the potential market to 

include females. Star Mild Cool Menthol does, however, specifically target 

the massive potential market of aspiring ‘sophisticated urban smokers’. On 

the pack, the G-spot is described as ‘the green spot that gives fresher and 

cooler menthol taste’, and most people explained that the G-spot in the 

advertisement referred to the green spot shown on the tip of the filter. 

Only one tertiary-educated cewek fluent in English knew of the erotic 

meaning of G-spot in English. One wonders how long it will be before the 
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erotic meaning implied here will be more widely recognised as a sexual 

reference.122

 

 

Glocalising Sampoerna  

 

The themes identified by Knight and Chapman and Nichter et al are 

cleverly employed by the international-owned and locally-produced 

tobacco brand Sampoerna. Following Phillip Morris’ acquisition of HM 

Sampoerna,123 and as a result of the Indonesian government’s failure to 

legislate against cigarette advertising and sale of cigarettes to minors, 

cigarette advertising has become more aggressive. The range of tobacco 

products has diversified and marketing techniques have intensified. This is 

evidenced in the A-Mild clothing store, the Smoking Rooms (pictured 

earlier), the Sampoerna Retail Community (SRC),124

 

 and the obvious 

targeting of male children and female youth by Sampoerna through the 

tips Bukan Basa Basi (tips that are not just small talk) campaign. 

                                                   
122 The female ‘G-spot’ is referred to in the film Quickie Express (Dimas Djayadiningrat, 
2005). 
123 Media magnate Rupert Murdoch is also a shareholder in PMI. Here we see the 
interdependence of media and tobacco industries resulting from the domination of 
ownership into the hands of few powerful transnational stakeholders.  
124 This SRC seems to have sprung up in Yogya in 2009. Following the trend in which 
cigarette companies sponsor local foodstall owners who sell cigarettes, Sampoerna has 
taken this kind of sponsorship to a new level. Sponsored foodstalls have painted their 
stalls red and white and only sell certain brands of noodles, medicines and breads. All 
shelving is painted with SRC logos, an SRC clock adorns the wall and 18+ is obtrusively 
painted in red on the white outside wall. The uniformed girls behind the counter told me 
that they sold cigarettes to people of all ages.  
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Figure 5-18: Tips Bukan Basa Basi advertisement outside a local foodstall. It is a free 
standing sign presenting some of the themes of the tips: ‘Become a rockstar’, ‘lose weight’, 

‘caught checking out someone else’s girl’ and ‘getting close to a girl’ 
 

These tips are part of Sampoerna A-Mild’s recent advertising campaign 

which targets male youth.125

 

 In naming the campaign ‘Bukan Basa-Basi’ 

Sampoerna reaffirms its position as one of Indonesia’s oldest and most 

popular tobacco companies whilst strategically constructing itself as a 

familiar friend who does not need to engage in the formalities associated 

with Javanese social convention. Sampoerna asserts itself as gaul. The tips 

Bukan Basa Basi advertising campaign was first used in 1996-97 prior to 

the fall of Suharto. At that time Reynolds found that the campaign: 

specifically rejects any lack of authenticity and, given the Indonesian 
propensity and necessity for reading between the lines due to government 
censorship, can be interpreted as a subtle challenge, or rejection of 
Soeharto’s then elite Javanese-style politics.126

 
  

In cleverly reappropriating Javanese and state gender discourses, as well 

as moral codes and conventions, the campaign presents a hybrid local 

blending of traditional and modern gendered (and sexual) subjectivities to 

youth. Further, it suggests the obliteration of class distinctions through the 

assumptions and promises implicit in its construction of consumerist 
                                                   
125 Sampoerna also markets the brand U Mild with the slogan ‘U are U’. 
126 Reynolds, "Tobacco advertising in Indonesia." p. 87. 
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youth aspirations and gendered and social identities. This is evident in the 

diversity of types of media employed in the campaign. In 2007, the 

billboard below was central to the campaign.  

 

 
 

Figure 5-19: ‘Not yet old enough to have an opinion’ (Belum tua belum boleh bicara) and 
beckons youth to ‘ask why’ (tanya kenapa) 

 

The caption belum tua belum boleh bicara – ‘not yet old enough to have 

an opinion (worth listening to)’ – is an Indonesian expression that 

privileges respect for one’s elders, particularly one’s parents; hence the two 

‘parent’ pelicans and the lone offspring. The ‘parental’ pelicans seem to 

have their feathers in their ears to block out the immature squawking of 

their offspring. As many youth have expressed in interview and FGD, ‘gak 

boleh bicara’ (we aren’t aloud to speak). They feel they cannot express 

views different to those of their parents. They feel their parents are being 

ignorant in not listening to or confiding in them and considering that they 

have little of importance to say. 

 

The speech bubble in the top right corner of the image contains the words 

‘tanya kenapa’ (ask why). The product is prompting youth to question the 

socio-political positioning of youth as ‘too young’ (belum tua), and to ‘ask 

why’ (tanya kenapa) they should defer expressing themselves to a later 
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date. This product acknowledges the association of youth with revolt.127

 

 

That the prompting of the speech bubble is in the national colours confers 

a nationalist duty (kewajiban) among the younger generation to be critical 

and assertive in resisting old ways that are no longer meaningful or useful.  

As Nichter et al suggest, ‘[b]y framing young people as relatively powerless 

and a group whose opinion is not yet respected, the tobacco industry is 

subtly inviting this age demographic to reflect on their social position’.128 

Nichter et al explore the construction of the ‘A’ Mild smokers as ‘capable of 

nuance and deep understanding’.129 They highlight the intergenerational 

conflict represented in this campaign by citing the example of the 

captivating 2007 television advertisement. The advertisement positions 

the tobacco company as being on their side against parents. In the 2007 

advertisement, a young female tour guide of 25-30 years of age talks to a 

crowd of passengers on a bus. Each time she speaks the crowd falls asleep. 

An older male guide (50 years+) replaces her, and the audience (both the 

bus passengers and the television viewers) assume his speech will be just 

as banal, perhaps even more so. To our surprise and amusement he speaks 

not with his own voice but with hers. In their analysis of this 

advertisement Nichter et al conclude ‘that the voice of one who is older and 

male is more likely to garner respect’.130

 

 While this is true, in this 

advertisement respect for the older male is gained because he does 

something unpredicatable and unusual by speaking with a female voice. It 

is therefore not the voice or even the words through which he gets the 

crowds attention but the novelty of his gender bending-humour.  

The television advertisement draws on the importance of hierarchical 

generational structures and respect for the wisdom of the parent 

generation through the oft-uttered expression ‘belum tua belum boleh 

bicara’. However, this kind of obligatory respect based on age is 

                                                   
127 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society. 
128 Nichter et al., "Reading culture from tobacco advertisements in Indonesia." p. 16. 
129 Ibid., p. 15. 
130 Ibid., p. 16. 
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considered to be no longer enough to contain the masses, let alone 

entertain and amuse the masses. The gender-bending of the older man in 

the television advertisement suggests that change is afoot – although the 

form change may take is uncertain, it is suggested that it is in the hands of 

youth.  

 

These messages encourage youth to question authority associated with the 

past, while of course being entertaining. Entertainment and novelty are 

central to both making advertising interesting and to captivating new 

audiences and consumers. This campaign draws on traditions of 

generational deference linked to the family principle. These, however, are 

no longer sufficiently captivating; they are rife with hypocrisy 

(kemunafikan) and the audience has heard it all before. In tapping into the 

pervasive view held by youth that their voices are not heard and their 

wishes are not respected by their parents, the advertisements prompt 

youth to question the logic of the relevance of traditional Indonesian 

notions of deference to elders. Youth are spurred into action. With an 

understanding of the formalities of polite utterances – basa basi –youth 

can later subvert these polite formalities in their behaviours. In other 

words, what parents and the older generation don’t know won’t hurt them. 

 

Tips Bukan Basa Basi 

 

On closer inspection of the Bukan Basa Basi campaign we find that 

beneath the inspiration to revolt, cloaked in humour and gaul 

terminology, lies a subtext of apathy, deceit and hopelessness. Although 

Sampoerna produces both packs of 16 and 12 cigarettes, only the smaller 

packs of 12, popular among groups of male children and teenagers who 

have pooled their funds, feature the tips. Despite the fact that the 16 pack 

works out cheaper than the 12-pack, the 12 pack costs less. With a new tip 

with each packet collected, children such as my nine-year-old male (non-

smoking) neighbour collect these packets as ‘a hobby’ (hobi). The text on 

the packets is in informal mild Jakarta bahasa gaul: prefixes and suffices 
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are dropped, in replaces kan, lo refers to the ‘other’, and spellings are 

altered and played with (for example, kalo, maen and pake).  

 

These tips target the new generation of working class, primary school, high 

school and university aged youth. They appear to be scribed on scrap 

paper, old cardboard, CDs and faded sandshoes, to suggest that the social 

practices referred to in the tips are relevant to youth, and that youth 

negotiation and engagement with these social practices, first requires 

knowledge of them, so that they can then be discretely circumvented. The 

tips offer new ways to face the everyday. Deception – of others, of one’s 

parents, neighbours, employer, pacar and the state – is represented as a 

cool masculine trait.  

 

 

                     
        

Figure 5-20: The ‘tips Bukan Basa Basi’ presented on A-Mild cigarette packets 
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After sorting through my collection of packets, I found that the tips were 

repeated packet after packet and that I had a collection of 17 different 

tips.131 I have categorised these into seven basic themes. These are similar 

to the dominant themes used in promoting tobacco products as in the table 

earlier by Nichter.132

 

 These themes are: cowok/cewek relations, 

Ramadhan, friendships, work, harmonious social interaction, body image, 

and social prestige. Four of the tips mention cewek. The rest are more 

gender-neutral and can be read similarly by males and females thereby 

broadening the appeal of the campaign. Some examples of the gender-

neutral tips are detailed below: 

#987 

Waktu pembantu mudik – banyakin les biar gak disuruh-suruh bersihin rumah 

(When the maid goes home for Ramadhan – take on more classes so you’re not 

told to clean the house) 

 

#867 

Disiplin kerja – kalo datang udah telat, pulang gak boleh telat 

(Work discipline – if you get to work late, you can’t go/get home late) 

 

#887 

Waktu pulang dugem – bawa handuk & botol minum biar keliatin abis lari pagi 

(When coming home from clubbing – bring a towel and water bottle so it looks 

like you’ve been on a morning run) 

 

#113 

Mutihan kulit – selalu jalan sama orang-orang yang kulitnya lebih gelap dari 

lo 

(Lighten your skin – always go out with people of darker skin than you) 

 

#243 

Rendah hati – sebisa mungkin hindari pake sepatu hak tinggi 

(Be humble/Lay low – as far as possible avoid wearing high heels) 

                                                   
131 Sampoerna promised one thousand tips. 
132 Nichter et al., "Reading culture from tobacco advertisements in Indonesia." p. 10. 
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In these tips humour is used to draw out the importance of knowledge of 

the importance of rukun or the harmonising of social interactions (‘so it 

looks like’) through conflict avoidance.133

 

 Again, the meanings embedded 

in the texts reflect a discursive interplay of notions of Indonesian social 

tradition and gaul modernity. Unlike most tobacco advertising nowadays, 

English is minimal in these tips which target lower to middle class children 

and younger youth with aspiring middle class tastes and distinctly 

Javanese sensibilities.  

Cewek are represented in the tips Bukan Basa Basi as passive, dispensable 

and easily manipulated objects of male desire. For this reason, I analyse 

these tips in greater detail. Embedded within this group of tips for cowok 

on how to relate to cewek are discourses on pacaran, sex, marriage, early 

marriage, long distance relationships, cheating (affairs) and winning a girl 

over. The image of the deceiving buaya darat resonates powerfully in the 

ambiguity, deception and superficiality of the representations of male, the 

masculine and interpersonal relations in these tips.  

 

#789 

Ngenalin cewek ke rumah – tunggu sampe lo kepikiran buat kawin ma dia. 

(Bringing a cewek home – wait until you are thinking about marrying/having sex 

with her) 

 

This tip addresses the practice of introducing one’s pacar to the family, not 

something one does if one is not fairly serious. This tip reinforces the 

inevitability of marriage. It suggests one may put oneself in a difficult 

situation in which one is pressured on both sides, by pacar and parents, to 

marry. Further, there is ambiguity in the word kawin, which may mean 

marriage, sex or both. The word nikah which only refers to marriage is 

most often used in public discourse on marriage, which in Java includes 

elements of Islamic ritual and legal contract. To clarify the use of these 

                                                   
133 Magnis-Suseno, Javanese Ethics and World-View. 
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terms, I want to point out that the first question people ask me is ‘are you 

married?’ (sudah nikah?). To ask ‘sudah kawin’ and imply or infer the 

same meaning as sudah nikah is ambiguious, impolite, too personal and 

would be considered an offensive question to both ask and to be asked 

because it may refer to sex. By using the term kawin, this tip suggests male 

youth bring their girlfriends home to meet their family if they are sure they 

want to have sex with her. It could be implying a ‘try before you buy’ 

rationale. Bringing her home will help to gain her trust and convince her 

sex is a good idea, by making it seem marriage is a possibility. What does 

she have to lose if she has sex with her future husband? Several female 

youth have told me that their ‘friends’ have had sex with their boyfriends 

as a form of pre-marital commitment to the relationship.134

 

  

In the Bentoel LA Lights billboard advertisements, kawin is also used in 

the slogan, ‘Kapan kawin? Kapan? Kapan? Enjoy Aja!’ (When are you 

getting married? When? When? Just Enjoy!). 

 

                                                   
134 This point was verified by Sony Setiawan in interview (2007). Some female youth 
consent to being filmed naked or to having sex with boyfriends as a measure of 
commitment. According to his study of youth and the use of digital technology, there has 
been a wave of digital pornography, much of which reaches the internet without their 
consent to cause embarrassment and shame. Setiawan emphasises that girls are usually 
more adversely affected than male youth when their private lives become public. See 
Setiawan, Sony A., 500+ Gelombang Video Porno Indonesia: Jangan Bugil di Depan 
Kamera (Yogyakarta: Andi, 2007).  
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Figure 5-21: Advertisement – When are you getting married? When? When? Just Enjoy! 
 

Again the meaning of kawin is ambigious. Does the advertisement ask 

young males ‘when are you planning to marry?’ or does it imply ‘when will 

you have sex?’ Clearly the employed, middle class youth in the image is 

overwhelmed and confused, possibly by the unrelenting questioning from 

his family about when he will marry. The advertisement advises to ‘enjoy 

aja’ (just enjoy), minimalising the priority of marriage, reinforcing the 

negative (class and educational) stigma of early marriage (nikah muda) 

and suggesting male youth ‘just enjoy’ their premarital sexual relations. 

Commitment is delayed as it is the individual who is the ideal object of 

capitalist consumerism, not the nuclear family. 

 

#757 

Pacaran jarak jauh – pastiin lo saling percaya ama cewek laen lo yang pasti 

disini. 

(Long distance love – make certain you have an understanding with another 

cewek who is here) 
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The highly transient student/work populations mean that couples are 

often physically split up. Many couples try to maintain their long distance 

(jarak jauh) relationships until such time as they can reunite – a 

possibility facilitated by mobile phones and the internet. I have met many 

students from other islands whose pacar have been married off while they 

are studying away in Yogyakarta. As we have seen among fathers working 

away from home and the popularity of nikah siri marriages, long distance 

relationships are often maintained while new ones are entered into, and 

without letting on to the females involved. This tip suggests a male should 

not go without the physical presence of a love interest; and that he should 

have more than one. The expression ‘both have trust in each other’ (saling 

percaya) assumes his deception of his long distance love, and another 

cewek (cewek laen) who is available where he is. It could suggest female 

complicity in two-timing and especially if the first relationship is 

obligatory.  

 

#734 

Nyari cewek – bikin penampilan lo, acak-acakan biar cewek gemes pengen 

nyurusin lo 

(Getting a cewek to dance – make it look like you can’t dance so she feels sorry for 

you and offers to teach you to dance) 

 

This tip suggests that in the context of a night out clubbing or at a concert 

cowok can pretend they don’t know how to dance in the hope that a cewek 

will feel sorry for them and try to help out. It insinuates that cewek are 

easily fooled (tertipu), but also that cowok actively try to fool them.  

 

#590 

Kepergok liatin cewek orang - senyum juga cowoknya biar gak ngiri 

(Busted checking out someone else’s cewek – smile at him too so he doesn’t 

suspect anything) 
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Similar to the billboard advertisement in which the male youth is 

identified as a buaya darat, this tip reinforces the notion that males have 

wandering eyes. When caught out, it offers a conflict avoidance strategy: 

‘smile at her boyfriend too’. This gesture prioritises the social relations 

between males in the maintenance of social cohesion and rukun. 

 

#739 

Nambah fans – selalu ngaku jomblo tiap kali kenalan 

(Getting more fans/people to like you – when you first meet people always say 

you are single) 

 

This tip asserts the gaul notion of having lots of admirers and friends – 

fans.135

 

 The gaul term jomblo (single) is used predominantly in reference 

to single males but can also be used for females. The tip suggests that when 

introduced to new people, cowok should let them know that they are 

single, regardless of whether they have a pacar or not. In this way cowok 

are open to new relationships. It suggests they present themselves as not 

committed to any particular person at any time – again the buaya darat.  

The LA Lights 2008 advertisement below draws together several of the 

themes through which male and female youth are interpellated in 

billboard advertisements. Normalised conceptions of youth romantic love 

and pacaran are expressed in gaul terms through gaul language, 

expression, humour and imagery. They construct female youth as petty, 

demanding, monotonous, jealous and possessive. The Indonesian word 

cerewet encapsulates this feminine stereotype.  

 

                                                   
135 Derived from the English word fans and meaning admirers or followers. In Indonesia, 
the media projects the illusion that anyone can be a star/celebrity.  
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Figure 5-22: Advertisement: ‘Is your pacar possessive? Just Enjoy! 
 

A feminised cockatoo personifies what is depicted as the nagging (cerewet) 

girlfriend who asks, ‘Where are you? What are you doing? Who are you 

with?’ in parrot fashion. These questions are constructed not as simple 

questions of enquiry, but as a sign of a possessive girlfriend who is 

questioning from afar, perhaps by telephone. Young males are advised to 

‘Enjoy aja’ (Just enjoy), which suggests that they do as they please when 

not in the presence of their girlfriends.  

 

Advertising is quickly diversifying as the youth product market grows and 

‘competition within the attention economy’ intensifies.136

                                                   
136 Gifford Brooke, "Sex(haustian) sells." p. 137. 

 Billboard 

advertisers appeal to the gendered and sexual desires that tie into both 

local norms and the desire for ‘modernity’ of Indonesian youth. As Connell 

pointed out, there is an incitement to sexuality rather than its repression. 

Since the levels of repression of overt sexuality are high in Javanese 

society, advertisements that encourage self-expression feed into youthful 

desires for greater self-determination that are more in line with liberal 

discourses of sexuality. Through middle class conceptions of ‘modernity’, 

for girls, there is an emphasis on femininity, leisure, whiteness, beauty, 

and the quest for romance. Representations of youthful male Indonesian 

modernity emphasise leisure, adventure and casual sexual 
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experimentation without serious commitment. Romantic love and 

marriage are implicit to both of these constructions of youthful Indonesian 

modernity, yet it seems for male youth the emphasis on marriage is 

delayed to a far greater extent. The liminal period between adolescence 

and early adulthood for male youth is represented as one of sexual 

freedom. This is nothing new. That this sexual freedom is increasingly 

being offered to female youth marks a major shift in representations of 

gender relations and of female youth.  

 

In the next chapter, I look more closely at narratives of love and the 

gendering of desire in Indonesian films. In film, we see a more elaborate 

and extended exploration of the themes deployed in advertising in the 

construction of gaul Indonesian modernity. In film, however, these 

narratives are less open ended. 
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Chapter 6 – Narratives of love in films 
 

A text might be seen as a delicate ensemble of signifying practices which 
bears witness to the indeterminacy, the polyphony, the heterogeneity of 
meaning at a specific historical moment. That heterogeneity is the evidence 
that the signified is always unstable, subject to change. It demonstrates that 
the meaning of woman, or servant, say, meanings lived out by people's 
bodies, in people's experience, is not fixed by nature, or even by culture, but 
is always a potential site of struggle, which is a struggle simultaneously for 
meanings and bodies and experience. Resistance is both a political act and a 
textual characteristic. The difficulty with which the text makes its meanings 
stick puts on display the pressure points for change; the precariousness of its 
propositions makes imaginable the possibility of alternatives.1

 
 

In the last decade, the Indonesian film industry has been experiencing a 

revitalisation or ‘resurgence’.2 Since 2004, the number of Indonesian 

feature films has continued to grow, with 36 films released in 2006.3 Ariel 

Heryanto calls this growth a ‘renaissance’ and suggests it is the result of 

concomitant factors including ‘the arrival of a new generation of 

filmmakers who are trained abroad’, ‘new digital technology’, ‘the growth 

of the middle class’, and ‘political liberalisation’ following the fall of 

Suharto.4

 

 This revitalisation is evident not only in the quality of films but 

also, more importantly, in the diversification of content and 

representations in contemporary film, across genres. Contemporary films 

explore issues that were considered sensitive during the New Order period 

such as ethnicity, homosexuality and polygamy. For these reasons, film 

provides a wonderful medium through which to draw out the dominant 

and emergent narratives shaping youth sexual and gendered subjectivities.  

In this chapter, I look at representations of youth in the genre of film 

remaja (generally teen love flicks).5

                                                   
1 Belsey, "Writing about desire." 

 Most of the films I discuss were 

2 Imanjaya, Ekky, A to Z about Indonesian Film (Bandung: DAR, 2006). p.27. Imanjaya 
refers to this as a ‘bermunculan kembali’ (a resurgence). 
3 See Kristanto, J. B., ed., Katalog Film Indonesia: 1926-2007 (Jakarta: NALAR, 2007). 
4 Renaissance in Indonesian film industry, (ABC Radio, [cited 18.02.09); available from 
http://www.abc.net.au/ra/connectasia/stories/m1705799.asx. Available at 
http://www.abc.net.au/ra/connectasia/stories/m1705799.asx. Accessed 18.02.09. 
5 In Indonesia, the Film Censorship Board (Lembaga Sensor Film) has five ratings 
classifications: SU (semua umur/all ages, sometimes referred to as U/umum for general 

http://www.abc.net.au/ra/connectasia/stories/m1705799.asx�
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released as part of the ‘revitalisation’ of the film industry and of film 

remaja and have an intended audience of teens and young adults. Many 

have not been analysed in past scholarly works. One of my intentions in 

drawing on fresh texts is to add to the body of Indonesian films open for 

discussion and critique. Such discussion facilitates a broader view of the 

scope of representations of youth, of the discourses and the socio-cultural 

narratives through which youth audiences shape their subjectivities, and 

further, they reveal the ‘pressure points for change’.6

 

  

As Belsey has claimed, ‘fiction remains the supreme location of writing 

about desire’.7 Despite the perception that Indonesians do not read much, 

the survey data collected in Yoyga among 12-18 year olds suggests that for 

female youth the third preferred spare time activity after television viewing 

(44.40%)8 and playing/having fun (bermain, 32.56%), is reading 

(28.54%).9

 

 This explains the massive, predominantly middle class oriented 

teen fiction industry, and the new genres and writers popping up on the 

shelves of airconditioned bookstores like Gramedia every day.  

                                                                                                                                           

audiences), A (anak-anak/children), BO (bimbingan orangtua/parental guidance), R 
(remaja/teen) and D - (dewasa/adult). These ratings classifications are problematic 
given that films featuring high school youth (dressed in school uniform) can be rated D 
(adult): their content deemed inappropriate for a remaja aged audience. That films of this 
genre are distributed with a D rating is incongruous in the context of lax implementation 
of ratings regulations, for example, at the point of sale or rental of these films. The genre 
of film remaja is therefore distinct from the ratings classifications mentioned above. 
6 Belsey, "Writing about desire." 
7 Ibid. 
8 The survey did not include the option of viewing Indonesian films on television or 
otherwise. Because I did not watch television while doing fieldwork, film allowed me to 
conduct the analysis in the post-fieldwork period. I chose many of the films for inclusion 
here on the recommendation of DVD vendors on the most purchased films by remaja. 
9 While girls tend to read in their spare time, boys are more likely to play sport or go to 
gaming centres. This is in line with the dominant gender discourse through which boys 
are granted greater freedom to engage in activities outside of the home. In relation to 
television, the survey showed the top six preferences for television programmes (from 
highest to lowest) were; music shows, comedy, cartoons, horror, foreign films, and sport. 
Unfortunately, the survey did not draw out youth preferences regarding Indonesian films. 
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Figure 6-1: From pop fiction to the big screen 
 

The recent proliferation of teen fiction follows years of literary censorship 

and a hunger among youth for ‘a glimpse of how young people see the 

world’.10 The enormous popularity of ‘teenlit’ in its various new subgenres 

has brought youth fiction to the attention of contemporary filmmakers 

seeking a sure bet in the film market.11 The titles Jomblo (Single), Cinta 

Pertama (First Love) and Love is Cinta (Love is Love) are just a few of the 

romantically themed novellas recently made into film.12

 

  

New technologies have increased film accessibility across socio-economic 

classes. Outdoor film screenings (layar tancep) and traveling cinemas 

                                                   
10 Sutedja-Liem, Maya, "Idealising the tomboy: Representations of the ideal teenage girl 
in Indonesian 'teenlit'," Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs 41, no. 2 (2007). p. 
154. 
11 Songlit is a new genre of teenlit in which the words of a song provide the (emotional) 
inspiration for a novella. One example is Emka, Moammar, Kuta Bali: Atas Nama Cinta 
Daur Ulang (Jakarta: Gagas Media, 2007)., inspired by the lyrics of Andre Hehanussa’s 
Kuta Bali. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5klw7www6w&feature=related. 
Accessed 10.05.09. 
12 I refer to these texts as novella since they are usually between 150 and 200 pages. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5klw7www6w&feature=related�
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(bioskop keliling), that catered to rural areas in the 1970s and 80s,13 are 

now outmoded; televisions are ubiquitous in rural Indonesia. Big budget 

national and Hollywood productions can now be seen via VCD and DVD 

purchase or rental,14 and the internet,15 and in both older, cheaper urban 

cinemas (featuring national productions) and new cinema complexes such 

as Cinema 21 in Yogyakarta.16 In Yogyakarta there is also a popular new 

entertainment concept in which films are screened in café venues to the 

north that cater to middle class youth. The largest of these is Movie Box 

café.17 Movie Box is sponsored by the British and American Tobacco (BAT) 

cigarette brand Lucky Strike, such that the décor resembles a Lucky Strike 

memorabilia museum. This is evidence of BAT’s commitment to 

diversification in advertising strategies through appealing to (global/ising) 

youth ‘lifestyles’: in this case through film/entertainment. Capitalising on 

the popularity of film among youth, venues like Movie Box cater to middle-

class ‘university and high school students and ABG’.18

 

  

As Appadurai suggests, new visual media technologies – technoscapes – 

complicate Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’ while emphasising ‘his idea of 

improvisation’.19

                                                   
13 Sen, Indonesian Cinema. p. 72. 

 This is through their blurring of the imagined boundaries 

between the ‘personal’ and ‘public’ realms, through which new 

14 While there is an array of roadside DVD rental stores, the Australian entertainment 
company Video Ezy has opened 135 stores throughout Indonesia. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Video_Ezy. Accessed 1.03.09.  
15 For example, http://www.dennyshotspot.com/. Accessed 3.02.09. On this website and 
on youtube most current films are available for preview. Like elsewhere in the world, 
films can be downloaded, sent and viewed on ipods, mp4 players and mobile phones. 
16 Formerly Studio 21. The plush cinema complex opened in 2006 in Yogya and offers a 
comprehensively Westernised cinematic experience, screening both Hollywood and 
Indonesian releases. It is located inside a shopping megaplex to the north. Regular ticket 
prices at Cinema 21 are around Rp 25 000, more than double the ticket price of older 
public cinemas. The food (popcorn, sweets and carbonated sweet drinks) of Cinema 21 
differs from the snacks of the older cinemas. At Cinema 21, the price of popcorn is 
equivalent to the price of entry. Cinema 21 was renamed in 2009 and attracts larger 
crowds than the older cinemas.  
17 Movie Box began as a DVD rental business in 2002 and has now expanded its facilities. 
18 http://stietn.ac.id/index.php?exec=newsdetail&NewsID=510. Accessed 7.03.09. After 
an initial membership fee of Rp 40 000 is paid, DVDs can be hired out or viewed in one of 
the variously priced public or private viewing lounges of the Movie Box venue. ABG (anak 
baru gede) means literally ‘child just became big’ and has various connotations depending 
on who is talking and the context. 
19 Appadurai, Modernity at Large. pp. 55-56. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Video_Ezy�
http://www.dennyshotspot.com/�
http://stietn.ac.id/index.php?exec=newsdetail&NewsID=510�
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technologies enhance the spheres of the imagination regarding the social 

and the self. This varies, of course, for different individuals. Like 

representations in literature, magazines and on television, youth 

protagonists in film remaja can be read as ‘fantasy figures’ or 

‘caricatures’.20 Nonetheless, for Indonesian youth, they ‘offer both direct 

and implicit guidance and information that may assist in making 

important choices’.21 In many films, conservative discourses and narratives 

are ambiguously portrayed as being negotiable, outmoded and no longer of 

relevance for particular urban youth. It is through the situations, conflicts 

and resolutions of the protagonists in these films that we can see where 

and when, and further speculate on why and how, filmic representations 

privilege certain discourses over others. We can then bring into question 

‘what reciprocal effects of power and knowledge they ensure’.22

 

 

The genre of ‘film remaja’ 

 

Krishna Sen has pointed out that film remaja emerged in the 1970s and 

were the dominant genre of film in 1979.23 In his analysis of Indonesian 

cinema, Heider divides the ‘sentimental’ or ‘drama’ genre into the 

categories of domestic drama (drama rumah tangga), high school drama 

(drama SMA) and youth drama (drama remaja).24 He suggests that the 

films of the sentimental/drama genres orient around Indonesian cultural 

values or ‘patterns’ that problematise the importance of the ‘individual 

versus the group’ and ‘order versus disorder’.25 For Sen, the discourses of 

film remaja polarise ‘youth versus maturity, child versus parent and 

infatuation versus true love’.26

                                                   
20 Said, Salim, Shadows on the Silver Screen: A Social History of Indonesian Film 
(Jakarta: Lontar, 1991). p. 128. 

 I take the polarities drawn out by these two 

authors as Indonesian post-colonial metanarratives, since the conflicts 

21 Nilan, "Romance magazines, television soap operas and young Indonesian women." p. 
69. 
22 Foucault, History of Sexuality. p. 102. 
23 Sen, "Film Remaja." 
24 Heider, Indonesian cinema. p. 43. 
25 Ibid., p. 29. 
26 Sen, "Film Remaja." pp. 36-37. 
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they represent remain the main points of reference in film remaja.27

 

 As the 

introductory quote from Belsey stated, ‘[t]he difficulty with which the text 

makes its meanings stick puts on display the pressure points for change’. I 

am looking at privileged filmic narratives of desire, most obvious in 

narratives of romantic ‘young love’. Whether ‘first love’ or romantic love, 

these narratives shape and inform youth conceptions and beliefs about 

love, desire, (homo)sexuality, the body and youth social interactions 

(pergaulan).  

In film, more, for example, than in song lyrics or the single advertising 

image, fictionalised representations of contemporary urban youth are 

detailed scene-by-scene. We see the before and after: that is, how 

characters develop, the situations they confront, how they deal with these 

and what outcomes they face in negotiating the outcomes of their largely 

class-based gendered choices. These outcomes are evidence that Heider’s 

recognition of the ‘pattern’ of ‘order versus disorder’ remains central to 

Indonesian film. For the most part, representations of parent-child 

relationships, where present or implied, bear significant relation to the 

narratives through which characters are developed, and to youth 

behaviours, sexualities and life trajectories. Generally, youth are 

represented as independent of parental or familial support, whether 

approving or disapproving. The focus is on youth themselves. They must 

face the consequences of their (moral) choices in the absence of reliable 

parental role models.  

 

Crumbling parental authority, the ‘single parent’ 

 

Sen noted that during the Suharto period, discourses and representations 

in film remaja were implicit in the construction of parental power.28

                                                   
27 Film remaja include films with adult rating that feature remaja-aged actors and also 
include horror films. 

 

During that 32-year period, parental power was foundational to the 

ideology of the ‘family principle’ (discussed in chapter 2) as the structural 

28 Sen, "Film Remaja." p. 38. 
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model of authority for the nation. Distinctive of many films of this era was 

the depiction of marriage as the endpoint in the linear transition from 

remaja to adulthood.29

 

 Sen’s analysis of Selamat Tinggal Masa Remaja 

(Goodbye to Adolescence, 1979) demonstrates the linear narrative of film 

remaja which:  

all present the ‘remaja’ with a certain degree of rebelliousness against the 
authority of the older generation and then discredit the rebellion and 
establish the victory of the ways of the older generation. This victory is not 
seen as the result of the social power of the older generation, but as proof of 
the correctness of their attitudes and decisions.30

 
 

The release of Catatan Si Boy (Boy’s Journal, 1987) was a milestone in the 

reframing of youth in the genre of film remaja. In the film, ‘[t]eenage life is 

not described in its contradistinction to 'normal' adult life, but in its own 

terms’.31 As Sen explains, Si Boy:32

 

  

escapes the need to define teenage as a temporary phase of life, and thus 
avoids having to accept adult perspectives and practices (such as marriage 
and family) as both correct and natural. It begins to define the distinctive 
lifestyle of the young urban men and women as a social phenomenon of 
contemporary Indonesia.33

 
 

Sen also noted the decreasing presence of parents, particularly in the later 

sequels of Catatan Si Boy in the early 1990s.34

 

 This trend has continued.  

More recently, Eric Sasono has pointed out a shift from the stereotypical 

images of the nuclear family ideology of the Suharto era film: post-New 

Order cinema explores the single parent family. Sasono identifies this shift 

                                                   
29 Filmic marriages also depicted a girl’s shift: from child property of the father to adult 
property of the husband. 
30 Sen, "Film Remaja." p. 41. 
31 Sen, Krishna "Si Boy looked at Johnny: Indonesian screen at the turn of the decade " in 
Continuum: The Australian Journal of Media & Culture, ed. John Hartley (Perth: 
Murdoch University, 1991). Available at 
http://wwwmcc.murdoch.edu.au/ReadingRoom/4.2/Sen.html. Accessed 5.01.09. 
32 There were 5 sequels of Catatan Si Boy, with one sequel released annually in the period 
1987-1991. 
33 Sen, "Si Boy looked at Johnny." 
34 Ibid. 

http://wwwmcc.murdoch.edu.au/ReadingRoom/4.2/Sen.html�
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in the constitution of the family in the films Ada Apa Dengan Cinta? 

(What’s up with Love? 2001), Eliana-Eliana (2002), Arisan (The 

Gathering, 2004) and Banyu Biru (2005) which all feature single-parent 

family interactions. As Sasono argues, the single parent family, while 

portrayed as ‘a locus of conflict’ in these films, also allows for the 

exploration of the ‘parent-child relationship’.35 For Sasono, the fact that 

there are now many representations of single parent families reflects a 

more permissive attitude to and acceptance of the social reality of more 

diverse family configurations.36

 

  

Important to this discussion are the representations of the 

(predominantly) female single parent family and two-parent family 

disharmony (as these are constructed as implicit to youth engagement in 

behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas). Brenner has pointed out: 

 

Public discussions about the erosion of morality often imply that women 
have failed to do their part in protecting the sacred values of the past from 
the onslaught of the present. The most common figure for the decline of 
morality, simultaneously seen as the primary cause for and result of that 
decline, is the breakdown of the family.37

 
 

In recent Indonesian film remaja, single parenting is an almost exclusive 

female/feminine domain. Single parents and lone guardians of children, 

though not commonly represented, are most often female. The single 

parent mother-child (usually daughter) relationship is depicted as 

resulting from the death of or abandonment by the father, not from 

divorce.38

                                                   
35 Sasono, Eric, "Anak ini punya nama: Single parent pada sinema Indonesia [This child 
has a name: The single parent in Indonesian cinema],"  (Jakarta: 2005). Blog available at 

 Depictions of the father figure and even the biological father (as 

in Pasir Berbisik, Whispering Sands, 2003), on the other hand, are 

http://ericsasono.blogspot.com/2005_05_01_archive.html. Accessed 23.02.2009. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Brenner, "On the public intimacy of the New Order." p. 23. 
38 See also Handajani, Suzie, "Penokohan perempuan dalam cerpen anak Indonesia," in 
Kompas (2006). Available at http://www2.kompas.com/kompas-
cetak/0611/13/swara/3085321.htm, Accessed 20.05.09. Of course the moral/religious 
persuasions of the sponsors of Indonesian publications influence the content of those 
publications. I have yet to see an Indonesia film depicting the process of divorce. 
Perempuan Berkalung Sorban is perhaps one exception. 

http://ericsasono.blogspot.com/2005_05_01_archive.html�
http://www2.kompas.com/kompas-cetak/0611/13/swara/3085321.htm�
http://www2.kompas.com/kompas-cetak/0611/13/swara/3085321.htm�
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overwhelmingly of the father as sexual predator. When the sex act is 

portrayed, it is with males in the active role and females in the passive 

role.39 Sex is generally represented as the fulfillment of male desire, 

‘sadism’ or ‘rape’.40

 

 The pervasiveness and sheer number of negative 

images of ‘the father figure’ reinforce the idea that parenting and 

nurturance of the next generation of Indonesians are female 

responsibilities. Again, the future of the nation depends on the modesty of 

females, and their embodied (and moral) adherence to kodrat.  

As we see repeated ad nauseam, father figures are not to be trusted alone 

with young girls. In the following, I explore the characterisation of the 

predatory father figure in a handful of recent films through stereotypical 

male roles: the cohabitating boyfriend, the om (sugar daddy), the 

businessman and the ustadz (religious teacher). Through these 

characterisations we also see their female counterparts: the unwed mother, 

the ‘kept girl/woman’ (cewek simpanan), the ‘material girl’ (cewek matre) 

and the naïve Muslim girl (cewek naïf/cewek polos). The ideology of 

bapakism and the pre-eminence of the figure of the ‘father’ as the 

authoritative voice and respected protector (at all levels of society) 

fragments on screen. In most instances, the female protagonists, and we as 

viewers, are left with a sense of powerlessness in the face of male 

exploitation and systemic male/masculine privilege. The powerlessness 

among female protagonists in these films is mediated only when the 

female protagonists have an age-appropriate ‘good man’ (cowok baik) to 

turn to after the crisis or at the end of the film. 

 

Much recent critique on Indonesian film and fiction explores emergent 

alternative characterisations of the female and femininities, and the male 

                                                   
39 I have only seen two film remaja that are exceptions to this. One in the introduction to 
the film Jomblo (Hanung Bramayanto, 2006) in which a young male imagines he is being 
seduced by a female dominatrix. The other in the film Quickie Express (Dimas 
Djayadiningrat, 2005) in which the male protagonist, Jojo, is employed as a gigolo and 
revered by the parent generation (of heterosexual tante and gay om). In Jomblo, the 
dominatrix appears in a dream, representing male youth fantasy. In Quickie Express, she 
is constructed as emasculating to the protagonist and therefore frightening. 
40 Heider, Indonesian cinema. p. 66. 
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and masculinities. I want to address the latter here in reference to the cult 

of male violence in film. Tom Boellstorff has made the point, albeit not in 

direct reference to film, that ‘[i]t is through heterosexuality that gendered 

self and nation articulate’ in Indonesia.41 He has argued that the non-

hegemonic masculinities of gay males are seen to threaten the established 

binary of the heterosexual gender order: the nation state is ‘under 

perceived threat of disintegration’.42 Boellstorff discusses the emerging 

‘political homophobia’ of the post-Suharto period, distinguishing between 

heterosexism, which privileges heteronormative sexualities, and 

homophobia, through homophobic acts of violence. He suggests that 

homophobia in the reformasi period represents a ‘new masculinist cast’ in 

which hegemonic forms of (heterosexual) masculinity in Indonesia are 

violently reified through group acts of male violence.43

 

 But what of the 

sexual politics of this ‘new masculinist cast’ in terms of symbolic violence 

perpetrated more broadly against women and the feminine? 

Marshall Clark has described the recent changes in gender representations 

as evidence of ‘the post-New Order process of gender renegotiation’.44 

Clark points out that ‘it appears that the days of a unifying, all-conquering, 

male hero à la Sukarno…are long gone.’45 Clark notes, however, a culture 

of misandry. Unsurprisingly, when taken in the context of the bigger 

picture of media representations, he concedes that misandry is not as 

pervasive as misogyny in Indonesian television advertisements.46

 

  

Rather than seeing these representations as a cult of misandry, I argue that 

depictions of males as sexual predators (buaya darat) act to reify 

                                                   
41 Boellstorff, Tom, "The emergence of political homophobia in Indonesia: Masculinity 
and national belonging," Ethnos 69, no. 4 (2004). p. 470. 
42 Ibid., p. 479. 
43 Here Boellstorff specifically refers to the fourth biennial Indonesian Gay and Lesbian 
Network (JGLI, September 1999) gathering in Solo, and the event to celebrate National 
Health Day (held in Kaliurang in November 2000), both of which were subject to 
intimidation and (threats of) physical violence. 
44 Clark, Marshall, "Men, masculinities and symbolic violence in recent Indonesian 
cinema," Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 35, no. 1 (2004). p. 118. 
45 Ibid., p., 131. 
46 Clark, "Indonesian masculinities." p. 9. 
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male/masculine dominance over female/feminine bodies through (fear of) 

sexual violence. Here I am not referring to the slapstick-type 

representations of males collaborating to cover up their violent sex crimes, 

as in Jakarta Undercover (2007), or the hen-pecked husband/father who 

wants time with his friends as in D’Bijis (2007) and Bukan Cinta Biasa 

(No Ordinary Love, 2009). I refer more broadly to the representations in 

film that reflect both the subordination of females to males in the wider 

Indonesian society, and the hypocrisy of the established socio-sexual 

practices of the parent generation.  

 

The overwhelming number of violent male representations in recent film 

comes precisely at a time when women (married and unmarried) in 

Indonesia have more choices than ever before. On the one hand then, a 

cult of misandry in film (which in my view acts to reinforce misogyny) 

creates fear and reasserts the heterosexual partnership and hence female 

domestication as a source of female empowerment.47

 

 Female 

domestication is depicted as empowering, as it is through marriage that a 

female becomes a woman, and only through marriage that she can 

legitimately become a mother. On the other hand, through the cult of 

misandry, the dark secrets hidden behind the closed doors of the 

‘harmonious’ nuclear family come to light as the normalisation and taken-

for-grantedness of male promiscuity are revealed. This beckons the 

question: if metanarratives of male supremacy are to some extent 

deconstructed in these films, what are the dominant and remnant 

narratives – what Derrida calls the trace – that remain? I now turn to the 

four coupled male-female characterisations introduced above to explore 

this question.  

In Cerita Cibinong (Cibinong Story), the third narrative in Perempuan 

Punya Cerita (Females Have Stories, all female directed, 2008), there are 

                                                   
47 Ibid. Clark points to the motivation of advertisers in constructing images of female 
areas of domestic expertise. For example, several television advertisements portray wives 
who have greater knowledge than their husbands on health matters, reinforcing the 
nurturing role of mothers as instinctive.  
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two male sexual predators: the cohabitating boyfriend and the successful 

businessman. First, the character of the cohabitating boyfriend, Mas 

Narto, gets his girlfriend Esi’s pre-pubescent daughter, Saroh, to perform 

fellatio while Esi works cleaning toilets in a dangdut club. The dancers in 

the club speak of men as ‘smelly goats’, calling Esi ‘naïve’ (naïf) for leaving 

her daughter unsupervised with a male. They ask Esi, ‘how can you be sure 

your daughter is still a virgin?’. Although Esi does not believe them, she 

rushes home to find her daughter on her knees at Mas Narto’s feet. Esi is 

devastated. Saroh tells her mother calmly, ‘I was only asked to suck Pak 

Narto’ (Aku cuma disuruh isap-isap ama Pak Narto): this was clearly not 

the first time. Esi and her daughter flee, taking refuge in the home of Cicih, 

one of Esi’s dancer friends who dreams of stardom (cewek matre).  

 

Second, enters the smooth-talking businessman, Kang Mansur, a male 

acquaintance of Cicih’s who is recently back in town. Cicih is seduced by 

Mansur’s fictional stories of business success. Mansur’s overtures towards 

Cicih are a smoke screen for his interest in Saroh (a virgin). Saroh too is 

charmed by Mansur’s promise that her youthful beauty can bring her a 

respectable career in the Jakarta entertainment industry. Cicih entices 

Saroh to run off with her and Mansur to Jakarta against Esi’s wishes. In 

the big city, Cicih’s dreams are shattered when Mansur sells Saroh to a 

broker for the Taiwanese marriage market and then turns Cicih loose. 

Finally, Cicih returns to Esi with a wedding photo of Saroh and a mature-

aged man. Poor and powerless, Esi is confronted with the reality that she 

will never see her daughter again.  

 

The subtext of this film raises several issues regarding the female single 

parent. It is unclear whether Saroh is legitimate or not. We must assume 

that Esi has never married. As a never-married parent, her morality is 

brought into question and she must forge a life on the margins. Distanced 

from family support and with little income, it is imperative that she work. 

Living together with a male other than her husband (kumpul kebo – living 

together like water buffaloes), she puts her child at risk. Social disapproval 
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of the unwed mother, who lives with her boyfriend and works in a 

nightclub, is first registered in the taunts of the male children who harass 

Saroh as she walks to and from school. They chant, ‘your mother’s a 

prostitute, her child is promiscuous’ (mama lonte, anaknya perek). This 

draws on a belief that the single parent cannot offer what the ‘harmonious’ 

two-parent family can, neither morally nor materially. The female single 

parent is destined to be inadequate because she is not married. Without a 

two-parent family, adequate supervision and provision of material needs 

and the ‘proper’ moral education that a good role model (particularly that 

of the mother) provides, a child is destined to stray or fall into 

(terjerumus) the behaviours of pergaulan bebas. She may be seduced into 

thinking she can escape the material circumstances she is born into. Saroh 

does not hold high the value of devotion (berbakti) to her mother, or the 

desire to make her mother happy (membahagiakan), as espoused by youth 

in our interview and survey responses. Flattery and the possibility of 

material acquisition lead Saroh to disrespect her mother’s wishes to her 

own detriment. She is made a victim (dikorbankan) of the phenomenon of 

single parent in Indonesia. 

 

In Cewek Matrepoli$ (Material City Girl, 2006), Kay’s om (sugar daddy, 

who we think at first is her biological father) gives her room, board and 

income in return for sex. He treats her like a possession and is incurably 

jealous. Kay, who presents herself as financially independent and morally 

superior to her friends, hides the fact that she is a ‘kept cewek’ (cewek 

simpanan) from her girlfriends and pacar. When her om’s suspicions 

regarding her extra-curricular pursuits become too much for him to bear, 

he enters the bathroom and repeatedly submerges her head in the bath 

water, expressing his ownership of her although he hates her: ‘You’re a 

prostitute by nature/you’re just a prostitute’ (dasar pelacur). He tells her 

boyfriend, Ben, a respectable young photographer and his nephew, that 

‘she is not a real woman’ (dia bukan pere benar). She cannot be a real 

woman because she is an unwed non-virgin. We know Kay abhors the 

reality that she must trade sexual favours for her om’s financial support in 
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order that she complete her university education. It is only late in the film 

that we discover that her mother is terminally ill. In this film, cewek 

simpanan, not an uncommon practice in Indonesia, is portrayed as the 

only path open to Kay because her mother is not capable of providing for 

her (the whereabouts of her father are not mentioned). Kay’s friends and 

Ben come to empathise with the choices she has made in pursuing her 

education, based on her lack of family support. The om figure, although 

violent and sexist, is portrayed as a social safety net of sorts for cewek who 

do not have family and financial support.  

 

Even male religious leaders are portrayed as potential sexual predators, 

rapists, paedophiles and murderers, albeit religious leaders with secret 

affiliation to Osama bin Laden.48 The film Mengaku Rasul 

(Acknowledging the Prophet, 2008) was released to controversy, 

particularly disapproval from the Islamic scholars of the Majelis Ulama 

Islam (MUI).49 The film is about a guru ‘sesat’ – a religious teacher who 

has lost his way.50

 

 In the beginning of the film, Guru Samir’s crimes have 

been exposed in a television news report. He has been killed by his new 

wife Rianti. Guru Samir, the Islamic teacher (ustadz) at a rural religious 

boarding school took advantage of his position as the one – as rasul 

(prophet or Messenger of God) – who can help followers to ‘enter heaven’.  

We are drawn into this context by Rianti (about 19 years old), a middle 

class girl (who does not initially wear a jilbab). She lives at home in the city 

with her reasonably well-off parents. One day she visits her pacar, Ajie, 

and opens the door the moment he is being hugged from behind by 

another cewek. Seeing this, Rianti assumes the worst, insults him and 

leaves. In the next scene, she overhears her ‘traditional’ father saying that 

                                                   
48 It is suggested in Mengaku Rasul, that the main protagonist is an Osama bin Laden 
sympathiser. He has portraits of what appear to be bin Laden in his personal chambers.  
49 This comment was made by Djamalul Abidin of the Evaluation and Socialisation 
division of the Film Censorship Board. http://arnas.web.id/berita/film-mengaku-rasul-
diprotes-mui.html. Accessed 10.03.09 - the original source of this article was Kompas 
newsmedia. 
50 This film has the rating category PG 13 (parental guidance) and is not categorised like 
most Indonesian film. 

http://arnas.web.id/berita/film-mengaku-rasul-diprotes-mui.html�
http://arnas.web.id/berita/film-mengaku-rasul-diprotes-mui.html�
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Ajie, ‘with his tattoos and earrings’ is not an appropriate jodoh for Rianti. 

Upset by her own assumptions about Ajie and the conflict with her 

parents’ values regarding an ideal marriage partner, she muses, ‘father 

only sees people from the perspective of how much money they have, it’s 

not certain that what he thinks about Ajie is true’. Of course, she too has 

misjudged Ajie. Confused, she is on the next bus to the Islamic boarding 

school (referred to in the film as padepokan) for some spiritual guidance.51

 

  

Guru Samir’s religious hypocrisy is framed as a misuse of power, the 

bastardisation of Islamic doctrine and manipulation of (ignorant) rural 

farmers. His hypocrisy is explored through his sexploitation of girls and 

women. Samir uses the power, status and authority of his religious 

position, termed ‘charisma’ (karisma) and ‘glow’ (cahaya), to procure 

sexual favours from female students. One day, on hearing a noise from 

inside a religious building, Rianti (who now wears a jilbab) sneaks a peak 

inside to see Samir and a young cewek, alone and up close. She 

immediately denies to herself what she has seen. Eventually that cewek is 

found to be pregnant and her father asks Guru Samir to ‘act responsibly’ 

(bertanggung jawab) and marry his daughter. Samir steadfastly denies his 

involvement.  

 

To prove his innocence or ‘purity’ (kesucian) regarding the pregnancy, 

Guru Samir demonstrates his paranormal healing abilities (which he 

claims are made possible by Allah). The syncretic nature of Islamic faith 

and Javanese mysticism are the vehicles through which Samir is portrayed 

as able to dupe the farmers into following him. Mysticism and asceticism 

are constructed here as trickery, thus reinscribing ‘proper’ Islam as 

scriptural, and neither syncretic nor charismatic. Samir lays down the 

challenge that his hand be cut off, to prove both his ‘purity’ regarding the 

pregnancy and his status in the lineage of rasul (although this is for many 

                                                   
51 Islamic boarding schools in Indonesia are more commonly referred to as pesantren or 
pondok pesantren. The use of the term padepokan in this film may be to distinguish this 
Islamic boarding school from the majority, as padepokan is a place of residence not 
necessarily associated with Islam. 
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a blasphemy as Muhammad was the last Muslim prophet). His hand 

appears to heal completely (on the auspicious night of the full moon), but 

not everyone is convinced he is ‘holy’. While Samir addresses his 

congregation in the boarding school mosque, local Muslim farmers torch 

the building.52

 

 Resolute, Samir does not flee and appears to burn to death. 

Believing Samir dead, farmers working the dry corn fields lament Samir’s 

death because they believe that he gave them more than the government 

did: ‘The government doesn’t care about farmers’. Miraculously, Samir 

appears in the paddy, declares himself ‘resurrected’, and thanks Allah for 

the harvest. The farmers drop to their knees in reverence.  

Throughout the film, it is Ajie (Rianti’s boyfriend) and Reihan (the son of 

one of Samir’s wives) who are suspicious of Samir. The love story in this 

film is explored through Ajie’s protectiveness of Rianti and his 

determination to get her to leave the boarding school voluntarily. Umi, one 

of Samir’s four wives, confides in Ajie and Reihan that the Guru ‘treats her 

like an animal’ (memperlakukan Umi seperti hewan), and sees women 

‘only as satisfiers of desire’ (pemuas nafsu). After Samir’s hand is severed 

and restored, and he is resurrected, Rianti is totally under his spell and 

becomes his bride. Samir conducts the marriage ceremony himself without 

the need for a witness or guardian (wali) – after all, he asks, who is 

superior to him? Before the consummation of the marriage, Umi calls on 

Rianti outside Samir’s bedroom. The women talk together. We only see 

their veiled bodies in the distance as the camera positions the gaze from 

the door to the bedroom, anticipating Rianti’s movements. Next, Rianti is 

in bed with Samir on top. He appears to be at the height of climax with his 

eyes bulging. Rianti is expressionless throughout. Samir maintains this 

posture and expression for too long, the music shifts and we become 

suspicious. On seeing a knife in his back, we realise that Rianti has taken it 

into her own hands to be the last victim of Guru Samir.  

                                                   
52  In June 2008, an Imogiri ustadz was accussed of getting one of his female followers 
pregnant outside of wedlock. Similar to the film, a group of locals burnt down part of the 
pesantren and tried to attack the accussed. In his defence, the ustadz claimed he had 
already married the young woman. See http://hariansib.com/?p=34951. Accessed 
21.05.2010. 

http://hariansib.com/?p=34951�
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This film bears several messages for Indonesian (Muslim) youth. Firstly, 

the pemuda (community) spirit is male, demonstrated in Ajie and Reihan’s 

suspicion of Samir’s misuse of power for personal ends and in their 

determination to expose him. Secondly, it is only the female with direct 

experience of abuse (Umi) in whom another female (Rianti) can believe. 

While quick to judge her boyfriend Ajie as unfaithful at the beginning of 

the film, Rianti’s own eyes and senses are not enough when dealing with 

the powerful religious Guru. It is only after Umi tells Rianti her chilling 

experience of Samir’s sexual abuses that Rianti can put the experiences she 

has witnessed at the boarding school together into a logical picture. 

Thirdly, the ‘traditional’ views of Rianti’s father, constructed as his 

superficial judgment of Ajie (based on Ajie’s appearance) as not the ideal 

jodoh for his daughter, are proven to be misguided. The normative 

perceptions of ‘ideal’ marriage partner of the parent generation are 

exposed as ideals with little relevance in contemporary society. We see the 

chasm between ideal and reality resolved in the final scene where Rianti’s 

father and Ajie sit together at Rianti’s bedside. In the end, the loyal cowok 

with piercings and tattoos is less of a threat to orthodox Islam in Indonesia 

than the charlatan Islamic leader. At least Ajie does not hide his identity 

behind a veil of lies, illusions and the sexual abuse of females.  

 

In the discussion so far we have seen that single parents are most 

commonly females, that children of single parent families are at risk, and 

that the single parent is not a common depiction. We have also seen that 

the male parent/father figure is portrayed as a sexual predator of female 

youth, reinforcing the predominance of the female single parent. In 

addition, in Mengaku Rasul, conservative parental conceptions of the ideal 

jodoh for their daughters are seen as flawed due to their emphasis on 

material concerns and family prestige. Having drawn out these 

representations, my focus now shifts away from the single parent family 

and the predatory father figure. This is because representations of family 

and parents in recent film remaja are relatively few. Where they are 
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depicted, family dysfunction is constructed as the precursor to youth 

engagement in the experimental behaviours associated with the discourse 

of pergaulan bebas.  

 

Family dysfunction and female self-reliance 

 

In many films of this genre, representation of family relations orients 

predominantly around family dysfunction. Family dysfunction is framed 

specifically as the father’s blatant infidelity and violence, and the mother’s 

lonely suffering. Youth escapism, and youth experimentation and its 

consequences are represented as being a consequence of family 

dysfunction and lack of parental attention. Similar to the representations 

of youth in the context of the single parent family, children are seen as 

victims whose futures are jeopardised by family disharmony, though they 

are not without agency. Married mothers are most often depicted in the 

home, and as conservative, silenced and deceived by their husbands. 

Fathers both in the home and outside it are portrayed as manipulative, 

deceiving philanderers. The insatiable sexual appetites of fathers 

illuminate their lack of emotional intelligence and remorse: they are 

reminiscent of buaya darat. The ‘father’ is the predator of the interior, the 

family. Being privy to a father’s infidelity either makes a cewek stronger 

and more resistant to sexual promiscuity or disillusioned by the 

impossibility of the ideal happy marriage. Most importantly, religious 

faith, heteronormative sexuality and virginity are represented as the ‘right’ 

path for cewek.  

 

In analysing the gendered representations of cewek in film, I draw on 

Curnow’s conceptualisation of alternatives to kodrat. Curnow looks at 

female historical figures and women in Indonesian literature who do not 

conform to prescriptions of kodrat for females.53

                                                   
53 Curnow, Heather, "Women on the margins: An alternative to kodrat?" (PhD Thesis, 
University of Tasmania, 2007). 

 These include the 
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legendary Calon Arang,54 selir,55 concubines, ronggeng dancers,56 sex 

workers, and lesbians.57

 

 Narratives of female ‘deviance’ in contemporary 

film draw on these Indonesian socio-historical narratives. As we have seen, 

the female single parent, material girls (cewek matre) and cewek 

simpanan represent three characterisations of contemporary youthful 

alternatives to kodrat. Living out these alternatives to kodrat is likely to 

result in negative consequences for cewek. Through analysis of the film 

Virgin (Hanny Saputra, 2005), I explore the characterisations of cewek in 

negotiating the issues of promiscuity of the biological father, the sanctity of 

virginity and youth lifestyle choices in the big city.  

‘The issue of virginity as a commodity and its significance in contemporary 

Indonesia is the major theme of the film’.58

                                                   
54 As Curnow suggests, Calon Arang as ‘a mythic figure…has become entwined with 
historical fact’. p. 32. Calon Arang is ‘a literal projection of male anxiety about 
uncontrolled female sexuality at its most destructive’. p. 23. In Java, Calon Arang is 
depicted as a widow-witch-mother and represents a projection of the power and danger of 
female sexuality. In Bali, she is represented in the character of Rangda.  

 The topic of virginity is 

explored through three gaul high school friends, Stella (cewek 

matre/perek), Biyan (cewek baik), Ketie (perek based on material need) 

and their rival, Luna (perek), who all smoke, drink and go clubbing. The 

film opens with Stella and Biyan sipping short black coffees in a trendy 

café. Here Stella sneaks her mobile phone into Biyan’s shirt to photograph 

Biyan’s breasts. Ketie joins them, saying, ‘I want to sell my virginity’, so the 

trio excitedly step outside onto the pavement to look for a man. After 

briefly surveying passersby and discussing the pros and cons of particular 

types of males (e.g. ‘artists smell’), the trio decide on an older man (om), 

representative of someone who can afford the price of a virgin. Minutes 

later, Ketie and a smiling om emerge from a steetside public toilet: she is 

Rp 10 million richer. The girls go shopping and clubbing. 

55 Curnow defines selir as ‘[m]inor / secondary consorts of the Javanese aristocracy’. p. 2. 
56 Curnow describes ronggeng or taledhek as ‘ritual dancers who were originally sacral 
figures, central to the prosperity of their towns and villages’. p. 2.  
57 Rowe’s work points out Suzanna Martha Frederika van Osch, star of Bernafas Dalam 
Lumpur and 41 others films, was a contemporary figure of uncontrollable sexual power. 
See Rowe, Emily, "HIV-AIDS, Risk, Prevention and Gender in the Changing Socio-Sexual 
Contexts of Young Urban Javanese Women " (PhD Thesis, University of Tasmania, 2009). 
Ch. 4. 
58 Harding, "Adolescent sexual and reproductive health in Indonesia".p. 57. 
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From this point on, Ketie, who is only ever depicted alone in a simple 

lower class home, is portrayed as perek. After selling her virginity, she 

turns tricks and is often left battered and bruised. Finally, she ends up 

pregnant. Her friends tell her to ‘jump up and down’ to induce abortion, 

however, this fails. Stella and Biyan are from middle to upper class families 

and share a passion for acting. We do not see Stella’s parents, but she has 

money, eats hamburgers for breakfast, has a pierced tongue and drives a 

new car. She is obsessed with becoming an actress, but unlike Biyan, her 

superficial and materialistic tendencies mean that she does not have the 

heart (or understandings) required to express true emotional sentiment: 

her auditions lack feeling and depth. After several failed auditions, Stella 

tries a new interview strategy: sex. Only later does she find out that the 

‘interview’ was filmed, and that she has, inadvertedly, become a ‘porn star’.  

 

Biyan is more contemplative, writing down her thoughts on her laptop. 

Both she and her mother know that her father is openly having an affair: 

he brings lovers home and has sex with them in the family living room. 

Biyan’s mother is only ever in her bedroom sobbing as she attempts to 

piece together her torn wedding photograph. When Biyan asks her mother 

why she stays in the marriage, her mother says, ‘The loss of my virginity is 

the loss of my womanhood’, reinforcing the notion of divorcees as used 

goods (barang bekas). Empathising with her mother’s devastation, Biyan 

writes, ‘An injured heart will never be healed’. Angry at catching her father 

in the act, she throws a rock, smashing a window on her exit from home – 

a metaphor perhaps for the broken home. She seeks refuge at the home of 

her ‘religious’ uncle,59

 

 Pamin, a warm and kindly father figure. 

Biyan’s sensitivities bring her to the attention of Merek, a male actor and 

Luna’s pacar. Although Biyan knows Merek has had sex with Luna, and 

despite Luna’s offer to share Merek with Biyan, Biyan wants ‘to win him 

with love’. At Merek’s birthday party, Biyan proudly sings Aku Perawan (I 

                                                   
59 Depicted wearing an Islamic cap (kopiah) and sarong. 
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am a Virgin).60

 

 Later, when Biyan and Merek are sitting in his car, he tries 

to kiss her as he has done with cewek before her. She refuses and he 

complains ‘our love cannot be united’. That Biyan will not compromise her 

values for him brings out his own guilt that he is not a virgin – he is 

morally inferior to her. She consoles him that this is not the case, telling 

him it is ‘love and affection’ that are important. Her comments reaffirm 

the perception that virginity is not a priority for males, only for females. 

The film climaxes when a car Stella borrowed to get the three to Merek’s 

party is stolen. Together they three must repay the debt to the car owner. 

Biyan writes that day by day Ketie is becoming more ‘rotten’ (buruk) and 

that both Stella and Ketie have sold everything including ‘their self worth’ 

(harga diri mereka). Ketie does tricks to raise money but her efforts will 

never be enough to repay the debt. Finally, Biyan concedes that she must 

sell her virginity to an om. She pleads, ‘Tonight will be a defining night for 

me. Oh God, is there another way out for me?’ The meeting is arranged. 

Biyan sheepishly goes but breaks down in the hotel room in front of the 

om, telling him the story. He empathises and gives her Rp 50 million 

without demanding sex.61

 

  

As Sen has noted, ‘those who control the production of Indonesian cinema 

[…] invest the conclusion of the films with enormous importance.’62

                                                   
60 

 

Virgin’s conclusion brings the consequences of the behaviours of these 

friends together and leaves the audience with clear messages regarding 

appropriate behaviour. Ketie decides she ‘must be responsible’ (harus 

bertanggung jawab) and keep her baby rather than attempt termination: 

‘I don’t want my child to be permanently disabled’. This comment plays on 

the common perception that abortion is usually unsuccessful, and that 

failed attempts to abort may result in damage to the foetus. Underlying the 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=maobPWhtGts.  
61 This character played by Tio Pakusadewo reinforces the power of buaya darat. Biyan’s 
only asset is her virginity. Her virginity must first be commodified, offered for sacrifice (to 
the buaya darat), and then defended (by her), before the sanctity of her virginity can be 
valued (by the buaya darat). The buaya darat is both predator and saviour. 
62 Sen, "Film Remaja." p. 38. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=maobPWhtGts�
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anti-abortion stance is the notion that abortion is a grave sin (dosa besar). 

We see Ketie sitting alone in her simple home with full pregnant belly 

supposedly content that she has taken responsibility for her actions. Stella 

is left to re-evaluate her life after witnessing that her willingness to trade 

sexual favours in the hope of stardom and success did little to affect her 

chances in the entertainment industry. Biyan, who has been documenting 

her experiences all along on her laptop, becomes a published author and 

appears on television. She gains celebrity status for her determination to 

maintain her virginity, and only she has a pacar who respects her choice to 

preserve her virginity for her husband.  

 

Sen has observed that film remaja:  

 

 always conclude with the assimilation of the teenager into the adult world, 
either through the teenage lovers getting married (which equals graduating 
into adulthood) or through the resolution of the teenagers' conflicts with their 
parent, or both.63

 
 

As Virgin demonstrates, assimilation into the ‘adult world’ has taken on 

new meanings in popular film remaja. It is no longer only achieved 

through marriage or resolution of parent-child conflict but rather through 

a transition, an exploration, which leads to an understanding of the 

hypocrisy of the adult world and the need for self-responsibility 

(bertanggung jawab) premised on self-reliance and self-efficacy.64

  

 This 

need for self-reliance is in the face of family dysfunction, lack of parental 

involvement, and patriarchal gender and social inequalities. Self-reliance 

is grounded in religious and moral values. In contemporary films of this 

genre, youth social interaction and youth negotiation of behaviours 

considered pergualan bebas are the principal themes through which the 

transition to mature modern Indonesian adulthood are explored. 

                                                   
63 Sen, "Si Boy looked at Johnny." 
64 I mention this emphasis on self-reliance as self-responsibility but want to point out that 
self-reliance (mandiri) is not referred to in discourses of remaja in films. Mandiri draws 
the individual away from the interdependence of the group and stresses individualism. 
Individualism is not prioritised in film remaja. 
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As Curnow shows in her final chapter, long-term female gender non-

conformity constructed as ‘deviance’ leads to silence, madness, illness and 

death.65

 

 For Esi, the single parent in Perempuan Punya Cerita, the loss of 

her daughter was oriented around her limited capacity to provide 

materially and morally for her daughter, Saroh, and deeply rooted in her 

status of unwed mother. In recent film remaja, socio-sexual deviance is 

not a guarantee of the outcomes Curnow explores, although unfortunate 

consequences are likely and tend to dominate. In Cewe Matrepolis, we saw 

that Kay (cewek simpanan) for whom ‘love and a boyfriend are only a 

dream’, despite her temporary ‘deviance’ (and loss of virginity), found true 

love in her first love Ben. Kay’s behaviours were constructed as necessary 

to her survival and education in acknowledgment of a sex/gender system 

whose inherent inequalities position the female body (and virginity) as a 

commodity. 

Evident now is the tendency for films that target a youth audience to be 

more diverse in their representations, assumptions and conclusions. A 

disturbing theme of these films is one in which a cewek who has sex prior 

to marriage (for pleasure or material gain), or takes drugs, foregoes her 

right to first love and is thus denied the idealised version of true love.  

 

I want to explore constructions of first love in the film Selamanya 

(Forever, Ody Harahap, 2007). This film has a simple plot and provides a 

concise depiction of how first love is constructed (and imagined) in 

Indonesia. This discourse has many suicides and unwanted pregnancies to 

answer for. In these films, middle to upper class young males as first loves 

are the only ones who can help to save the perek who experiments with sex 

and drugs. He represents desirable humanistic traits such as 

dependability, nurturance, consideration (kasih sayang) and kindness. 

Most importantly, he is committed (berkomitmen) and responsible 

(bertanggung jawab). Selamanya carries the adult rating (probably due 

to its drug references) and was promoted in television promotional 

                                                   
65 Curnow, "Women on the margins". Ch. 6. 
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advertisements as a modern film with kissing scenes. The title hints at 

idealised romantic notions of ‘first love’ (cinta pertama) as ‘forever’ 

(selamanya).  

 

The storyline starts with Aristha, a young female who lives with her female 

friend, a ‘sexy dancer’. Aristha is hooked on heroin (putaw): her life is out 

of control and meaningless. She sells heroin in clubs, and one night is 

caught in possession of the drug which is confiscated by undercover cops. 

Her dealer beats her when she approaches him for more drugs on credit. It 

was her ‘first love’, Bara, who introduced her to putaw. After he stopped 

using (a sign of his male strength), they became estranged and she fell 

further into the depths of addiction. Although Bara has another girlfriend 

and plans to marry her, when he finds out Aristha is in trouble he 

remembers the good times with her and his high school promise to love 

her selamanya. He pays off Aristha’s dealer without telling her. 

 

Aristha tries to rehabilitate herself but soon falls into old patterns. When 

the money and drugs run out, her mother dies in a car accident. Grieving, 

she smashes up the flat, is locked in her room by her flatmate and slashes 

her wrists. After being rescued by Bara and taken to hospital, she 

eventually decides she is tired of living like this and with his support goes 

to a remote farm to detox. She spends a week or so in a padded room 

writhing in pain, while he feeds her, comforts her and puts up with her 

abuse. Finally, the cold turkey ends and she is recovered (sembuh). She 

and her friends celebrate her recovery. However, she is not well, coughs up 

blood, and is diagnosed with tuberculosis. She attempts to throw herself 

off the hospital building but Bara miraculously manages to grab her hand 

and pull her to safety, saying ‘If you go I go’. They marry at an idyllic beach 

setting and then she dies. As the ‘good guy’ Bara did the right thing (was 

bertanggung jawab) in trying to help Aristha, but she could not be saved 

because she had strayed from the ‘good girl’ path. The punishment for 

putaw use for cewek is illness and death, not a life of romantic happiness 
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with her ‘first love’. As I discuss in the following section, this discourse also 

permeates films with lesbian themes. 

 

Portraying same-sex desire in film remaja 

 

Here I address a question posed to me by a self-identified soft butchi 

lesbian in Yogyakarta: ‘Why are tomboi always portrayed negatively 

(dijelekin) in film?’66 Hir question was in reference to the portrayal of 

masculine females in the Hollywood films Boys Don’t Cry (1999) and 

Monster (2003), both based on true stories, and also the Indonesian films 

Tentang Dia (About Her, 2005) and Detik Terakhir (The Final Moment, 

2006). Marginalisation, persecution and death characterise female same-

sex desire in all of these films. I want to look at the depiction of masculine 

female characters (tomboi) and lesbi (females of same-sex sexuality) to 

explore the pervasiveness of such negative images in Indonesian films. In 

particular, I look at the films Tentang Dia and Detik Terakhir, as full 

feature lesbian portrayals. I then bring the film Berbagi Swami (Husband 

Sharing, 2007) into the discussion of lesbi representations, as a film that 

offers a more positive and hopeful representation of lesbian love. I 

conclude this discussion of the heterosexualisation of tomboi and the 

predominantly negative portrayal of lesbi in Indonesian film with mention 

of the more recent release, Coklat Strowberi (Chocolate Strawberry, Ardy 

Octaviand 2007).67

 

 This film positively depicts a strong (feminine) gay 

male character who finds happiness through his uncompromising 

‘authentic’ gay subjectivity, but this subplot is subsumed by the loss of his 

first masculine (laki-laki asli) male lover to a female and to 

heterosexuality.  

                                                   
66 Kenapa tomboi selalu dijelekin di film? Question posed by a 20-year-old female 
interviewee.  
67 Chocolate Strawberry is a used as metaphor by one of the male protagonists for the 
need to maintain a surface appearance of heteronormativity/masculinity while 
acknowledging one’s femininity/homosexuality in private. It proves to be a useless 
metaphor that is not able to be lived out because it is founded on deception of others and 
of oneself.  
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In Indonesian popular culture lately, there has been a proliferation of 

images of the masculine female, for example, in sinetron (soap operas), 

advertising, music videos and fiction. Maya Sutedja-Liem has analysed 

alternative female characterisations, more specifically the ‘tomboy’ (sic) in 

‘teenlit’.68 As she states, ‘[i]n Indonesia, the tomboy is a new construct that 

I have come across for the first time in the youth fiction analysed here’.69 

Her point is that it is only recently that the tomboi identity has become 

prevalent in the ‘teenlit’ genre. While the tomboi identity may be new to 

Indonesian popular culture, female homoerotic relationships have a long 

history, and in the Javanese court context were first depicted in twelfth 

century poetry, and later in the novel Roro Mendut by Y. B. Mangunwijaya 

(1983).70 There have been several novels of female same-sex themes since 

the end of the New Order.71

 

  

Drawing on ‘tomboy’ representations in three contemporary teenlit 

novellas – Me versus High Heels (Maria Ardelia, 2004), Dealova (Dyan 

Nuranindya, 2004) and Fairish (Esti Kinasih, 2002)72 –, Sutedja-Liem 

concludes that ‘[q]ualities of the tomboy such as indifference to outward 

appearance, sportive and dynamic nature, independence and good moral 

behaviour towards boys are presented as ideal and attractive to male 

characters’.73

 

 These characterisations represent alternatives to the 

dominant representations of femininity for female youth. It seems, 

however, that even in fiction, the tomboi is heterosexualised in hir desire.  

In post-Suharto Indonesia, global/ising discourses of homosexuality, 

lesbianism and human rights are (in part) reflected in the increased 

visibility of representations of tomboi, lesbi and female same-sex 

                                                   
68 Sutedja-Liem, "Idealising the tomboi." 
69 Ibid., p. 156. 
70 Curnow, "Women on the margins". p. 160. 
71 Post-reformasi lesbian literature includes Lines (Lesbian, Ratri M 2000), Garis Tepi 
Seorang Lesbi (Lesbian on the Margins, Herlina Tiens Suhesti 2003), and Nayla (Djenar 
Maesa Ayu 2005) and the autobiography Lesbian Laki-Laki: Pengakuan Getir Kehidupan 
Seorang Butchie (Masculine Lesbian: Deojha 2006). 
72 Dealova and Fairish are fictional words with no direct Indonesia meaning. 
73 Ibid., p.167. 
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attraction in mainstream popular culture. The popularity of these 

representations is evidenced in the nine reprints of Dealova and the 

sinetron adaptation of Fairish.74 These representations are more a 

reflection of mainstream sex/gender discourse and the appeal to new 

consumer markets than of global/ising subjectivities. We see this 

demonstrated in the magazine frontcover headline, ‘Tomboi cewek are 

fantastic: she is the best type of cewek to have as a girlfriend’ (Asoy Cewek 

Tomboi: ini dia tipe cewek paling asik dipacarain).75

 

 While 

representations of tomboi may model alternative femininities and 

masculinities for female youth, positive images of tomboi are almost 

exclusively heterosexualised. Moreover, lesbi lovers either die or marry, 

and the more stereotypically masculine characters either die or end up 

alone. Representations of tomboi, lesbi and female same-sex relations are 

stereotypical and homogeneous: Tomboi and lesbi are generally doomed.  

Since 2005, there has been a handful of Indonesian films with tomboi 

themes and cameos. These include Dealova (Dian W. Sasmita 2005), 

Kamulah Satu-Satunya (You are One of Them, Hanung Bramantyo 2007), 

Jakarta Undercover (Lance, adapted to screenplay by Joko Anwar 2007) 

and Bukan Cinta Biasa (No Ordinary Love, Benni Setiawan 2009). The 

characterisations of tomboi in these films present alternatives to the 

stereotypical cewek of many film remaja. They are, however, in no way 

associated with lesbi or with same-sex preference. In these film tomboi are 

mainly represented as 16-17 years-0f-age, physically active, not interested 

in alcohol or drugs, not concerned with presenting a feminine appearance, 

and as adventurous and daring (berani). These tomboi do not orient their 

                                                   
74 Juniadi, A., 'Chick lit fiction: We know our world' (The Jakarta Post, 2005 [cited 
17.02.2009); available from 
http://old.jakartapost.com/yesterdaydetail.asp?fileid=20050710.B05.  
75 Hai, 9-15 April 2007. Another example is the ‘Hot issue: Tren Gaya 2008 ala Paris, 
Milan, London, New York and Tokyo’ fashion advertising of magazines such as Gadis 
(issue 4-10 Jan 2008). Each of these European fashion capitals is characterised with a 
unique fashion style for 2008. Paris has the ‘cross-over chic’ for those who are ‘bored with 
the feminine look and want to show their chic-ness with an androgynous look’ facilitated 
through the purchase of Christian Dior and Yves Saint Laurant. Paris is also the place 
where female ‘masculinity’ was in vogue in 2008. As this advertisement for the masculine 
look stresses, ‘to dress up in masculine style ‘does not mean no makeup, you know!’ and 
emphasises tips for eye and lip makeup.  
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lives around finding a pacar. Despite this, potential pacar are always 

overbearingly present and always male. It is this tension, between their 

being desired by males and their lack of desire, and their inevitable 

intitiation into femininity, for example through the ritual of a ‘makeover’, 

as in the film Dealova, that sustains such plots.  

 

In contrast to depictions of tomboi, characterisations of lesbi are of cewek 

in their early to mid twenties, as in the films Tentang Dia (About Her), 

Detik Terakhir (The Final Moment), Jakarta Undercover and Berbagi 

Swami (Husband Sharing). Females of same-sex desire, especially those 

depicted as more masculine, are stereotypically presented as being from a 

broken home, as having no female/mother role model during childhood, or 

as having fathers who are physically abusive. Lesbi are portrayed as 

destined to be either alone (without love), or worse, dead. Similar 

representations are found in films that feature female protagonists who 

have been involved with sex work or illicit drug use.76

 

 In film more than 

fiction, female same-sex relationships are most often depicted as not 

having the same potential for an enduring sexual, companionate, 

love/emotional relationship as heterosexual relationships. The film 

Berbagi Swami offers an alternative reading of female same-sex desire in 

Indonesian film: one in which the potential for female-same sex love (and 

parenting) is real and does not stress dichotomous masculine/feminine 

roles in same-sex relationships. 

It is well established that an historical tradition of female homosexuality 

throughout the Indonesian archipelago exists.77

                                                   
76 It is disturbing that there is often a subtext of suicide and accidental death in films 
which depict girls who stray from the good girl path. In the thriller, Fiksi (Fiction, written 
by Joko Anwar, 2008), the female protagonist lunges from a high rise after committing 
several murders. 

 Five years after Boellstorff 

made the comment that ‘many ordinary Indonesians do not know what 

77 See Gayatri, B. J. D, "Indonesian lesbians writing their own script: Issues of feminism 
and sexuality," in Amazon to Zami: Towards a Global Lesbian Feminism. New York, ed. 
M. Reinfelder (Cassell Press, 1996). Also see the works of Blackwood, Wieringa and 
Murray in Blackwood and Wieringa, eds., Female Desires: Same-Sex Relations and 
Transgender Practices Across Cultures.  
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gay and lesbi mean’,78

 

 both terms were widely accepted. For instance, in 

2007, I overheard my landlady’s son (7 years of age) and my neighbour’s 

son (9 years) discussing the terms gay and lesbi and defining them as 

same-sex pacaran. The more recent lesbi (lesbian) same-sex subjectivities 

and identities, (re)appropriated from the West since the 1980s, are often 

negatively represented in association with the discourse of pergaulan 

bebas premised on the heteronormative imperative. The link between 

homosexuality and pergaulan bebas is a tenuous one, held together and 

powerfully reinforced in film, more than in any other medium, through the 

discourse of broken home. 

Among youth themselves, two perspectives emerge on whether or not 

lesbianism and female same-sex relationships and homosexuality more 

broadly are implied in the behaviours of pergaulan bebas.79 From one 

perspective, lesbi is included under the umbrella of behaviours described 

as behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas. For that reason, female 

same-sex practices and identities are seen as not in accordance with 

heteronormative sexuality and are therefore not in accordance with the 

heteronormative imperative implicit in social norms. In this view, there is 

also the distressingly common perception of pathology – i.e. such people 

are sakit (sick).80 As the former Minister for Women’s Affairs (1994), Mien 

Sugandhi, put it: ‘lesbians have forgotten their fundamental duties to be 

mothers’.81

                                                   
78 Boellstorff, Tom, "Gay and lesbi subjectivities: National belonging and the new 
Indonesia " in Women in Indonesia: Gender, Equity and Development, ed. K. Robinson 
and S. Bessell (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2002). p. 94. 

 From another perspective, female same-sex relations are not 

associated with the discourse of pergaulan bebas because they are not 

within the realm of heteronormativity and for this reason are not expected 

to conform to the heteronormative imperative. This is because virginity in 

the heteronormative sense is not jeopardised, and pregnancy is not a risk.  

79 I make this generalisation based on hundreds of interviews and conversations. 
80 On presentation of my previous research on lesbi in Yogyakarta at UIN, butch lesbi 
were perceived as being different from heterosexually oriented females. They were 
thought to have been born without a uterus. 
81 Quoted in Gayatri, "Indonesian lesbians writing their own script." p. 86. This quote was 
taken from a newspaper article in Suara Karya, June 6 1994. 
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I want to acknowledge that many of my informants did not view being gay, 

lesbi, or transgender as pergaulan bebas because they perceived sexuality 

as an ‘orientation’ (orientasi) or ‘inclination’ (kecenderungan), albeit one 

in which individuals will feel enormous pressure to conform to the 

heteronormative model.82 The masculinity of tomboi and butch lesbians is 

often viewed as an outer manifestation of a gendered soul (jiwa) by 

tomboi, lesbi and others.83 This gendered soul is linked to anugerah (a gift 

from God), an event that occurs at the time of conception in which God 

gives life. The tomboi or butchi, as stereotypically conceived of, represents 

as masculine, because indeed s/he has a male soul (jiwa laki-laki).84

 

 For 

this reason, masculine gendered females of same-sex orientation are often 

seen as true lesbians (lesbi sejati) in the lesbian community and 

considered less likely to shift in their sexual orientation (orientasi seksual) 

and desire for a feminine lover. Many lesbi perceive that their sexual 

orientation is the will of God. According to this rationale, if gendered and 

sexual subjectivity were not the will of god, then same-sex desire would not 

be a possibility in the first place. This is not the construction of same-sex 

desire we see represented in film.  

In both fiction and film, representations of lesbi overwhelmingly proffer 

negative stereotypes not of the characters themselves, their traits, 

personalities or even their masculinities but of the outcomes they face as a 

result of their past in pursuing their homosexual desires. Similar to the 

Mahabharata heroines, Srikandi and Chandra Kirana, fictional butch lesbi 

characters are depicted as strong, independent, protective, and heroic. In 

the films Tentang Dia and Detik Terakhir, this female-bodied masculine 

                                                   
82 Many of the male respondents who identified as gay expressed a desire to marry a 
woman to fullil their parents’ desire for grandchildren. They suggested that heterosexual 
marriage would not prevent them from having extra marital same-sex relations. Among 
the females I interviewed who were in same-sex relationships, only those who considered 
themselves femme or bisexual expressed a desire to marry, and for similar reasons. 
83 On the cover of Deojha’s autobiography are the words ‘I was indeed predestined to be 
born a female, but I possess the soul of a male who will always love females’.  
84 See Boellstorff, A Coincidence of Desires. p. 88. Boellstorff also notes the perception of 
a waria interviewee who suggested she had ‘the soul of a woman since birth’.  
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gendered subjectivity is constructed as the result of exposure in childhood 

to abuse of the mother (violence and/or infidelity) or younger sibling by 

the father. In film, in stark contrast to notions of a God-given gendered 

soul, lesbi subjectivity is constructed in rejection of the buaya darat. 

 

Tentang Dia 

 

Gadis (maiden), a 17 year old university student with her own car, has 

recently suffered the loss of her boyfriend to her best girlfriend. One day 

while driving, she hits a young female, Rudi.85 With negligible injury, Rudi 

accepts a lift home and a friendship develops between the two.86

 

 Rudi is a 

risk taker, who, as a child, witnessed her father hit her younger sister with 

such force that her sister died. Horrified, Rudi ran away from home and 

now works nights in a roadside warung. Attracted by their differences, 

Rudi and Gadis get piercings, and spend time together doing the kinds of 

things a middle class girl like Gadis is not used to doing, like skipping 

lectures, hanging out on the top of high buildings and dancing to buskers 

at roadside warung.  

Gadis’ life changes under the negative influence of a lesbian. Rudi 

encourages Gadis to purge her memories of her ex-boyfriend by throwing 

her memorabilia on a fire saying there is no use hanging on to the past. 

Gadis no longer contacts her male friend, Randu, who has unrequited 

feelings for her. Randu visits her house when she is not home and reads 

her diary, thus getting an insight into her feelings about Rudi, who he 

assumes is male. When Randu later confronts Gadis, she tells him to mind 

his own business. Her secrecy reveals the conflict and shame she is feeling 

over her attraction to another female. At one stage she asks Rudi, ‘You 

consider me more than a friend don’t you? Rudi denies that she does. 

 

                                                   
85 In Indonesian film, accidents are a typical way for protagonists to be introduced into 
the storyline and to become acquainted.  
86 The gender distinctions are made clear in the names of these characters. The names 
Rudi and Gadis are common male and female names.  



 

  

256 

 

One day, Gadis is stopped by a friend who asks her why she isn’t going to 

uni. She refuses to answer and Rudi appears and fiercly punches the friend 

to the ground. Upset and angry with Rudi, Gadis says, ‘You act as though 

you are my pacar’.87

 

 They talk to each other from opposite sides of the 

road (a metaphor for their many irreconcilable differences), through the 

traffic. We hear Rudi say that she cares about (sayang) Gadis. She says, 

‘My problem is that I am not a boy’. Beyond this, Gadis cannot hear much 

of Rudi’s confession and we can’t either, but we know that she is revealing 

the ‘truth’ about her feelings for Gadis and her sexuality.  

Rudi is hit by a car and dies. Later, Gadis goes to the warung where Rudi 

worked and is given Rudi’s diary. We are supposed to assume from this 

that in her fondness for Gadis, Rudi was seeking a substitute sister. Soon 

after, Gadis senses Rudi when driving through central Jakarta. She gets 

out of the car and can now hear what Rudi had shouted across the traffic. 

Rudi confessed she was ‘sick’ (sakit), that she had a ‘sickness’ (penyakit) 

and that she thought she would be ‘better off dead’. Later that night, 

Randu visits Gadis who sobs, ‘Everyone I love leaves me’. He responds, ‘I 

promise I will never leave you’. He and Gadis stand in the rain and finally 

embrace (hetero-happiness). Alone, Gadis, climbs to the top of the 

building that she and Rudi often visited and in a symbolic gesture throws 

away the pain and helplessness of her former betrayal in the form of 

dozens of paper planes.  

 

Class difference is established from the outset as a source of attraction but 

one that will lead inevitably to regret since class differences and taste 

preferences will eventually overwhelm the relationship. Class difference is 

the rationale for the impossibility for the fruition of the love between Gadis 

and Rudi or between any Indonesian couple for that matter. Rudi’s past 

family history is constructed as the antecedent factor in her same-sex 

attraction. She has experienced her father’s violence in the home and does 

                                                   
87 This hints at the violence and aggression implicit in constructions of masculinity, and of 
the ways to deal with jealousy in love matters.  
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not accept males as the object of her desire. The violence she has 

experienced and the fact that she ran away from a dysfunctional home 

mean that she too has a tendency to erratic violent behavior. In meeting 

Rudi, Gadis has learnt that she can trust/love again.  

 

Detik Terakhir  

 

Detik Terakhir (The Final Moment), set in Jakarta, presents Regi’s 

reflections on her life from a rehabilitation centre. She remembers her 

childhood in a lavish home: her father is a philandering businessman who 

abuses his wife and is dismissive of his only daughter. As a child, she is 

aware of her father’s violent outbursts and confused by her parents’ 

reconciliations. This introduction sets the scene for Regi’s same-sex 

attraction and her seduction into a seedy world of cheap hotel rooms, drug 

use and depravity: her downward spiral hastened by her mother’s 

hospitalisation at the hand of her father. When Regi asks her mother how 

she feels, her mother implies that her husband’s behaviour is acceptable 

and that there is no use complaining. After years witnessing the abuse, 

Regi understands her mother has made a choice, or rather that a wife has 

little choice if she values her reputation, social standing and impressive 

material circumstances.  

 

At a club one night, Regi is introduced to cocaine and becomes hooked. 

She then meets Rajib, a drug dealer, and his bisexual girlfriend, Vela. 

Regi’s appetite for escape is voracious and she quickly moves onto heroin. 

Vela has her own issues of abuse. One night, she is locked in a hotel room 

by two thugs and raped by a middle-aged man waiting inside. Meanwhile, 

Regi hits up alone in her family home. Butterflies dance around her. Her 

mother finds her with a needle in her arm and shouts ‘narkoba’, the 

generic term for illicit drugs (that creates fear in the minds of 

Indonesians). Moments later Regi is dragged out screaming by two men in 

white coats and taken to an up-market detox clinic. The formalities and 
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rules of the clinic wear her down and she sneaks out with other rogue 

patients to smoke pot at any opportunity.  

 

Missing Vela, she escapes to find Vela ‘hanging out’. Vela pleads with Regi 

to help. Regi questions her about how she paid for her last hit. Vela ‘sold 

herself’ (jual diri) to buy drugs. In empathy Regi pawns her watch to buy 

some heroine but because Vela has already taken some pills, she overdoses 

and is hospitalised. Regi’s parents come and take her back to rehab. Vela is 

moved to a home for the mentally ill (panti sosial) where the patients are 

depicted as crazy (orang gila). She is surrounded by psychiatric patients in 

underpants spinning in circles, and people screaming at imaginary figures. 

The other women repeatedly humiliate her by submerging her in bath 

water.  

 

Rajib visits Regi to tell her that Vela is in the panti sosial. Knowing what 

Vela faces there she breaks into the panti sosial to help Vela escape. The 

two are discovered by other women, subjected to the bath water treatment, 

called ‘lesbians’ and almost drowned. They break out, living in cheap 

motels with no money and finally decide to traffic drugs to Singapore. 

Their plot is foiled and Vela self-mutilates to ease her pain. It is at this low 

point that she and Regi explore their mutual attraction. When Regi 

undresses, we see that she has bound breasts in her performance of 

masculinity. This upper-middle class masculine female is streetwise and 

steals car mirrors to support herself and Vela. Vela is using again, getting 

the drugs through sex work (jual diri). She tells Regi she has AIDS and 

while Regi is out, she fatally cuts herself. Regi takes revenge on Vela’s 

rapist, is bashed and thrown in the street. Her father and a woman (not 

her mother) pick her off the bitumen and return her to rehab. In the end, 

Regi’s father, in his black Mercedes, is at once her protective saviour (a 

good man) and her philandering tormentor (buaya darat). Regi’s 

downward spiral and the ghastly outcome are cast as the consequence of 

family disharmony. Family disharmony, especially the conflicts in the 

marriage such as a mother’s lonely suffering and submission, and a 
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father’s unrepenting and blatant sexual promiscuity, is seen to lead to 

gender dyphoria. Resistance to femininised gender is portrayed as the 

issue central to the gender identity of tomboi and lesbi. In such scenarios, 

the feminine traits of mother present weak images of woman – she is in 

pain, powerless, and confined to the home.  

 

In both Tentang Dia and Detik Terakhir, masculine female same-sex 

subjectivity is constructed as a subconscious refusal to subject oneself as 

feminine: a subconscious refusal to reject subjectivisation to the structural 

subordination of the feminine and the dominant roles of women as wives 

and mothers in a patriarchal society. Feminine same-sex subjectivity is 

constructed similarly, however, it is temporary. She can be of a masculine 

gender and desire, but cannot be male. In Vela’s case, similar to that of the 

character of Aristha in Selamanya, death is the outcome for female drug 

use. Juxtaposing Regi’s choices against those of her mother, it seems 

females must tolerate male violence and deceit in order to maintain their 

social standing and economic support. To rebel against the violence of 

heteronormativity and male privilege, for Regi, is to risk living a solitary 

and impoverished existence and to have no level of belonging, and for Rudi 

means death. As Ben Murtagh reminds us, it is important to bear in mind 

that ‘while recent years have seen an interest in gay and lesbi subjectivities 

on the part of the Indonesian film industry, this is a decidedly new 

phenomenon, and its limitations must be recognized’.88

 

 

Berbagi Swami 

 

Indeed these limitations were tested with the release of the film Berbagi 

Swami (Husband Sharing, Nia Dinata 2006)89

                                                   
88 Murtagh, Ben, "Istana Kecantikan: The first Indonesian gay movie," South East Asia 
Research 14, no. 2 (2006). pp. 216-217. 

 which offers a radically 

different take on female same-sex attraction and gendered subjectivity. 

Although not a film remaja per se, it drew a wide audience in tackling the 

controversial practice of polygyny in Indonesia through the intertwined 

89 This is the author’s translation. 
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narratives of ‘three women of different social class, economic means and 

ethnicity’.90 The film is about the practice of polygyny entered into through 

Islamic marriage (nikah siri) not sanctioned in state law and without the 

consent of the first wife.91

 

 The second story is set in Jakarta in the home of 

a polygynous Muslim man of ordinary means, Pak Lik, who had two wives 

and who seems very content. His wives are both pregnant and have several 

children between them. One day, he brings home a young woman, Siti, 

who aspires to go to beauty school and needs accommodation. 

Immediately, we wonder if Pak Lik has taken advantage of the allure of the 

dream that city life will enable young Siti to realise her career goals. 

Indeed, the wives, pregnant and housebound, share this pessimism.  

The patriarch, Pak Lik, has his own bedroom, and his wives and children 

share another room. Each night, he calls on the wife he wishes to join him 

and she is obliged to go to his bed. After some time getting acquainted, 

childminding and helping out in the house, the wives propose that Siti 

become their co-wife. She is shocked and does not really want to but goes 

along with it for several reasons: her plan for her future study and the fact 

that as yet she has no other means of support. As Nurvia also suggests, in 

her time in the household an intimate sense of shared responsibility has 

developed between the women, reminiscent of ‘the story of Kings and 

concubines of the Javanese pre-Islamic era’,92

                                                   
90 Taken from the review on the jacket of the DVD. 

 who were subservient to 

their husbands, but also developed sexual and emotional relationships 

among themselves. Siti has no intention, however, of becoming eternally 

pregnant like the other wives. She is prepared for her first sexual 

encounter with her new husband by the two other wives but is reticent and 

non-active. Later, she is invited to join in a threesome with her husband 

91 For a more comprehensive analysis of the complexities of this film see Kurnia, Novi, 
"Berbagi Swami (Love for Share): The discourse of polygamy in a recent Indonesian film," 
Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific 19 (2009). 
92 Ibid. paragraph 48.  
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and one of the wives (Dwi), who later expresses ‘feelings of affection’ (rasa 

sayang) for Siti.93

 

  

Siti feels the same way and the two women develop a relationship of 

warmth and sensuality, finding intimate space in the bathroom when no-

one is around. Like the shadow puppet play (wayang), we see their 

silhouettes meet through a screen door. Soon, Pak Lik returns from 

assignment in post-Tsunami Aceh with a fourth jilbab-wearing wife. He 

has rescued her and she is returning the favour by marrying him. Siti and 

Dwi realise their positions as merely wives in a household that is 

constantly being reconfigured according to the sexual desires of Pak Lik 

(and disguised as philanthropic and in line with Islamic law on 

polygamous marriage). One morning, the two women take Dwi’s children 

and run away together. Although we don’t know where they will go, or how 

they will support themselves, it has been suggested to me by a self-

identified lesbi that ‘it is easy for two women’ to live together.  

 

In contrast to the depictions of the vilification of tomboi, lesbi and same-

sex relations in film, Berbagi Swami provides an important model for the 

possibility of female same-sex relationships. Although same-sex attraction 

is constructed in this film as in reaction to the relative lack of power and 

control of women in polygamous marriage, it importantly establishes 

female same-sex attraction as not predicated on sexual desire but rather 

on the desire for intimacy, monogamy and sexual agency. Further, the 

characters of Siti and Dwi are not stereotypically depicted as fitting the 

masculine/feminine (butch/femme) gender dichotomy.  

 

 

 

                                                   
93 This is the first time I have seen a threesome represented in Indonesian film. It is 
depicted as a means to ease the uncomfortable Siti into sexual relations with Pak Lik. The 
measure backfires and the two women find greater pleasure together, though this is a 
pleasure Pak Lik can also voyeuristically enjoy at the time.  
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Coklat Strowberi 

 

I want to conclude this chapter with a comment on the film Coklat 

Strowberi (2007) which Ben Murtagh has described as ‘a milestone in the 

history of gay cinematic representations in Indonesia’.94 Briefly, the film is 

about a secretly gay student couple who move in with two female students. 

In time the more masculine (and more ashamed to be gay) of the two 

(Nesta) falls for the more attractive of the two female housemates (Key). 

While Coklat Strowberi does not cover lesbian themes, it emphasises a 

powerful ‘authentic’ feminine gay male subjectivity, in the character of 

Aldi. The notion of an authentic gay subjectivity is ‘a product and legacy of 

the colonial encounter’.95

 

 It is a subjectivity that is formed simultaneously 

to, yet in distinct opposition to, an ‘authentic’ heterosexual subjectivity. 

Authentic in his same-sex preference and feminine gender, Aldi is able to 

ward off unwanted advances by attractive females, face the ultimate 

rejection of a boyfriend who ‘turns’, and finally ends up smiling with a cute 

guy on his arm at the end of the film. It is the emphasis on the notion of a 

powerful gay authenticity that sets this film apart from films depicting 

lesbi or tomboi. Where masculine lesbi are depicted, as we have seen in the 

films Tentang Dia and Detik Terakhir, the authenticity of female-bodied 

masculinity, female same sex attraction and lesbian subjectivity is 

constructed as predicated on psychological disturbance caused by 

childhood trauma in the family. There is no authenticity to be found in 

silence, shame, guilt and isolation. Part of the construction of ‘authenticity’ 

in Coklat Strowberi is the confession process of ‘coming out’ to oneself 

and then to others.  

In Coklat Strowberi the notion of (feminine male) homosexual 

authenticity is demonstrated in the character of Aldi. At dinner with his 

parents, Aldi’s father asks if Aldi has signed up for the campus soccer 

team. Aldi makes it clear that it has only ever been his father’s wish that he 

                                                   
94 Murtagh, Ben, "Chocolate Strawberry: An Indonesian film breaks new ground on the 
subject of teen sexuality," Inside Indonesia 93 (2008). 
95 Boellstorff, "The gay archipelago". p. 15. 
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play soccer, never his own. Aldi’s father suggests ‘Sport is good for the 

development of your soul’. Aldi immediately takes offense, drops his 

cutlery, and asserts:  

 
My soul is just fine! Or is it that you are embarrassed? I must be the kind 
of man you think I should be. You always try to force me to be what you 
want me to be. I have had enough of being told how to be. You must 
accept me as I am (menerima aku yang sebenarnya).  

 

The father tries to calm the situation saying, ‘You are still young. Your soul 

is still unstable (labil). As your parent, it is right that I direct 

(mengarahkan) you’. Frustrated at his fathers need for control, Aldi asks 

‘What else will you try to direct? Now father you must face the reality’, he 

pauses, ‘that I’, he pauses again, ‘I…am gay’.96

 

 Coklat Strowberi offers an 

important example of how to confront the taboo of homosexuality in 

Indonesia by expressing one’s authentic self, by ‘coming out’. While this is 

an important step, it avoids the more pragmatic issues of the material 

consequences of such choices for young people.  

New millennium film remaja differ from those of the Suharto period in 

their representations, though several familiar themes persist. For example, 

the theme of the perils and evils of the big city (usually Jakarta) that 

framed many of the films of the New Order period is an enduring one. 

What was depicted as the arduous and frightening transition from the 

rural village (desa) to the city (kota) in such films as Bernafas Dalam 

Lumpur (Panting in the Mud, 1970) and Akibat Terlalu Bebas (The 

Consequence of Being too Free, 1987), however, is a transition to 

                                                   
96 The music becomes highly dramatic at this point and it appears his father is struck by 
heart failure for which his wife offers him asthma medication. Consoling her husband, she 
insensitively asks Aldi, ‘You are joking aren’t you?’ Aldi’s is dismayed at the audacity of 
her question. In the next scene, on the front doorstep, Aldi’s mother tells him to ‘Take 
back all that you said earlier and return to the “normal” Aldi’. His father, who cannot say 
goodbye, has his gaze fixed on Aldi who is left with tears streaming down his face as their 
car pulls away. We know it is not Aldi who must change but his parents if they want to see 
him again. This film importantly claims that an educated male from a stable harmonious 
family can be gay: he is, he said so.The next morning, Aldi tells Nesta he has told his 
parents, and declares that, ‘From this point I won’t pretend any more. I won’t be silenced 
again about our relationship, I’m tired of it’. Nesta asks ‘So do you now want to hold 
hands at the mall or on campus?’ In response Aldi asks, ‘And what is wrong with that?’ 
Nesta responds ‘Where do you think you are? 
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modernity that is now complete. Film remaja are now set in a middle class 

urban context with little hint of rural (or urban) village life.97

 

 Moreover, 

the city dominates as the site where youth negotiate social, moral and 

lifestyle choices.  

Most of these films (especially those that represent middle class high 

school and university students) construct the metropolis of Jakarta as 

‘modern’, lavish and excessive, where cappuccinoes, ice creams, shopping 

malls, cafés, nightclubs, modeling agencies, mixed kos, mini skirts, bahasa 

gaul, and European cars are representative of a ‘modern’ lifestyle. The city 

is depicted as the site of pergaulan bebas, that is, where social interactions 

(pergaulan) are likely to be more liberal (bebas), and where youth are not 

often supervised by parents or relatives (kurang diperhatikan). In these 

films, the city is constructed as the place where youth engage in alcohol, 

drugs, and sexual experimentation with the support of homosocial 

networks of friends. For the most part, the spectacular aspects of 

contemporary youth culture are explored. The conflict with normatively 

constructed, conservative social morés in these films is narrowly 

represented and it is only through the outcomes for protagonists that 

culturally idealised notions of ‘correct’ (moral/sexual) conduct are 

revealed.  

 

The themes repeated in film portrayals reinforce the ‘risk’ of engagement 

(menjerumus) in the behaviours of pergaulan bebas, constructed in 

public, religious and cinematic discourse as resulting from family 

breakdown, parental disharmony and lack of parental attention and 

guidance. According to this discourse, the family is constructed as the 

locus of Indonesian cultural ‘tradition’. The family is the principle fortress 

or benteng against the undesirable influence and effect of a globalising 

Western culture. The dysfunctional family (broken home) is the antithesis 

to the harmonious family (keluarga harmonis). In contrast to the 

                                                   
97 There are exceptions to this general observation. For example, the films Kamulah Satu-
Satunya (You are One of Them, 2007) and Mengaku Rasul (Acknowledge the Prophet, 
2008) are both set predominantly in rural locations. 
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harmonious family, it is seen as vulnerable and penetrable. Through 

representations of chaotic family interactions, fractured, superficial 

relationships and secrecy, the happy nuclear family, as the model of the 

nation, is imagined and idealised through its elusiveness. This is seen most 

often in the resolutions of the conflicts that constitute the concluding 

moments of films. Too uneventful (biasa) to be depicted as the subject of a 

film, the ideal of the harmonious family is constructed through depiction 

of its ‘other’ – the ‘broken home’. Through the discursive construction of 

broken home, children and youth are seen and learn to see themselves as 

victims (korban). However, they are not victims without agency, for they 

are also constructed as responsible (bertanggung jawab) for the 

consequences of their actions.98

 

  

As we have seen, family dysfunction, abuse and violence are depicted as 

likely to result in girls making unwise choices that compromise their 

femininity and lead to lesbianism, prostitution and drug addiction. It is 

depicted that girls who deviate from the ‘good girl’ path do so because they 

have had traumatic family experiences, and for this reason they are 

destined to suffer. Good girls do not choose such behaviours but are forced 

into them by circumstance. When it comes to questions of who is 

responsible for the choices girls make, mothers and the family, not the 

state, religion or the consumer market, are responsible. The family is at 

once a microcosm of the wider society while separated and held 

accountable for forces operating beyond it.  

 

Narratives of love and virginity are embedded in a cultural subtext that 

starkly draws the boundaries between normative behaviours and 

subjectivities and those considered ‘deviant’ or bebas. As we saw in 

chapter 3, the threat of ‘deviant’ female behaviours (particularly pre-

marital sex) to national stability underlie many post-colonial patriarchal 

                                                   
98 This notion of teen responsibility possibly derives from the Islamic teaching akil balig, 
in which youth roughly 15 years and over are considered grown up and responsible for 
their own sins. 
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narratives.99

 

 These narratives are written over the female body and into 

the Indonesian (female) psyche.  

Like most films of the sentimental drama genre, film remaja present a 

hegemonic theme of romantic love and privilege the narrative of ‘first love’ 

(cinta pertama). As the supreme model for modern marriage based on 

choice, ‘first love’ is constructed as distinct from love as infatuation (linked 

to immaturity), love as lust (linked to pleasure or material/base passions) 

or love in sexual relationships that result from economic necessity or the 

desire for material acquisition and social prestige. In ‘first love’, desire is 

pure (halus, murni), honest (tulus), sincere (ikhlas), faithful (setia) and 

full of sincerity (penuh kasih sayang). Ideally, it is forever (selamanya), 

enduring (abadi) and continuous (lumintu). Often it involves a period of 

waiting. Sex does not enter the discourse of love constructed thus, 

particularly for (heterosexual) cewek. Through discursively constructed 

phallogocentric desire, female virginity is sacred. A cewek who saves her 

virginity for her husband will achieve true love – cinta sejati – with her 

soulmate (jodoh). Film remaja also engage newly emergent discourses of 

love, sex, gender and relationship that to some extent question the 

normativity of the discursive practices that shape the positionings and 

subjectivities of youth.  

 

In the next chapter, I look at the cultural construction of youth events in 

Yogyakarta 2007. Mainstream events are generally staged by product 

sponsors who use the key vehicles of music, entertainment, adventure/fun, 

glamour and independence in the promotion of their products as modern, 

gaul and desirable. 

 

                                                   
99 See Sen, Indonesian Cinema. pp. 8-10. 
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Chapter 7 – A place to test the waters? Popular youth 
events 

 

Public pop cultural youth events featuring music are a weekly occurrence 

and attract large crowds in cities such as Yogyakarta. Similar to 

advertisements, magazines, film and fiction, events catering to mainstream 

youth audiences draw on long-standing gendered socio-cultural narratives 

and practices in the introduction of new ones. In this chapter, I aim to 

evoke a sense of the range of mainstream pop cultural youth events to 

highlight the discourses of youth romantic love and active youth sexuality 

implicit in these events. While I do not assume that the survey respondents 

or interviewees attended or knew about these events, the frequency of 

product events held in public outdoor venues suggests that many youth are 

aware of them. I ask: What are the sex/gender discourses implicit in the 

cultural production of these events, how are youth represented in these 

events, and what do these representations tell us about the conflict 

between normative pergaulan and pergaulan bebas?  

 

Event sponsorship provides access to the potential youth market.1 Most of 

these events were held to promote new products or to expand the appeal of 

particular products to youth.2

                                                   
1 Buchanan, David, R. and Lev, Jane, "Beer and fast cars: How brewers target blue-collar 
youth through motorsport sponsorship,"  (Washington DC: AAA Foundation for Traffic 
Safety, 1990). 

 As with the representations of youth in 

advertising imagery and film narratives, gendered notions of cinta are 

paramount to constructions of youth social interactions and youth cultures 

in Indonesia. Gender and cinta are the central vehicles through which 

these events claim their relevance in the lives of young Indonesians. The 

discourse of cinta, while always ultimately orienting around the romantic 

end point of happy marriage, bears within it the discourse of cinta muda 

2 For a comprehensive overview of some of the means through which youth are targeted 
in the US by tobacco sponsors, see Elders, M. Joycelyn, "Youth and tobacco: Preventing 
tobacco use among young people: A report of the Surgeon General,"  (US: Public Health 
Service: Office of the Surgeon General, 1995). Available at 
http://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/NN/B/C/L/Q/_/nnbclq.pdf. Accessed 5.05.2010. 

http://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/NN/B/C/L/Q/_/nnbclq.pdf�
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(young love) which is experimental, contemporary, and not predicated on 

permanency, long-term commitment or heteronormativity.  

 

The power of young love: cinta muda 

 

The discourse of cinta muda emerges across the spectrum of these events 

although it is not a term Indonesians themselves use in conversation. 

Nevertheless, it is a useful term through which to explore the 

pervasiveness of the appeal to active youth sexuality and the incitement to 

pergaulan bebas in these events. The discourse of cinta muda is implicit 

in the broader discourses of cinta, romantic love, pacaran and the 

idealised cinta pertama, but it speaks more specifically to adolescents and 

youth through mainstream popular media.  

 

Cinta muda is playful, tender, heated, painful and highly commercialised. 

It incorporates cinta monyet, in which primary school children and early 

adolescents test the waters of romantic and intimate encounters by 

modelling the gendered social morés, behaviours and media 

representations they see around them. As Bennett explains, cinta monyet 

is:  

 

an emotional and embodied experience involving the awakening of one’s 
sexual desire through an attraction to a particular individual…It can be 
understood as a specific stage in the social and sexual maturity of young 
people, marked by a growing awareness of one’s sexuality, yet also 
characterized by a sexual naivety and social immaturity which limit the 
individual’s ability to act out his or her desire.3

 
  

Unlike cinta monyet, narratives of cinta muda are pervasive in popular 

youth media such as daily sinetron, film, fiction, magazines and music 

which offer a monotonous focus on heteronormative constructions of 

cinta. As we have seen through film, examples of cinta, pacaran, social 

expectation and ways of engaging in love, intimate relationships and 

                                                   
3 Bennett, "Dialectics of desire and danger". p.139. 



 

  

269 

 

flirtation are modelled in these media.4

 

 They are rife with representations 

of heartbreak, deception, flirtation, selingkuh (affairs), the connotations of 

pre-marital sexual encounters and moralising messages that affirm the 

negative outcomes of these behaviours.  

Among university students of all gender and sexual persuasions, pacaran 

has been described to me as the ‘first stage’ (tahap pertama), a ‘trial’ or 

experiment (percobaan): an experimental phase of engaging in close 

relationship regardless of sexual preference.5 For those from elsewhere in 

the archipelago, such as Fatma in Ch. 2, the experience of coming to 

Yogyakarta is in itself a ‘new experience’, away from watchful parents, 

relatives and neighbours, and is seen as a welcome opportunity to ‘acquire 

knowledge’ (dapet ilmu).6

 

 The relative freedom and level of independence 

they experience in Yogyakarta presents many new temptations and 

responsibilities which they are often ill equipped to deal with.  

In referring to the experience of pacaran in terms of experimentation, 

many youth also articulate their search for companionate 

complementarity, synonymous with conceptions of romantic love. Others 

off-handedly reject the conservative Islamic discourse (discussed in this 

chapter) which denies the validity and social reality of pacaran. The 

complexities implicit in this denial and the various levels at which the 

denial operate in contemporary Indonesian society act to taint narratives 

of cinta with sadness and melancholy. Melancholy associated with love lost 

and nostalgic longing for the irretrievable is epitomised in the enormously 

popular syair (poetic verse), Mimpi, sung by Anggun C. Sasmi.  

 

 

                                                   
4 Nilan, Pam, "Magazines, television, soap operas and young Indonesian women," Review 
of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs 37, no. 1 (2003). pp. 45 & 54. 
5 I don’t use ‘intimate’ here since the Indonesian intim suggests sex, as in hubungan intim 
(sexual relationship). 
6 New experiences are often associated with the opportunity of acquire new knowledge. 
Both terms are also prioritised in the notion of gaul as both are evidence of one’s 
commitment to sociability and prioritising social interactions over individual self-
importance. 
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Mimpi / Dream7

 
 

Dalam hitam gelap malam, 
Ku berdiri melawan sepi 

Di sini di pantai ini 
Telah terkubur sejuta kenangan 

Dihempas keras gelombang 
Yang tertimbun batu karang 

Dan tak mungkin dapat terulang 
 

Kau sandarkan sejenak beban ini 
Kau taburkan benih kasih hanyalah emosi 

Wajah putih pucat pasi 
Tergores luka di hati 

Matamu membuka kisah 
Kasih asmara yang telah ternoda 

Hapuskan semua khayalan 
Lenyapkan satu harapan 

Kemana lagi harus mencari 
 

Melambung jauh terbang tinggi 
Bersama mimpi 

Terlelap dalam lautan emosi 
Setelah aku sadar diri 

Kau tlah jauh pergi 
Tinggalkan mimpi (yang) tiada bertepi 

 
Kini hanya rasa rindu merasak di dada 

Serasa sukma melayang pergi 
Terbawa arus kasih membara 

 
In the blackness of night, 

I stand facing my loneliness, 
I have buried a thousand memories, 

wiped out by the waves, 
piled up like coral, 

They can never be repeated. 
 

For a moment you felt this burden, 
you scattered seeds of love, 

but they are merely emotions, 
A face, deathly pale, 

etched with wounds to the heart, 
your eyes tell the story, 

of a blemished romance, 
that erases all fantasies, 

wipes out all hope, 
where else must I search? 

 
Drifting away, flying high, 

with the dream, 

                                                   
7 Mimpi was written by Dedy Dores. I would like to thank Heather Curnow for translating 
this for me. 
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asleep on a sea of emotion, 
When I awake, 

you are already gone, 
What's left is a dream without end, 

 
In the blackness of night, 

I stand on this beach, 
Now only longing pierces my breast, 

the sensation of a soul in flight, 
borne by the current, love's embers glow. 

 

In his analysis of the language of emotion in Indonesia, Karl Heider 

distinguishes the words for love in English and Indonesian languages: 

‘“[l]ove”, in English, if unmarked, is clearly close to “happy”. But in 

Minang and Indonesian the “love” words cinta, berahi, and asmara are 

more closely associated with “sad” than with “happy”’.8

 

 So potentially 

beautiful and tragic is the romance of jatuh cinta (falling in love), that 

many fear its emotional and social consequences. As we saw in film, if one 

does not play the game of love according to the gendered rules, the reality 

is that in cinta one risks a tragic outcome. 

The consequences of such feelings can potentially alter one’s life course. 

For example, for youth whose choice of pacar is not supported by parents 

or for those who get pregnant accidentally or before marriage, jatuh cinta 

has profound consequences. Parental disapproval of pacar choice can 

result in a broken heart (patah/putus hati) and a denial or silencing of 

one’s own desire.9 Parents can pressure daughters into abandoning their 

feelings and match them up with a more ‘suitable’ cowok.10

                                                   
8 Heider, Karl G., Landscapes of Emotion: Mapping Three Cultures of Emotion in 
Indonesia (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). pp. 62-63. 

 In the more 

complex circumstance that pregnancy has occurred, the consequences 

often depend on family involvement in dealing with the issue (if they find 

out). If the family decides that the two young people are compatible in 

9 Both italicised terms are used interchangeably. In film with heterosexual themes, it is 
often male characters who are likely to be broken hearted, though females are more often 
depicted as cewek matri (without feelings, the counterpart to the buaya darat but one 
whose motivation is money not power). 
10 One informant told me his cousin was harassed by her parents to split from her 
boyfriend who worked in a clothing store and whom she loved and had previously had 
regular sex with. Her parents set her up with a 20-year-old cowok from a more respected 
family.  
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terms of bibit, bebet and bobot they will be quickly married (nikah muda), 

as in the case of my neighbour Nila and her pacar Rico. Youth in such 

circumstances are likely to leave school: in the case of Rico, to seek a 

living, and for Nila, to help at home and minimise the scandal of the 

pregnancy and the swift nikah muda. Village cewek who become pregnant 

to a cowok who will not accept responsibility or who is not ‘suitable’, may 

be sent off to the city whilst pregnant, under the ruse that they are 

working.11 Young women who have terminated their pregnancies have 

expressed to me that they secretly harboured feelings of regret fuelled by 

guilt or pity (kasihan) for the unborn in the months and years after the 

termination. These feelings are strongly influenced by the moral tenets of 

religious doctrine in which abortion is deemed a grave sin. This regret is 

also linked to superstition and fear that having children in the future may 

not be possible, not because they are being punished for having had an 

abortion, but because their reproductive organs may have been damaged 

in the process.12

 

 

With the titillating discourse of cinta muda so pervasive and with so many 

factors to consider in negotiating matters of love, particularly zina, 

pregnancy and the negative perception and often unfortunate incidence of 

nikah muda (early marriage), falling in love (jatuh cinta) can arouse 

enormous fear and apprehension among young people.13 The graffiti image 

below demonstrates this fear of falling in love.14

 

  

                                                   
11 There are community services in Yogya that cater to this need by taking in pregnant 
girls from rural areas, and giving them board and lodging in return for their craft making. 
Soon after the baby is born, it is adopted out and the cewek returns home to the village. 
12 This fear is likely to be based on the high risk factors associated with backyard and DIY 
abortion methods and notions of ‘left behind baby’ in which the termination is 
incomplete. These risk factors form part of a vicious cycle of early marriage and early 
motherhood due to pregnancy, and fears of the consequences of termination and the 
religious taboos associated with it. 
13 Harding, "Adolescent sexual and reproductive health in Indonesia". p. 51. 
14 Another graffiti image I saw in Yogya at a set of traffic lights in 2009 stated in English ‘I 
hate Saturday nights’. This reference stresses the overemphasis on Saturday nights as 
‘nights of love’. An 18-year-old apprentice mechanic told me: ‘I don’t go out on Saturday 
nights because I don’t have a pacar yet’.  
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Figure 7-1: Graffiti ‘I am afraid of falling in love’ (I takut jatuh cinta) 
 

Romantic young love is one of the key discourses positioning youth as 

future married Indonesian adult citizens.15 Although the discourse of 

young love permeates most mainstream youth popular cultural forms, it 

does not equip youth with the social support structures and information 

that would support their (often uninformed) choices, such as responsible 

sexual health education.16

                                                   
15 Tom Boellstorff has explored the relation between sexual desire and national belonging, 
to argue that heteronormative cinta is the ‘ultimate prestasi’, see Boellstorff, A 
Coincidence of Desires. p. 37. Representations of romantic love are usually heterosexual.  

 By default, if young people fall pregnant, they 

(and their families) are positioned as responsible (bertanggung jawab) for 

their own choices despite their young age, often inadequate financial 

means and lack of accurate reproductive and sexual health information. It 

could be argued that in encouraging this narrow sense of personal 

responsibility (bertanggung jawab) the government sets the standard for 

a lack of responsible action.  

16 Harding, "Adolescent sexual and reproductive health in Indonesia". 
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In resisting the commodified and highly sexualised discourse of cinta 

muda in mainstream pop culture, youth have a variety of strategies that 

sanctify the place and value of cinta in their lives. The most obvious 

strategy is refusal to engage liberal discourses on youth sexuality and free 

seks by choosing not to have a pacar, choosing to be single, jomblo. This 

strategy is popular among youth of strong religious conviction. One group 

of students from an elite Catholic boys’ high school in Yogyakarta have 

formed the Serikat Jomblo (Singles United). Their book, ‘Serikat Jomblo’, 

was published on Valentine’s Day, 2009.17 According to their website and 

associated blogs, these students, both single males (‘jomblowan’) and 

single females (‘jomblowati’) from an associated Catholic high-school, 

unite in their refusal to be seduced by liberal discourses on sex. A blog 

posting by the young male administrator of the Serikat Jomblo website 

states, ‘Jomblo United has arrived friends…let’s destroy those hedonists 

and lovers of free sex’. He outlines his desire to meet people: ‘who reject 

stupidity disguised as love’, ‘who feel love is not about enjoyment’, ‘who try 

not to buy love or have their love bought’, and ‘who try to criticise the 

world of adult love that is sullied by money and sex’.18

 

 Through this 

network, high-school-aged youth who prefer to remain without a pacar 

express their Catholic sensibilities and high moral expectations regarding 

cinta.  

In cinta, it is not sex that is privileged by most young people but rather the 

emotional and interpersonal closeness of relationship. Indeed, young 

people with more permissive attitudes to sex or who are having (casual) 

sex hold similar views to members of Serikat Jomblo on the importance of 

emotional love (cinta). Both groups distinguish sensual and erotic bodily 

pleasures from emotional attachments, privileging the latter. By engaging 

in sex, however, they express an ability to separate the experiences of 

                                                   
17 Valentine’s Day is celebrated in Indonesia as a global celebration of love relationships. 
18 http://profiles.friendster.com/38878527. Accessed 6.06.2010. 

http://profiles.friendster.com/38878527�
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bodily pleasure and emotional intimacy, and see their bodies less as 

temples of virtue and more as temples of pleasure.  

 

I found that lesbi and gay youth were more open about expressing their 

desire for sex. Their desire for physical pleasure did not necessary equate 

with the desire to be loved, but was sometimes linked to the need for 

emotional release through the thrill of hunting for a conquest and having 

casual sex. One young butchi lesbi told me she sometimes picked up 

women in clubs and had ‘sex without heart’ (seks gk pakai hati), ‘sex that 

doesn’t involve feelings’ (seks gk pakai perasaan) for the other person 

when she felt stressed or angry. Among male street youth the expression 

‘FANTA’ (Fuck and No Talk Again) was used to refer to casual sex where 

there is no further interaction between the two parties after sex. One gay 

male interviewee flashed a pocket full of condoms at me when I asked him 

if he practiced safe sex. A group of males who set up a website called 

indo_girls_only.com told me that the expression cewe bispak (cewek bisa 

dipakai) was used to identify girls who can be ‘used’ (dipakai) for sex.19 

These casual sexual encounters among youth preclude those which involve 

monetary or gift exchange for sex, for example, those between older 

married tante (aunties) or om (uncles) and ‘young leaves’ - daun mudah- 

youth.20

 

 

As these events show, privately sponsored advertising and events are more 

likely to condone than to condemn those behaviours deemed negative or 

bebas according to conservative religious discourse.21

                                                   
19 

 Advertising and 

http://indogirlsonly.com/. Accessed 7.04.2010. Website contains images of female 
youth, mainly from Indonesia, in, seductive poses and various stages of undress with 
comments underneath by males seeking to meet them. Cewek bisyar (bisa dibayarin) is 
also used to refer to girls who can be hired for sex. 
20 During fieldwork I was told that when a middle-aged tante who was visiting the 
Malioboro market was asked what she was looking for, she replied ‘Aku cari daun muda’ 
(I am looking for a young male sex partner). When it was suggested she try the mall, she 
replied that she was ‘already bored with the mall’ (udah bosan di mall). 
21 In Indonesia, as with Australia and other countries engaging in global trade networks, 
the application of well researched marketing strategies in the advertising and sale of 
products has resulted in ‘age-compression’. This process describes the marketing of 
products as desirable to ever younger age groups – children and toddlers. Obviously these 
children do not have disposable incomes, but they do have considerable (emotional) 

http://indogirlsonly.com/�
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events offer alternatives to normative discourses on cinta which suggest 

that through pre-marital pacaran one may risk ‘falling into’ pergaulan 

bebas through loss of virginity (and conception), jeopardise one’s religious 

values by doing something sinful, or alienate oneself from one’s family 

through prioritising the relationship against parental advice.  

 

The events I have chosen include a mosque gathering about pacaran,22

 

 

and several product launches and advertisements. Many events in 

Yogyakarta are held in public places that have been historically 

constructed in association with notions of Javanese ‘tradition’, a 

construction through which these sites attain both historical and spiritual 

potency. Two of the places in which these events were held are sites of 

remembrance: one is a site of resistance to imperialism and colonialism, 

and the other the site of mystical power. The tolerance and celebration of 

liberal discourses of sex at the events held at sites formerly linked to 

‘tradition’ represents one aspect of the reinvention or reappropriation of 

‘tradition’ in the contemporary context. Another aspect in the reinvention 

of ‘tradition’ is related to the nature of the product itself. Most of the 

events were publicised on roadside banners at traffic lights, and in 

newspapers that catered to a mainstream audience. The following event is 

the only exception. 

The Charismatic Ustadz Mosque event  

 

I heard about this event when, early in my fieldwork, a letter of invitation 

to the local Sunday mosque teachings was sent to the 13-year-old member 

of the household I was living in. She was adamant in her refusal to attend, 

so I went alone, drawn by the fame of the ustadz who was to be the key 

                                                                                                                                           

power to sway the consumer choices of their parents. In tandem with cheap and easy 
access to sexually explicit visual materials via the internet, increasingly younger children 
are heralded into sexual subjectivities and are engaging in sex acts. This was evidenced in 
teachers’ comments that junior high school boys often discussed pornography they had 
seen.  
22 This ‘event’ would not normally be conceived of as an even, due to its religious 
specificity, though it does share similar organisational features of events, such as 
advertising and banners. 
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speaker. He was Iip Wijayanto, the controversial Islamic scholar, lecturer 

and author of the widely criticised book Sex in the Kost (2003).23

 

 

Wijayanto had been asked by the local kampung Pemuda-Pemudi (youth 

organisation) to give a talk for adolescents entitled ‘Is pacaran ok or not?’ 

(Pacaran boleh gak siih?). I arrived late to the talk and was seated in the 

lower outer area of the mosque with the older women. The photo below is 

a view of the youth in attendance who are sitting inside the prayer hall of 

the mosque. All were locals to this mosque. Their ages ranged from junior 

high school to university age. The number of young females in the 

audience far outnumbered that of young males by a ratio of 40: 15. 

 

 

Figure 7-2: Youth inside the Mosque 
 

As requested, Wijayanto spoke on the (in)appropriateness of pacaran 

(boyfriend/girlfriend relations) for followers of Islam. His overarching 

message derived from a literalist translation of Islamic teachings. He 

argued that there was ‘no such term as pacaran’ in the teachings of 
                                                   
23 In his book, Wijayanto claimed to have empirical evidence that 97% of female kos 
residents in Yogya were not virgins. Wijayanto’s results were scrutinised by his affiliated 
university and deemed methodoligically invalid. The invalidity of the research was not 
widely publicised, however, and youth still quote this outrageous statistic. 
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Mohammad (a point with which most people agree), and that pre-marital 

relations ‘should be ended immediately before you become a victim’.  

 

Wijayanto then opened the discussion to questions from the youth 

congregation. The crowd fidgeted, murmured and giggled nervously and 

no direct questions were forthcoming. The women behind me whispered 

that this was due to their being malu (shy), regarding public discussion of 

sexuality. Some written questions appeared so quickly from the crowd that 

I wondered whether they may have been scribed beforehand, and if so, by 

whom? I later found they had been composed prior to the talk by a few of 

the Pemuda-Pemudi from the event organising committee to reflect 

common questions posed within this local Muslim youth community. 

 

The first of these questions was, ‘How do I refuse a guy who wants to be 

my pacar (boyfriend) in a way that doesn’t break his heart (putus hati)’. In 

addressing the question, Wijayanto advised that it was best to, ‘Just tell 

him, I don’t want to. SMS him: I just want to be friends (teman), not close 

friends (sahabat)’. He advised cewek to send another sms at 6am the next 

morning to ask the boyfriend how he feels, and added that if he does not 

respond by 1pm it may be because he has no phone credit! Wijayanto was 

guiding girls to be assertive in discouraging (unwanted) advances and to 

be cautious in their emotional reactions by managing them at a distance. 

His main message was to avoid ‘temptation’ and to preemptively refuse 

pre-marital intimate relations or pacaran.  

 

The remaining questions were non-gender specific and all related to 

marriage. The first of these was, ‘what is nikah muda (early marriage), and 

is it ok’? Wijayanto answered saying that nikah muda was marriage at 19-

20 for cewek and 21-23 years for cowok.24

                                                   
24 It is odd that Wijayanto offers these age ranges for early marriage when young girls are 
married off at 12 years of age in Indonesia. In 2008, in a village in Semarang, a religious 
teacher, Pujiono Cahyo Widianto (Syekh Puji) paid Rp 1.3 Milyar to the family of 12-year-
old Lutfiana Ulfa for her hand in marriage. I have met girls on the urban fringes of Yogya 
who married at 13-years-of-age, prior to the onset of menstruation. They told me that the 

 He advised that if a couple 
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marries young they must not go to their parents for financial help: ‘You 

must be responsible. Don’t run to your parents if your child is ill’. Here 

nikah muda is framed within the bounds of parenthood, reinforcing the 

procreative basis of marriage. This conceptualisation of nikah muda may 

also reflect the urban reality that nikah muda often occurs as a result of 

pre-marital pregnancy. In stressing marriage and nikah muda as a break 

from parents and an increased level of personal and financial 

responsibility, Wijayanto expresses a modern middle-class Islamic 

conception of marriage. This is a not a realistic conception of marriage for 

lower and working class youth who are likely to live with family after 

marriage and contribute to overall family income.25

 

  

The last question was, ‘I have a pacar now. How do I do the right thing to 

ensure we will eventually marry?’ Wijayanto said the couple (read the 

male), ‘Must be materially ready’ and suggested it was the role of males to 

‘fast in a good and consistent manner’, otherwise the fast would not be 

effective and marital success and prosperous family would not come to 

fruition.26

 

 Clearly, males bear enormous responsibility for independence 

and marriage under Islamic practice. Wijayanto’s responses to the 

questions, however, indicate a clash of views. On the one hand, he advises 

against pacaran as morally degrading, and on the other, he seems to 

affirm the notion and validity of pacaran as premarital relations.  

As I attempted to unobtrusively take photographs of the crowd, Wijayanto 

said: ‘You may take my photograph, go home and have erotic feelings 

about me. That is zina’. Was he suggesting that ‘I’ intended to do this, or 

merely illustrating the belief that anyone who views another as an object of 

                                                                                                                                           

local ustadz had advised them to marry because their pre-marital holding hands and 
kissing was potentially sinful (mendekati zina).  
25 This mosque was located in a predominantly Muhammadiyan middle to upper-middle 
class kampung near an Islamic university. 
26 Wijayanto’s reference to puasa (fasting) is unclear. If we assume that pre-marital sex is 
not permitted by either males or females according to Islamic doctrine, we could assume 
that he is referring to fasting in terms of diet. On the other hand, in Indonesia it can also 
refer more generally to ascetic abstinence from various indulgences of the body, including 
both sex and food. It would be safest then to assume he means fasting in all senses of the 
word. 
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erotic desire whilst not married to them is guilty of zina? There was silence 

as the crowd pondered his words. How many of these remaja had 

experienced sexual or erotic thoughts? How many were infatuated with 

pop singers and film stars and had pictures of them adorning their 

bedroom walls? And indeed, can thoughts be zina? Can a thought be a sin 

if it is not acted on? According to Islamic teachings, a thought has the 

potential to lead to other forms of zina – through the sins of the eyes, ears, 

hands, feet, heart/thoughts and mouth.27

 

 Who was it who had planted this 

thought in our minds this fine Sunday morning? 

Wijayanto read out another question from the audience: ‘What is the effect 

of the media on youth?’ He began hypothetically calculating the hours a 

devout Muslim would spend performing sholat (prayer) each day. Sholat is 

ideally performed five times a day and the ritual lasts a minimum of five 

minutes. He calculated that the average Muslim spends 25 minutes per day 

in prayer. Next, he questioned how long the youth in the crowd spent 

watching television per day, surmising that each show averages about one 

hour. Finally, he concluded that most people, even the devout, spend more 

time watching television than praying. Having established this, he went on 

to talk about his experiences of pornography as a student living in a kos. 

One night, he overheard the ‘oohs’ and ‘aah’s’ of a porn VCD coming from 

an adjacent room. The crowd was compelled. He stated that these sounds 

aroused his interest in sex. This was an example of sins of the ears (zina 

telinga): his initial hearing of the sounds led him to want to listen more to 

the pornography, which then led him to have sexual thoughts. Now the 

crowd was amused, excited and animated. Athough he did not expand 

here, he warned: ‘Be careful with the media and with friends’ and then 

posed his final question. 

 

It was one he had composed. Directing his gaze towards the cewek sitting 

before him, he asked: ‘Is everyone here still a virgin?’ The crowd 

                                                   
27 Such determinism is evident in the belief that sexual, reproductive health and condom 
education will only increase the incidence of pre-marital sex.  
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murmured and giggled. One quick-witted cewek called out, ‘I bet they’re 

not’ (Pasti mereka gk), gesturing to the group of cowok sitting to 

Wijayanto’s left. Then, en masse, the cewek seated in the mosque turned 

their gaze towards their mothers and the older women of the kampung, 

myself included, who were assumed to be non-virgins. The immediacy 

with which they shifted their gaze to the older women revealed their need 

to find a safe object on which to place their gaze in the face of such a 

potentially threatening question. For these girls to look at each other may 

have been deemed an accusation or a threat.  

 

The discourse of pacaran offered by Wijayanto is conflicting. He quite 

rightly argues firstly that there is no mention of the term pacaran or of 

premarital relationships in the Al Qur’an. Through this rationale, he 

reasons that pacaran are potentially dangerous and should be avoided or 

terminated as soon as possible. Secondly, he seems to acknowledge that 

whatever the terms used to describe the relationship, pacaran, as 

premarital non-sexual relationships, are prerequisite to marriage. Pacaran 

here is assumed to be a heterosexual relationship that has the potential to 

lead both male and female youth to moral downfall. Wijayanto does not 

offer guidance on when the timing is right to enter into a relationship and 

how one may find a marriage suitor if not first through the first experience 

(tahap pertama) of a non-sexual pacaran. 

 

In light of Wijayanto’s talk on the limits of pre-marital heterosexual 

relations, according to his version of Islamic doctrine, I pondered the 

significance of the next event. The advertising for the event encouraged the 

expression of romantic feelings and close bodily interactions among youth. 

Such openness and freedom of expression of desire was in contrast to the 

conservative religious teachings of Wijayanto.  
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The Taman Cinta (Garden of Love) Event 

 

 
 

     Figure 7-3: Magazine advertisement for the Taman Cinta event28

 
 

Several weeks before the Taman Cinta event took place, promotion of the 

event was rigorous and took the form of streetside advertising banners at 

                                                   
28 Advertisement in Cosmogirl April 2007. Note the clothing, the position of the hands 
(her hand on his knee and his hand near her breast), her bare shoulder and calves, and 
her crossed legs which accentuate her backside. The bodies of the models are turned 
towards each other. The poster invites the question, what are the couple doing behind it? 
Could they be kissing? The month before this advertisement appeared in Cosmogirl, an 
advertisement for the same event was placed in the magazine, Gadis. In this 
advertisement, the female wore sandshoes and does not have her hand on the guy’s knee. 
Also, less English is used. For example, Luv Bike (one of the features of the event 
advertised in the Cosmogirl advertisement above) is referred to in Indonesian as Sepeda 
Cinta. This highlights the demographics of the Gadis readership as younger, less educated 
and more sexually conservative (due to their younger age). 
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traffic intersections, full page magazine advertisements (such as that 

above) and a banner erected at the proposed venue. Each medium drew on 

the discourse of romantic love and emphasised the words hati (heart), 

cinta (love), sayang (affection) and romantis (romantic).  

 

 

 

Figure 7-4: Monument Serangan Umum 1 Maret, site of the Taman Cinta event 
 

The event was held in a central location on the southeastern corner of 

Malioboro Street were a monument stands in commemoration of ‘the 

Battle Royal’ on the first of March 1949 (Monumen Serangan Umum I 

Maret). This battle was instigated by the current Sultan’s father, 

Humengkubuwono IX, and led by Leiutenant Colonel Suharto when 

Yogyakarta was the acting national capital. It brought about an end to 

Dutch colonial presence. The monument site is central to the domestic and 

overseas tourist district north of the town square and the Kraton. All 

traffic through Malioboro Street must pass this site. Street vendors (kaki 

lima) selling all manner of food, beverages, cigarettes, arts and crafts set 

up on the footpath around the site. The vibrant atmosphere of this space 

together with the permanent seating on the footpath, make this a popular 

place for youth to nongkrong (hang out) day and night and provides an 

excellent vantage point from which to check out passers-by (cuci mata) 

and to be seen.  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/id/a/a2/Monumen_1_Maret_1949.JPG�
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The Taman Cinta event was sponsored by the Walls ice cream company, a 

UK company owned by Unilever. It promoted the Walls ice cream product 

‘Conello’, which is among the most expensive of Walls ice cream products 

marketed in Indonesia.29

 

 

 
 

Figure 7-5: Advertising banner at event venue30

 
 

This banner positioned at the entry to the event reads, ‘The Conello 

Garden of Love: Let your heart speak! Invite the one you love here. Here 

you can show a million expressions of your love for her/him in a most 

romantic way’. The connotation of ‘here’ is that this event offers a space 

where romantic public expressions of ‘love’ are tolerated.  

 

                                                   
29 Known as Cornetto in Australia and produced by the Streets Ice Cream company. 
Streets is also owned by Unilever. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Streets_(ice_cream).  
30 Note the curious blend of ‘old’ (eg. oemoem) and gaul Indonesian (eg. nunjukin) 
language.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Streets_(ice_cream)�
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Finally the Taman Cinta event had arrived on a fine malam minggu 

(Saturday night). A male student friend from Medan (Sumatra) and I had 

arranged to go to this event before going to an independent music concert. 

On the southern end of Malioboro Street there were hundreds of 

motorbikes lining the footpath. Thousands of youth, with friends and in 

couples swarmed around the perimeter of the event. At the entry gate the 

crowd slowly progressed inside for a fee of Rp 10 000 (AUD$1.20). This 

fee explained the masses of youth milling outside the event, who did not 

have Rp 10 000 (AUD $1.20) to spare. Included in the entry fee was the 

‘gift’ of one Conello icecream usually valued at around Rp 6 000.31

 

  

The ‘gift’ of the icecream offers (obliges) the experience of eating an 

icecream whilst (re)associating the product with fun, pleasure, 

entertainment, sociability and love. Importantly, it gets the product into 

potential consumers’ hands. In Indonesia, cold and iced products are not 

particularly popular among the parent generation. There is the belief that, 

like riding a motor bike for several hours or drinking iced drinks, one risks 

masuk angin where the cold winds enter the body and disturb the 

equilibrium causing flu-like symptoms.32 My young companion, who held 

such beliefs, had no desire to eat his ice cream and gave it to me. Content 

with one ice cream, I passed it through the perimeter fence to an 

onlooker.33

 

 

                                                   
31 The strategy of including a ‘gift’ from the product sponsor is common at youth events, 
especially those sponsored by tobacco companies. 
32 Strategic marketing measures are required to bring about a shift in the widely held 
cultural belief of masuk angin. 
33 Trying to give the unopened ice-cream away was not easy because of the dislike of cold 
foods. As I slowly licked my icecream, I noticed no-one else licking theirs. Instead, they 
were using their lips to draw the ice ceam into their mouths and not exposing their 
tongues. As I later found, ice-cream eating has been depicted erotically in films such as 
Cewek Matrepolis, in which slow and accentuated licking was used to attract the 
attention of males. 
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Figure 7-6: Inside the Taman Cinta event 
 

Inside the gates to the monument site is a small concrete amphitheatre 

with semi-circular tiered steps oriented around a slightly raised stage. The 

amphitheatre, dotted with tents, was crammed with middle-class 

adolescents and anak muda of every description and style. Their main 

focus was the band on centre stage which played a blend of 1950’s 

American-style rock and roll music with Indonesian lyrics, conjuring up 

images of sexual conservatism, sexual repression and prohibition in the 

mind of this Western observer whose parents grew up listening to this 

style of music. Those who sat on the tiers of the amphitheatre, chatting 

among friends or with their pacar, had already strolled the gardens of 

Taman Cinta. Some had not yet completed the circuit and could be seen 

temporarily waylaid in the few secluded dark areas of the garden. 

 

Strolling the gardens, young couples walked hand in hand guided by 

narrow paths and signposts. These signposts arose like lollipops from the 

ground, each carrying a message of love. 

 



 

  

287 

 

 

 

Figure 7-7: ‘Our breakfast menu for this morning is a basket of enthusiasm, a plate of 
affection, a glass of love, a bowl of sincerity, and friendship by the spoonful’, all topped off 

with the wish for a fruitful/productive day 
 

This breakfast menu is ambiguous. Do pacaran eat breakfast together? My 

companion and I discussed this sign. As a young student of 20, he thought 

the sign offered a genuinely kind sentiment, that of friendship, similar to 

the friendship he shared with his male kos companions from Sumatra. He 

suggested, however, that the term cinta would not be used in the all-male 

context of his kos. These warm and tender expressions of emotion, caring, 

friendship and interpersonal closeness are being (re)associated with the 

ice cream product and used to introduce ice cream into the consciousness 

of Indonesian youth in a new way – to eat ice cream is to be modern and 

gaul, to eat this particular ice cream is also a sign of relative affluence. 

 

Meandering further down the path of love, we passed a number of 

luminous Arabic-style tents, each enticing with a new experience for which 

a fee was paid. One tent, for example, offered temporary tattoos. My 

companion met up with a male friend of his from Sumatra, who, after 
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receiving one of these tattoos, was thrilled to have been given a 

complementary sticker (pictured below) of a distinctly non-Indonesian, 

blonde-haired, naked woman. 

 

 

 

Figure 7-8: Sticker handed out at the tattoo stall 
 

As the only apparently non-Indonesian person at this event, on seeing this 

image I was confronted with the question: Why this image of a naked, 

blonde-haired, distinctly non-Indonesian female? Does this image 

represent the exotic ‘Other’ fantasies of Indonesian male youth? Is it easier 

and more acceptable to objectify and sexualise non-Asian females than to 

objectify Indonesian females? Given the assumption that Western women 

are sexually more promiscuous, this seemed to be the case.34

                                                   
34 The notion of ‘free seks’ in the ‘West’ is imagined as sex with anyone, anytime and 
anywhere, regardless of whether one is married or in relationship. It hints at promiscuity, 
non-commitment and untrustworthiness for both males and females regardless of sexual 
preference. 

 Why did the 

female in the image have an anal/vaginal protrusion: flames seem to be 

emanating from these orifices and horns seemed to protrude from her 

head. I felt angry, violated and objectified by this image, and expressed 
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this to my friends, two males and one female. They suggested that the 

image was a cartoon depiction of a woman and was therefore not to be 

taken seriously: it was not a ‘real’ (image of a) woman and there was no 

reason for me to feel offended. I did not find this reassuring and wondered 

at their lack of criticism in their perception or definition of the ‘real’. Were 

my friends maintaining harmony in the social setting and employing the 

gaul notion of enjoy aja in trying to alleviate my concerns?  

 

Curnow’s (2007) recent work has helped me to understand the symbolic 

imagery of certain aspects of this image. As she explains, 

 

[i]t is clear from descriptions of legendary and quasi-historical figures such as 
Nyai Loro Kidul, Ken Dedes and Calon Arang / Bathari Durga, that their 
sacral power was directly connected with their sexuality, symbolised by 
flames issuing from their genitals. This power could be used in either a 
positive or negative way, to bring about great prosperity or pestilence and 
misfortune, so it was in the best interests of Southeast Asian rulers to form 
alliances with these powerful women in order to channel their powers into 
safe and productive outcomes.35

 
  

The flaming genitals prohibited ordinary men from engaging with these 

legendary figures.36 It was believed that ‘only men of unusual potency were 

able to possess them’.37

 

 

Drawing on legend, the symbolism of the tattoo represents female 

sexual/sacral power. But this female is not Indonesian. Does this mean 

that Western women with long blonde hair have sacred/sexual power? 

Indeed it fits with the notion that not all Indonesian men will ‘possess 

them’. The flaming horns, however, do not fit Curnow’s description and 

perhaps draw on Islamic and Judeo-Christian imagery of evil in Satan and 

drawn together thus they arguably represent ‘postmodern sacred’ imagery. 

An uncontrolled Western female sexuality is demonised and feared but at 
                                                   
35 Curnow, "Women on the margins". pp. 3-4. 
36 Ibid., p. 4. 
37 Carey, Peter and Houben, Vincent, "Spirited Srikandis and sly Sumbadras: The social, 
political and economic role of women at the central Javanese courts in the 18th and early 
19th centuries," in Indonesian Women in Focus, ed. Elspeth Locher-Scholten and Anke 
Niehof (Michigan: Foris, 1992). p. 15. 
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the same time eroticised. The graffiti script over the body covers the 

‘pornographic’ female body parts in the form of a phallic symbol which 

traverses and dominates the image. The censorship of the placement of the 

graffiti represents yet another form of patriarchal power and domination. 

Not surprisingly, there were no soft porn stickers of males that night.  

 

The Radio Q Event 

 

 
 

Figure 7-9: Radio Q annual birthday celebration sponsored by Star Mild cigarettes38

 
 

This event at Kridosono Stadium celebrated Radio Q Yogyakarta’s 6th 

Birthday.39 The celebration was a week long event from 11am-11pm with 

activities for youth and a list of bands.40

                                                   
38 Star Mild’s motto is ‘Bikin hidup lebih hidup: Apa obsesimu?’ (Making life more alive: 
What is your obsession?). 

 As we see from the stage, 

39 The stadium is a walled field situated on the land inside of a large traffic roundabout. 
Most of the surrounding properties are businesses not residences. Events taking place 
inside are not visible from the street outside. It is my belief that this stadium is the setting 
for the film “Cerita Yogya”, one of the four short films that comprise the film Perempuan 
Punya Cerita (2008). 
40 Youth competitions held in malls, such as PC gaming competitions promoting new 
games on the market, and events such as this are open during school hours. This 
encourages youth who live or go to school near the event or competition venue to attend 
these rather than go to school or university. 
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promotion of Star Mild, not Radio Q, dominated the event.41 Included in 

the entry fee was a packet of Star Mild cigarettes, given to patrons of all 

ages, most of whom were in their early teens.42

 

 On the week night that I 

went along, not unusually, the crowd consisted mainly of male youth. The 

relatively few cewek who were there, some of whom wore jilbabs, were 

paired up with (boy)friends. These couples stood to the back of the crowd, 

furthest from the stage. Closest to the stage was a mass of high school-age 

males.  

The first band played to a subdued crowd: no-one was dancing. The second 

act was an impressive performance of masculine strength by a hiphop rap 

dance group of six cowok. After that, an adult male and an elderly female 

duet dressed in Javanese custome sang a Javanese song. The crowd 

seemed to love this traditional Yogyanese touch and sang along. When 

they had finished, it was announced that the ‘seksi dancers’ would 

perform. Suddenly, the crowd rose to their feet and rushed forward to the 

stage. Pulsating electronic music introduced three female seksi dancers 

dressed in cropped black shoulderless, bra-like tops and black shorts. They 

moved their bodies energetically to the beat of the music in choreographed 

synchronicity. The crowd was ecstatic. Their gaze was fixed on the dancing 

youthful female bodies with their bare knees, thighs, waists, lower backs, 

armpits, upper arms, shoulders and necks – body parts that come under 

increased disciplining under the new anti-pornography laws.43

 

 Their act 

was short. As soon as the dancers had left the stage the crowd returned to 

their positions further back.  

                                                   
41Knight and Chapman, "Asian yuppies." This research, which looks at tobacco industry 
documents, suggests that radio programmes were sponsored to tap into the appeal of 
music to young people.  
42 Phillip Morris Asia states that product sampling or the ‘gift’ is one of the most effective 
strategies for getting “the product into the consumers’ hands”. Ibid. 
43 This was confirmed by the arrests of ten female nightclub performers (dancers) from 
one club in Tangeran the night after the laws were introduced in early November 2008. 
Since the initial passing of the bill it seems the debate over pornographic acts has lost 
momentum and the laws are rarely applied. 
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In introducing the next band, the event MC tried to induce the crowd to 

come and dance – to ‘berdiri dan keluar’ (berdiri/stand, keluar/go out) – 

like they had done when the sexy dancers were performing. The crowd 

roared with laughter in response to his provocation. This was an explicit 

sexual comment, suggesting that when the sexy dancers performed the 

male youth in the crowd stood up (berdiri) and also that their penises had 

stood erect. Moreover, the comment insinuated that they had climaxed – 

keluar. The last band of the night was a reggae band which seemed to 

bring the male energies into physical communion. The male youth in the 

crowd engaged in a furious, circular dance ritual, holding each others’ 

shoulders as they ran. Their dancing, which caused fine dust to rise 

throughout the crowd and forced onlookers such as myself to retreat, was a 

clear demonstration of male solidarity and trust – engagement was all or 

nothing and one could very easily be trampled.44

 

 

In events and the media across cultures, male sexuality is centred on the 

penis or ‘an evocation of the penis’.45 This event explicitly evoked the penis 

in reference to the sexy dancer performance. As we saw in advertising 

targeting female consumers, the penis is often evoked through phallic 

imagery which may appear subtle or blatant, depending on the viewer’s 

interpretation. The MC’s comments at this event suggest a similar 

fascination with the penis. In contrast to the publicly sexualised display of 

the female body, in which bare flesh is paraded, gyrating in stylishly 

designed, albeit, skimpy costumes, we see nothing of the fleshy male body 

or the penis in any of these media or events. ‘[T]his unnamed “organ”’,46

                                                   
44 This ritual resembled a moshpit. For a discussion of the moshpit as a site for a ritual of 
trust, see Palmer, Craig T., "Mummers and moshers: Two rituals of trust in changing 
social environments," Ethnology 44, no. 2 (2005). pp. 147-166. 

 

the penis, seen by Lacan to represent the ‘transcendental signifier’, is 

privileged in the Symbolic order as synonymous with power. Butler 

explains that, ‘The Symbolic order creates cultural intelligibility through 

45 Metcalf, A. and Humphries, M., The Sexuality of Men (Sydney: Pluto Press, 1985). pp. 
28-29. 
46 Butler, Gender Trouble. p. 61. 
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the mutually exclusive positions of “having” the Phallus (the position of 

men) and “being” the Phallus (the position of women)’.47

 

 

As Dyer has pointed out, the fetishisation of the penis has in effect reduced 

male sexuality to the penis and biologically determined animalistic urges: 

urges which are seen as beyond male control.48 Constructed thus, male 

sexuality acts to normalise male violence and aggression and to condone 

rape as arising through the frustration of innate male sexual urges. Dyer 

argues that in light of the fetishisation of male sexuality, symbolised so 

pointedly in the penis and intrinsic to the construction of male 

masculinities, representations of male sexuality in terms of ‘tenderness or 

beauty’ become difficult.49

 

  

In Indonesia media, the buaya darat/playboy and his alterego cowok baik 

(laki-laki gentle) are dominant in representations of masculinity. As we 

see in this event, the appeal to stereotypical masculine images and 

representations acts to marginalise ‘softer’ or feminised forms of 

masculinity. Indeed, such representations are rare and are often associated 

with humour, weakness, homosexuality and the culture of misandry. The 

blatant pandering to male sexual ‘impulses’ in the cultural production of 

youth events is an important draw card that attracts largely male youth 

crowds. Few youth events do not cater to this ‘impulse’ and target 

audience. The draw card of the spectacle of sex, does not, however, 

exclusively cater to the male gaze. Female youth in the audience also enjoy 

the performances, for example, of seksi dancers, as public demonstrations 

of freedom of sexual and bodily expression and fun for girls.  

 

In this event, as in many others sponsored by tobacco companies, Star 

Mild draws together the central elements of Indonesian youth culture 

including music, fashion, dance, performance and digital display. 

                                                   
47 Ibid., p. 56. 
48 Dyer, Richard, "Male sexuality in the media," in The Sexuality of Men, ed. A.  Metcalf 
and M. Humphries (Sydney: Pluto Press, 1985). pp. 31-32. 
49 Ibid. 
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Constructions of biologically determined ‘innate’ male urges are central to 

appeal to the male youth market. Here these urges are also constructed as 

activated by public demonstrations of eroticised female (feminine) 

sexuality. In relation to the dominant themes in tobacco advertisements 

outlined by Nichter et al,50

 

 the different acts at the event combine to 

appeal to individuals (male youth) through their emphasis on masculinity, 

strength, enjoyment, and being social. Simultaneously, this array of events 

appeals to social values of Javanese tradition, Indonesian modernity and 

nationalism.  

Ramadhan 

 

Events such as these not occur publicly during the Muslim holy month of 

Ramadhan when ritual observance of Islam has tremendous impact on 

social life in Yogyakarta and Indonesia more broadly. A plurality of belief 

is accommodated however. For example, although there are fewer vendors 

operating during the fasting hours of Ramadhan, daytime food vendors 

can be found. These vendors use curtains to block food from public view, 

especially in the urban centre where people of different religious 

persuasions work and co-exist. Those who want to eat, do so behind closed 

curtains. For Muslims, the Ramadhan daytime fasting ritual is considered 

normative and although not obligatory, it is a sign of self-discipline, 

mental strength, and piety. The practice of cloaking the act of consuming 

food or drink behind a curtain, maintains a certain level of individual 

negotiation of Islamic norms, acknowledges the individual’s right to 

choose the extent to which they practise their faith and also acknowledges 

non-Islamic faith. It is most important, regardless of one’s choices, that 

one does not tempt others with food during the hours of fasting. This 

‘cloaking’ can be seen as a metaphor for maintaining secrecy in one’s 

practices. A similar cloaking is obvious in the shift in advertising imagery 

just prior to and for the duration of the fasting month, as demonstrated in 

the following advertisements. 

                                                   
50 Nichter et al., "Reading culture from tobacco advertisements in Indonesia." 
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Figure 7-10: Bottled tea advertisement prior to Ramadhan51

                                                Figure 7-11: Bottled tea advertisement during Ramadhan
 

52

 
 

In the weeks prior to Ramadhan, streetside public space is ‘swept’ clean of 

its visible vices. Sweeping, of English derivation and meaning literally 

sweeping the streets clean of dirt, represents a superficial cleaning up and 

maintenance of public morality (kesusilaan umum), so it implies 

(temporarily) getting rid of images of sex, vice, in the form of commercially 

available pornography, and sometimes the closing down of brothels and 

places that sell alcoholic drinks.53

                                                   
51 Both advertisements were located on the same billboard advertising space near the one-
way entrance to Malioboro. In this advertisement English language is used, the open 
bottle is symbolic of excess/ejaculation. 

 Sweeping is carried out by police and 

52 No English is used in this advertisement. The bottle lid is firmly capped as a reminder 
of the need for restraint during Ramadhan, which is represented by the Mosque and 
minaret in the background. 
53 The owners of two cafés selling alcohol in the tourist district of Prawirotaman allowed 
beer to be consumed on their premises but advised that it be kept out of sight. They 
explained that conservative Muslims in the area would object. 
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more conservative religious groups in specific locales.54 There is an 

orchestrated clamp-down on drug users. Taking precautions also, sex 

workers, pirate CD traders, and alcohol vendors become less visible, and 

vendors of jamu/obat kuat (herbal concoctions or strong medicine) prefer 

not to sell their more potent potions.55 To illustrate, there were certain 

formulations the jamu lady at the central market did not want to sell to me 

during Ramadhan – in particular the strong stuff, ‘Spanish Splay’, that 

‘makes’ women desire sex.56

 

 All signs of the behaviours of pergaulan 

bebas (sex, drugs, alcohol, and anything that can be seen to arouse nafsu 

(desires) are banished from view. During Ramadhan, public youth events 

such as those described here do not occur and dugem (nightclubs) close 

for the month.  

The next event, Directtest, was held on the Sunday preceding the 

commencement of the Muslim holy month. The staging of this event 

highlights the incommensurability of pre-marital sex, public discussion of 

sex and Islamic faith during Ramadhan. It is a time when rigid 

bureaucratic restrictions come into play to restrict public discussion on 

sensitive cultural matters: a heightened sensitivity that distinguishes 

Ramadhan from other times of the year. In light of the practices of 

sweeping that characterise this pre-Ramadhan period, this privately 

sponsored event held the last weekend before Ramadhan seems incredibly 

permissive. 

 

                                                   
54 At times, sweeping includes measures such as ethnic cleansing, and raids on temporary 
migrants and other marginal groups. 
55 For many this step is not entirely voluntary and is coerced, either through pressure 
from the police and local administration or from the local community members. 
56 Instruction for use read ‘medicine for women who suffer a lack of sexual appetite’ (obat 
untuk wanita yang menderita kekurangan nasfu sexual). It ‘brings about sexual arousal 
in women who are normally not that interested in sex as well as in women of normal 
libido’ (memberi daya rangsangan seksuil wanita yang kurang mampu seksuilnya 
maupun wanita biasa). For a discussion of strong medicine (obat kuat) see Smith, Traci 
"Becoming a medicine man: An exploration of one space between childhood and 
adulthood in Java" (paper presented at the 18th Biennial Conference of the Asian Studies 
Association of Australia, Melbourne, 2007). 
http://arts.monash.edu.au/mai/asaa/tracimsmith.pdf. Accessed 31.03.2010. Smith 
points out that it is often males who purchase these female sex stimulants for their sex 
partners/wives. 

http://arts.monash.edu.au/mai/asaa/tracimsmith.pdf�
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The Directtest Event 

 

Much like the other audience members at this event, I passed by 

Malioboro on my way home late on a Sunday night. At the corner of 

Malioboro Street, again at the Monumen 1 Maret, an event was under way 

and a band played. Surrounding the event were the usual advertising 

banners, this time advertising the internet address ‘cumacewe.com’ 

(girlsonly.com).57 These banners were positioned along the outside front 

and side perimeters of the venue. Two less colourful banners advertising 

the ‘directtest, alat deteksi kehamilan pribadi’ (personal pregnancy tester) 

were positioned at the junctures between the front and the sides of the 

venue.58

 

 These two banners were barely visible among the other ten 

banners advertising the cumacewe.com website.  

This product launch added to the small range of pregnancy tests available 

in Yogyakarta pharmacies. Notably, this public event was not advertised 

prior to the event, and was discretely ‘cloaked’ as a website launch.59

 

 

Further, the event started late at just before 10pm. Inside, there were only 

about five cewek as Sunday night is not generally the night when girls go 

out, with pacar or with friends. The crowd was made up of hundreds of 

male youth, and spilled out of the gates to the pavement beyond. It seemed 

the intended target audience for this pregnancy test was male youth.  

To the right of the stage was a large video screen on which a digitalised 

advertisement for the product was repeatedly played. On the stage too, the 

entertainment was continuous. I arrived after the start of the event. The 

first band I saw was a male rap duo, who shouted their chorus, ‘fuck you’, 

repeatedly (in English) as they rapped. I rationalised that indeed the act of 

                                                   
57 Cewe is bahasa gaul, and its use in this example represents a strategic attempt to 
attract youth. 
58 Directtest is produced by Unimed International Inc, USA, which is a global exporter of 
pharmaceutical products, and costs Rp 20000 (AUD $2.50). The product is imported 
through the company PT Bumi Puspa Ceremai. See 
http://www.medicastore.com/kuis_directtest/info-produk.php. Accessed 1.04.2010. 
59 Unfortunately I was caught off guard with no decent camera at hand.  

http://www.medicastore.com/kuis_directtest/info-produk.php�


 

  

298 

 

sex, the ‘fuck’, was prerequisite to the need for the pregnancy tester. The 

next act was a group of apparently transgendered males dressed in drag 

with heels, skirts, bras and wigs. They were very entertaining and danced 

and lip-synced to a medley of Indonesian pop songs. Their dancing was 

combined with what I can only describe as a very ‘masculine’ gymnastic 

display, in which they climbed up to balance on each others’ shoulders and 

performed back flips. Following this, one at a time, the dancers separated 

from the group to perform briefly on their own. One dancer turned his 

back to the crowd, raised his skirt and revealed his underpants. Another 

faced the crowd and lifted his top to show his bra. Similarly, another lifted 

his top, removed the padding from his bra and threw it at the beckoning 

crowd who reacted with raucous laughter. The masquerade was over. 

 

It made sense that males were employed to perform femininity at this 

event. Indonesian cewek would not and could not behave like this in an 

open air public place because it is not socially acceptable for females to 

express sexuality in such a manner in public. To do so would result in 

sexual harassment and social sanction. As Butler has suggested, all gender 

is performative in the sense that gender is an ongoing social construction. 

While this may be the case, the female body, femininity, womanhood and 

female sexuality were commodified at this pregnancy test product launch 

by the representations. The employment of female impersonators, to 

perform the ‘female’, made a mockery of female sexuality and 

transgendered waria. Despite the fact that I frequented ‘g-nites’,60

 

 never 

before have I seen ‘waria’ performing femininity in this way – a 

representation that was degrading of waria also.  

The next band featured a female lead singer/guitarist. Her first song was 

Johnny O’Keefe’s, ‘Wild One’, with the lyrics ‘Oh yeah, I’m a wild one…I’m 

a real wild child’. I considered the link between pregnant unwed cewek and 

wild (liar). Indeed, the two are synonymous in this city. In conservative 

state, religious and media discourses of modernity and city life, such 

                                                   
60 Elite clubs often have a scheduled weekly G-nite (gay night). 
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discourses are imbricated in the discourse of pergaulan bebas. Wild (liar) 

is also synonymous with naughty (nakal)61 and with representations of 

girls who experiment (who are interpellated as perempuan eksperimen or 

perek).62 Of English derivation, the word experimental in the context of 

perek is generally used in reference to ‘trendy and/or promiscuous young 

woman’.63

 

 Pregnancy, however, complicates matters: an array of social and 

familial norms are breached if pregnancy occurs outside of marriage, if the 

father is unknown or refuses to accept responsibility and if the couple are 

not of similar social standing and education.  

This song, Wild One, draws on the perception that a cewek must be wild 

(liar) or naughty (nakal) to engage in sex outside marriage. At the same 

time, however, she is desirable to males: as one youth explained to me, she 

is cewek bispak – ‘a girl who can be used for sex’. In advertising the 

pregnancy test product, representations of cewek as liar and nakal take on 

a positively rebellious slant in the context of a predominantly male 

audience: without cewek liar the product is not needed. The low levels of 

females in attendance at the event reinforce the social pressures to 

conform to the ‘good girl’ image: not an image overtly celebrated at this 

event. Conflicting messages of cewek nakal who have sex for pleasure, 

however, reinforce the New Order ideal of female sexuality (cewek baik) in 

the realm of reproduction and the family. 

 

Targeting a male audience suggests three key assumptions regarding the 

sale and use of this product. Firstly, it assumes that male youth are the 

primary power brokers in averting (or causing) the problematic issues that 

arise through unplanned and unwanted pregnancy. It is encouraging them 

to act responsibly. Secondly, targeting males assumes that it is males who 

are most likely to fund the expensive option to terminate. And thirdly, it 

                                                   
61 Handajani, "Globalizing local girls". p. 64. 
62 It is important to note that perek is not a term a female would use to describe herself. 
63 Murray, Alison. 1991. No Money No Honey: A Study of Street Traders and Prostitues 
in Jakarta. Singapore: Oxford University Press. p. xv. 
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assumes that it is male youth who do not want to marry on the basis of 

pregnancy. 

 

The question remains, what does this product really offer unwed cewek? 

The self test kit offers minimisation of possible embarrassment (through 

early detection of pregnancy) and enables cewek (and their boyfriends) to 

take steps to terminate the pregnancy if they choose (and can to afford to 

successfully) before the gestation period exceeds the first trimester (and 

the secret gets out!). The test averts the humiliation and cost of going to a 

doctor for a pregnancy test by allowing cewek to test in private. It does not 

reduce any risks in terms of unwanted pregnancy and the social problems 

this sets in motion. This event and the product acknowledge that pre-

marital sex is going on and they are exploiting it. The event promotes 

active youth sexuality, which is at odds with the state and religious 

discourses of pre-marital abstinence and the sacred value of virginity at 

marriage for females.  

 

This was a product launching event by a private company and not a 

reproductive health education advertisement.64

 

 There were no associated 

advertisements that mentioned the use of contraceptives, condoms or the 

need for safe sex. Neither was there any educational literature regarding 

sex and pregnancy prevention. Any pregnancy prevention measures would 

have conflicted with the purpose of the product, which is dependent upon 

suspicion of pregnancy and taboos surrounding pre-marital sex. Here we 

see the ambivalence of discourses and practices in relation to private 

enterprise marketing and state and religious convention.  

The cumacewe.com website draws on two significant sources of 

information. The first asserts the product directtest is approved by the US 

Drug Authority. This ‘fact’ links the US, modernity and aspirations to be 

                                                   
64 Oddly, and due to the absence of advertising prior to the event, the PKBI were not 
aware that this event took place. According to the leader of one of the branches of PKBI, if 
he had been informed the event was taking place, he would have organised to have some 
reproductive health literature, contraceptive education and free samples of condoms 
available on the night. 
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gaul in Indonesia. Secondly, and more locally, the website contains 

information derived from the PKBI website regarding the incidence of 

pregnancy among anak muda and the annual rates of abortions in 

Indonesia. This information was appropriated from the PKBI website 

without the knowledge of local PKBI administrators and suggests 

endorsement by the PKBI to those who access the site.65

 

  

To host a product launch such as this at this location, one must submit an 

event proposal to the Office of Industry and Economy which is located in 

the Mayor’s office. Once a letter of approval is granted at this level, the 

letter is forwarded directly to the Mayor for his approval. This site is 

expensive due to its prime location and potential to capture a wide 

audience of passers-by. One wonders how such permission was obtained in 

the context of Yogyakarta. On the other hand, the day and time of the 

event suggest an acknowledgement of the sensitive nature of the product. 

Either way, it is clear that in the marketplace ‘normative’ practices and 

processes can be overlooked for a fee. The association of the ‘non-

normative’ behaviours of youth with pergaulan bebas engenders practices 

from which specific groups (generally not youth themselves) can benefit 

financially. 

 

Post-Ramadhan Beach Dangdut Event  

 

The last event I draw on was held in celebration of the end of Ramadhan, 

which heralds the Lebaran holiday. This national, religious celebration 

involves the associated family ritual of returning to the family home or 

village (mudik), marked by the announcement of the celebration of the 

three day Idul Fitri holiday. Idul Fitri is family time, which makes the 

three days in which to return home a commuter’s nightmare across the 

archipelago and dominates news reports. Progress on the roads is slow, 

                                                   
65 It is not known whether permission to appropriate this information was obtained at the 
national level of the PKBI. 
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and buses, ferries and trains are jam packed, but most people who must 

travel far to see family continue to do so.  

 

For Muslims, mudik is kewajiban (a duty or obligation), an expression of 

bakti (devotion) to one’s faith, parents and siblings – it is an Islamic social 

practice that takes place on a national scale. Once civil servants, students, 

and shop owners are on holiday, the population is mobilised and 

consumption is at its peak. The pressure to conform to the social practices 

of Idul Fitri – such as gift-giving and the wearing of new clothes – places 

enormous financial strain on the lower and working classes. It is during 

this time that petty crimes such as shoplifting and theft are also at their 

peak. Stall holders and security staff at the central market tell of women 

wearing sarongs with inserts where stolen goods quickly disappear from 

view. Once Idul Fitri is over, the moral prohibitions associated with the 

observance of this religious ritual subside noticeably and social and 

business activities return to business as usual: clubs and cafés reopen and 

events are organised.  

 

The Beach Dangdut event was held on the southern coast, which has 

strongly entrenched Javanese values, and particular mystical histories 

associated with it. The region is made up of several small bays, each with 

its own local fishing population. Similar to Parangtritis beach, the main 

beach in the series of bays has a competitive selection of warung selling 

food and drink, beach clothing and handicrafts. Families and couples visit 

to walk the beach, collect shells and picnic, some staying overnight in the 

cheap guest houses along the coast. In the coastal villages nestled among 

the beaches, fishermen and their wives cater for tourists. The women do a 

roaring trade, hiring out plastic woven mats for sitting, and selling drinks 

and hot foods.  

 

Tourists and their Lebaran travels are a major source of income for the 

locals. Tourism supplements the locals’ fishing and coral-picking income. 

For this reason, locals are very tolerant of Lebaran visitors and provide a 
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voluntary beach lifesaving service to ensure that no mishaps occur – they 

do not want a drowning to drive tourists away. The undercurrent is 

notorious along this stretch of coast, and the southern ocean is home to 

Nyai Loro Kidul – the mythical goddess of the South Seas, who is hungry 

for men. 

 

This dangdut/pop music event was held at the beach with the best parking 

facilities and broadest shoreline. This beach is generally free of visitors 

except on weekends and tends to be more of a thoroughfare for locals. At 

Lebaran, crowds flock to the beach whether or not an event is staged. 

Warungs appear to mushroom from nowhere. They also sell cold beer. 

 

 

 

Figure 7-12: Dangdut musical performance at three day music event celebrating the 
Lebaran holiday period 

 

The event was sponsored by the Gudang Garam cigarette company under 

the slogan Pria Punya Selera (Men have desires/tastes/appetites). 

Gudang Garam was established in 1958 by Tjoe Ing Hwie, who changed 
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his name to the distinctly Javanese name, Surya Wonowidjojo. The 

company was owned by Wonowidjojo’s son, Rachman Halim (a distinctly 

Arabic name) until 2008.66 Gudang Garam, like Djarum and Sampoerna, 

uses red and white brand colours to proclaim its Indonesian-ness. The 

billboard image that accompanies the slogan is a distinctly masculine, 

young adult male with strong physique, light skin tone and a long and 

pointy, rather than broad and flat, nose.67

 

 He is dressed in specialist 

mountaineering gear, and has an eagle and a tiger sitting calmly by his 

side. His selera are primal and commanding – we are not sure whether he 

has tamed nature or if he is on the same level as these top-of-the-food-

chain predators. The crowd was made up mainly of day-tripping youth 

from Yogyakarta: mostly males, several of whom were paralytic through 

excess alcohol/drug consumption and required assistance from on-site 

paramedics.  

The entertainment was provided by local female dangdut acts – female 

singers with male backup bands. Curnow has suggested that the dangdut 

singer is ‘[a] modern manifestation of the singer-dancer’ (pesindhen-

ronggeng) performer, ‘who dances erotically and sings, although she is 

elevated on a stage at a remove from her predominantly male audience’.68 

In Java, pesindhen and ronggeng/tayuban were formerly associated with 

village ceremonies which as far back as the fourteenth century often 

involved alcohol, gambling and sex. Since the New Order period, she has 

become ‘a truly marginal figure, displaced by an Islamicized and industrial 

world view’.69

 

 

The gradual marginalisation of pesindhen and ronggeng illustrates 

Blackwood’s observation that conceptions of sacred gender were 

transformed into innate gender through the privileging of male-dominated 

religions and belief in a single male god. The contemporary 

                                                   
66 Halim was Indonesia’s richest man for several years. 
67 Nose shape is another marker of refinement (halus-ness) and distinction. A long pointy 
nose (hidung mancung) is associated with ‘whiteness’.  
68 Curnow, "Women on the margins". p. 104. 
69 Ibid., p. 116. 
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commercialised dangdut singer-dancer is stripped of sacred ritual power, 

but not of sexual power, which has real currency on the capitalist market.  

 

Above the dangdut singer is dressed in typical skimpy dangdut costume. 

As she performed, the crowd moved in, jeering and calling to her – she had 

the male youth in the crowd under her spell. Leaning over provocatively, 

she teased the cowok at her feet, ‘What do you want?’ She knew well that 

they wanted something they could not have – her body. This dangdut 

singer was powerful in her performance of godaan 

(temptation/seduction). The dangdut dancer draws on the ritual tradition 

of female dancers of the past. Through the performances of the seksi 

dancer and the dangdut singer/dancer, the sexualised female body and 

the feminine are deployed in the construction of youthful Indonesian 

masculinity and femininity. The extent to which the increasing normativity 

of performances of female sexuality and seksi dancing represent the 

widening of masculine hegemony and heteronormativity in Indonesia is 

yet to be revealed. 

 

As we have seen, many of the behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas 

are authorised in these events. Firstly, the sexed and gendered youthful 

body is commodified for economic gain by the event/ product sponsor. 

Secondly, the intensified commodification and sexualisation of the 

youthful female body and femininity, and to a lesser extent, the youthful 

male body and masculinity highlights the privileging of the male gaze. 

Through the privileging of the male gaze these events are implicated in the 

ongoing cultural construction of the central character to youthful 

hegemonic masculinity in Java, the powerful buaya darat. Thirdly, and 

simultaneous to the increased sexploitation of the female body, is the 

authorisation of liberal attitudes to pre-marital sex for male and female 

youth. In all of these events, ‘[w]omen's bodies’ are literally ‘placed centre 

stage’.70

                                                   
70 Hatley, Barbara, "Hearing women's voices, contesting women's bodies in post New 
Order Indonesia," Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific 16 (2008). 

 Moreover, it is increasingly younger women’s bodies that figure 
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centre stage. As this array of events shows, contestation over the youthful 

Indonesian female body takes many forms and has many subtle guises.  

 

The events I have presented demonstrate a range of youth events held in 

Yogyakarta. These spanned the mosque teaching event, the Garden of Love 

(Taman Cinta) event sponsored by Walls ice cream and the Radio-Q 

birthday celebration sponsored by the Star Mild tobacco brand, which both 

offered product ‘gifts’, the Directtest pregnancy test kit event sponsored by 

a multinational pharmaceutical company and its local distributor, and the 

Beach Dangdut event sponsored by Gudang Garam tobacco. Many of these 

events borrowed from the spiritual and historical potency of the sites on 

which they were held. Even Iip Wijayanto’s mosque teaching on pacaran 

derives potency and authenticity in part from the mosque in which it was 

spoken. In most of the other events, the potency of the site on which they 

were held acted to reinforce and validate the introduction of new products 

and new and more liberal sexual and behavioural norms, many of which 

are synonymous with conceptions of pergaulan bebas. 

 

Romantic love, particularly ‘young love’ (cinta muda) between youth too 

young to legally marry, is the central vehicle through which the teen 

audience is targeted and subjectivised in mainstream music, advertising, 

film, and events. As we saw with the Taman Cinta advertising, the 

language and symbolism of romantic love is used differently to appeal to 

youth of different age groups. While pacaran are not recognised according 

to orthodox interpretations of Islam, young people who do have 

relationships can nevertheless use their faith as a buffer, filter, or rationale 

through which they can counter the incitement to premarital emotional 

and physical contact so prevalent in the media. As Wijayanto was forced to 

concede, in the era of choice-based love marriages, the likelihood of two 

young people becoming acquainted with their future husband or wife 

without first being in a non-sexual pacaran relationship is antithetical to 

conceptions of modern choice-based marriages in Indonesia.  
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Events offer young people a place to test the waters away from the gaze of 

parents, siblings and neighbours. The noticeably secular cultural 

production of youth events is in stark contrast to mosque and church 

teachings. In the media and product-saturated context of the urban 

cityscape, competition for the attention of the fickle youth consumer 

audience has seen the spectacle of youth events become more spectacular 

than ever before. Functioning as elaborate advertisements, events tempt 

and tantilise youth, inciting them to active engagement in love and sex. 

Youth events grant permission for young people to desire sexually and to 

experiment with both sex and gender. As one event DJ stated, ‘This is the 

era of freedom’ (Ini masa bebas)71

 

 in which, ideally at least, all forms of 

youth gender and sexuality can be lived and publicly expressed without 

denigration. Across the range of product-sponsored events, the 

performance of femininity and the allure of the female body, commodified 

to entertain, is one of the major draw cards.  

The next chapter explores dugem (nightclubs) as the nocturnal site (and 

subculture) most commonly associated with the negative behaviours of 

pergaulan bebas. Distinct from youth events, dugem operate behind 

closed doors and alcohol is sold. Similar to them, the female body has 

become part of the cultural package that is dugem. Since dugem operate 

late at night, female engagement is deemed particularly risqué. My 

emphasis is on the ways in which female youth negotiate the dugem 

experience.  

                                                   
71 This comment was made at a youth music event sponsored by Sunsilk shampoo and 
held at the Monumen 1 Maret in Malioboro. 
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Chapter 8 – The allure of the glittering world: girls and 
dugem 

 

According to conservative religious discourse in Indonesia, dugem 

(nightclubs) are primary sites of pergaulan bebas. Many of the behaviours 

connoted by the term pergaulan bebas, such as alcohol and drug 

consumption, and unsupervised or unmediated social interaction between 

the sexes, occur in, and are precipitated by, the nocturnal dugem 

environment. Due to the general perception that such behaviours are 

encouraged within dugem, dugem are condemned as sites of immoral 

depravity by conservative moral gatekeepers, both young and old. 

However, dugem provide spaces for creative self-invention and sexual self-

expression far from the often disapproving parental gaze. Within dugem, 

clubbers can express a more individualised and less restrictive experience 

through the body. As we have seen with advertising, the market is enticing 

youth to challenge conservative gender norms as part of their transition to 

modernity and global citizenship. The media and the market are granting 

permission where many parents and conservatives refuse to. Within club 

cultures, the broader public view that dugem are sites of youth hedonism 

is one that promoters capitalise on in promoting dugem as gaul and 

desirable to youth.  

 

In line with the sexual double standards explored in this thesis, male youth 

involvement in dugem is of less concern among conservatives, parents and 

youth themselves than female involvement.1 Since the moral panic 

surrounding dugem centres on the behaviours of females, I focus mainly 

on female youth. I ask, how and why female youth in Yogyakarta engage in 

dugem and café culture when participation in these is equated with 

engagement in behaviours regarded as bebas.2

                                                   
1 This issue is debated in the online blog comments in response to Mario Teguh’s 
comment that females who smoke, drink alcohol and go clubbing are not the marrying 
kind See 

 I firstly explore ambivalent, 

http://www.bluefame.com/lofiversion/index.php/t294215.html. Accessed 
19.04.2010. 
2 Cafés in this context refer to those licensed night-time venues where bands or DJs are a 
regular feature.  

http://www.bluefame.com/lofiversion/index.php/t294215.html�
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often negative perceptions of dugem among conservative youth to 

highlight that the moral panic surrounding dugem and female sexuality is 

a religious phenomenon. These views appear quite black and white and 

indicate the normativity of discourses of pergaulan bebas, youth 

hedonism and attitudes to clubbing. For this reason, they can be fruitfully 

employed in the promotion of clubbing as trangressive. Through engaging 

past research on rave culture that proposes the liberating aspects of 

clubbing for girls and the need to explore their roles in the cultural 

production of dugem, I problematise the emphasis on the notion of dugem 

as sites of female sexual and gendered rehearsal and playful 

experimentation. I do this by looking at both the differences between 

lower-middle class and middle-upper class clubs and their common 

features in relation to gendered behaviour of staff and patrons.3

 

 I argue 

that while dugem offer space for playful experimentation with gendered 

and sexual subjectivities, they are but a microcosm of the wider society. 

Thus, the gender norms of the outside world are not suspended once inside 

clubs. In clubs, gender differences and inequalities are reinforced through 

staffing practices and various normatively gendered practices. This chapter 

explores the conflict between the liberating aspects of dugem and the 

material constraints to female youth engagement and participation. 

Feeling the Ambience 

 

In Indonesia, dugem and rave (parti/party or even/event) are perceived 

similarly.4

                                                   
3 I do not identify clubs by name, and refer only to their general location.  

 They have evolved from the global phenomenon of rave or 

EDMC (electronic dance music culture) and dance parties of the late 1980s 

in the UK. Originally, rave were spontaneous all-night events involving a 

distinctive blend of electronically sampled, dubbed and mixed beats, often 

coupled with the use of synthetic drugs such as ecstasy (MDMA). The word 

dugem is derived from the amalgam of the Indonesian words dunia 

(world) and gemerlap (glittering or sparkling), a word and concept which 

4 Beazley, Harriot. "‘I Love Dugem’: Young Women’s Participation in the Indonesian 
Dance Party Scene " Intersections (2008). 
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has virtually replaced that of disko (discotheque) following the end of the 

era of disco music and the dawn of the digital age.5

 

 Dugem describes an 

atmosphere, a venue and an event and is used for raves, clubs and cafés 

that feature alcohol, music and dance. I refer to dugem as nightclubs and 

as clubbing experiences. 

In dugem, music is the central element, enhanced by the hypnotic 

combination of laser and strobe lights and multiple, big screen visual 

displays and effects. These combine to create the illusion of momentary 

spaces of dark and light and of constant motion. Within dugem, music 

provides the ambience for expression of emotions and of the self, through 

the body. The female body, elsewhere bound by rules and regulatory 

practices, can move freely, sensually and sexually, as desired, to the beat of 

the music.  

 

In 2007, the catchy clubmix ‘Let’s Get Together’, written and performed by 

Melly Goeslow (2006) had become a clubbing anthem in Yogyakarta. 

 

Let’s Dance Together6

 
 

Let’s dance together, 
Get on the dance floor, 
The party won’t start, 

If you stand still like that, 
Let’s dance together, 

Let’s party and 
Turn off the lights, 

 
Berdiri semua, 

Di ruang yang redup, 
Bercahaya bagai kilat, 

Aku dan yg lain, 
Menikmati semua, 

Irama berderap kencang, 
Tak ada gundah, 

Hilang semua penat di dada, 
Lihat DJ memainkan music, 

Disco dimulai. 
 

                                                   
5 The word dugem arose through the everyday language of bahasa gaul. The new word 
has been appropriated into everyday usage and has come to symbolise clubbing culture. 
6 Song title and chorus are in English. 
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Everyone is up, 
In the dim room, 

Strobe light flashing, 
Me and the others, 
We’re all enjoying, 

The fast rhythmic beat, 
There is no depression, 
All weariness is gone, 
See the DJ play music, 
The disco has begun. 

 

The beat gets the crowd up and dancing, thigh to thumping thigh, legs 

astride, pelvis to pelvis (well almost!) and face to face: the intimacy is 

intense and exhilarating. The invitation in the English language chorus 

gets people on their feet and the sentiment of the Indonesian words tell 

why they came. Most come simply to enjoy themselves (enjoy aja). Of 

course, interpretations of enjoy are subjective.  

 

Whether pleasure is achieved through simply getting out for the night, 

through dancing, meeting new people, or the high that alcohol and drugs 

bring, the vibe of dugem, once the venue is filled, is euphoric, and the 

sense of community and humanity, unifying. Strangers quickly become 

friendly, dancing together and sharing drinks and cigarettes. The club is 

filled with smoke. Shared shot glasses are passed around and they come 

thick and fast. Acceptance of the generosity of others generates a strong 

community feeling through shared progressive inebriation and the 

pleasure that brings: hence the expression ‘party abis’ – party ‘til you can 

party no more. 

 

The allure of the party atmosphere and the desire to dugem is strongly 

linked to youth conceptions of sociability or gaul. Young people who have 

not experienced dugem are thought of among clubbing peers as kuper 

(kurang pergaulan/lacking in social interaction or simply not getting out 

enough). For high school students competing for places in good 

universities and university students who face the demanding schedule of 

12-14 units per semester, educational pressures are intense. Those youth 

not in education must deal with ‘fulltime’ work, which may involve up to 12 
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hours a day six days a week for some, or the tedious monotony and 

uncertainty of un(der)employment. It is little wonder then that youth 

across social strata find dugem alluring. For youth willing to brave the 

‘risks’ of dugem, portrayed in the media as having the potential to lead 

even media celebrities to fall from grace, dugem provide a welcome 

opportunity to ‘relak’ (relax). Relak is by no means a passive or sedentary 

activity, but rather, involves letting one’s hair down, ‘having fun’ (enjoy 

aja), and not exerting mental effort. It is a way of ‘releasing stess’ 

(hilangkan stress) and ‘replenishing or refreshing oneself’ (buat 

refreshing). As one clubber put it, clubbing helps to ‘release stress…free 

oneself from the chaos/tumultuousness (hingar-bingar) of everyday life’.7 

For many moral conservatives, the desire to ‘have fun’ and ‘release stress’ 

through entertainment (hiburan) in the form of clubbing is merely 

hedonistic escapism.8

 

 

Dugem, chaos and hedonism 

 

Among conservative groups, the most dominant and vocal of which are 

Muslim, dugem are associated with chaos and disorder, states that also are 

at odds with traditional Javanese understandings of harmony, tranquility 

and order.9

 

 The mural below is one of many painted by an anti-narcotics 

Muslim student youth organisation, the Barisan Hadang Narkoba 

(BAHANA), and provides an example through which to explore 

conservative Muslim youth views on the more spectacular aspects of 

contemporary youth culture. 

                                                   
7 Blog comment, available at http//:matajakarta.blogspot.com/2007/05/dugem narkoba-
dan-sex.html. Accessed 12.12.07. No longer available. 
8 "Perilaku Hedonis dan Remaja [Hedonistic behaviour and Teens]," in Koran Anak 
Indonesia (Jakarta: Yudhasmara, 2009). See 
http://korananakindonesia.wordpress.com/2009/11/19/perilaku-hedonis-dan-remaja/. 
Accessed 20.04.2010. 
9 One interactive Muslim website, M-Islam, has appropriated the term DUGEM to refer to 
Dakwah Untuk GEnerasi Muda (Proselytizing to the Younger Generation), through 
which it posts commentary on contemporary issues related to the negotiation of 
modernity by Islamic youth. See http://m-islam.info/category/dugem. Accessed 
20.04.2010. 

http://korananakindonesia.wordpress.com/2009/11/19/perilaku-hedonis-dan-remaja/�
http://m-islam.info/category/dugem�
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Figure 8-1: Street Mural – the script reads: ‘Who says drugs make you cool?’10

 
 

The mural depicts several of the fears in Indonesian society related to 

dugem, such as dishevelled, scantily clad women in public spaces, drug use 

and drug-related death, and loss of direction and purpose. It links dugem 

with prostitution, and suggests that the profit derived from dugem is from 

forbidden (haram) practices. Clubbing is seens as having the potential to 

deplete one’s personal power, to make one lose direction, or as many youth 

commented, ‘to fall into negative behaviours’ (menjerumus ke hal negatif). 

Discourses of youth hedonism extend Javanese traditional notions of 

harmony and chaos into contemporary space.  

 

According to the Javanese world view, hedonism as disorder and 

indulgence is seen both as an inevitable part of life, or as a phase that acts 

as an obstacle. The discourse of hedonism is not solely a religious 

comment but is also a moral and ethical comment on the rapidly changing 

cultural traditions in which there seems to be no consideration of the 
                                                   
10 Siapa bilang narkoba bikin lo jadi gaul? 
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future consequences of change. Achmad Charris Zubair argues that 

hedonism is linked to conceptions of development and modernity: 

 

Material symbols such as architecturally designed homes, modern shopping 
malls, places of recreation, modern foods and way of life (gaya hidup), must 
all imitate (meniru) a modern nation (bangsa modern) – that is identical to 
the west (barat). Of course, on the other hand, anything that suggests 
(berbau) the “traditional”, not to mention that which we already possess, 
must be considered out of date and therefore left behind. In truth, this 
perception has permeated almost every aspect of society…The criterion for 
success is no longer in the superiority of the mind, but is in nothing but the 
excess of the body.11

 
  

The link between youth and hedonism is associated with the personal 

pursuit of bodily and sensory pleasure without consideration for the 

personal and social consequences. It is lack of forethought for the 

consequences of one’s pleasure-seeking that links hedonism and 

pergaulan bebas. In this context of the critique of youth hedonism, dugem 

is renamed through the amalgam of the words dunia (world) and gembira 

(cheerful/happy) – a superficial happyland. Interview and blog comments 

overwhelmingly support the notion that youth who are not interested in, or 

who fear dugem, see those who frequent them as hedonistic (hedonis). 

This is expressed in the following blog: 

 

The clubbing (dugem) nightlife of hedonists (lovers of worldly pleasures), 
with the format and model that seems very odd to villagers, has perhaps 
become quite common or normal in Jakarta and can be found in almost all 
parts of the capital. The way of life of society is very glamorous and very 
luxurious (luxs), such that the jetsetters’ way of life can be found and seen 
anywhere regardless of the time.12

 
 

                                                   
11 Zubair, Achmad Charris, "Tinjauan moral dan kultural terhadap hedonisme di kalangan 
generasi muda,"  (Yogyakarta: UGM, 1998). p. 3. See 
http://filsafat.ugm.ac.id/downloads/artikel/hedonisme.pdf. Accessed 1.06.08. 
12 ‘[k]ehidupan dunia gemerlap malam (dugem) kaum hedonisme (penikmat 
kesenangan duniawi) dengan format dan model yang serba aneh menurut orang 
kampung mungkin menjadi hal yang biasa atau umum di kota Jakarta dan dapat 
ditemui hampir di setiap sudut Ibukota. Gaya hidup masyarakat yang serba gelamour, 
serba luxs, hingga gaya hidup para kaum jetset dapat dijumpai dan dikunjungi kapan 
saja tanpa mengenal waktu’. http://mediasauna.multiply.com/links/item/14 accessed 
7.6.08. 

http://filsafat.ugm.ac.id/downloads/artikel/hedonisme.pdf�
http://mediasauna.multiply.com/links/item/14�
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This second blog draws the parallel between clubbing and spiritual ritual.13

 

 

In my view there is no difference between hedonists who go to dugem and 
spiritualists who seek the spiritual, for example in kyai and the like. They have 
the same need for the ’ritual’ which brings them peace and contentedness. 
Doing such activities like that is like a drug addict. You only get the feeling of 
peace or contentment while in that specific place, so you will want to return to 
a similar place to feel that same feeling of happiness and contentedness.14

 
 

Among male and female youth, particularly younger teenage youth who 

articulate a ‘normal biography’, there is a general sense that clubbing may 

lead one to ‘fall into a hole’ –  one’s studies could suffer or one may fail to 

take care of ones self (jaga diri). This is judged as the ‘bad path’ (jalan 

buruk). The discourse of hedonism is common among religious 

conservatives, as we saw with the Serikat Jomblo Catholic youth singles 

network, and most obviously among Islamic youth and scholars.  

 

Youth I interviewed feared the possibility that they might ‘fall into’ the 

negative behaviours associated with pergaulan bebas through clubbing.15

                                                   
13 Sangaji, Hatib Abdul Kadir Olong "Geliat dugem sebagai ritual baru pada tubuh kaum 
urban," Balairung, no. 40 (2006). pp. 54-65. 

 

They feared becoming addicted to clubbing, not being able to escape the 

clubbing world or undo the effects of a clubbing lifestyle. A common 

perception among youth who have tried dugem was that, ‘It is damaging to 

the self’ (Ema 17). Her friend, Feri (17), suggested those who go clubbing 

are ‘damaged/out of order’ (rusak), and she feared she too could ‘become 

damaged’ (jadi rusak) by associating with them. Strategies against 

becoming ‘damaged’ for Nisa (16, Muslim) depended on one’s capacity to 

‘limit the self’ (membatasi diri). For Chi Chi (16, Catholic) it was the ability 

to ‘think about the long term’ (fikir panjang), and for Ema (above) it 

14 Jadi bagi saya tidak ada perbedaan antara para hedonis yang pergi ke tempat 
dugem dengan spiritualis yang pergi ke tempat spiritual seperti kyai, dll. Mereka sama-
sama membutuhkan ’siraman’ yang menentramkan/menyenangkan hati. Dan 
melakukan aktivitas seperti itu adalah seperti ”candu”. Karena kamu hanya 
mendapatkan kesenangan/tentram saat berada di lokasi itu saja, sehingga kamu akan 
ingin kembali datang ke tempat seperti itu kalau ingin kembali bisa merasakan 
kesenangan dan ketenangan serupa. http://fani-indraka.blogspot.com/2007/03/beda-
hedonis-dan-spiritualis.html. Accessed 7.6.08. 
15 Smith-Hefner found that conservative Javanese Muslim youth associate clubbing with 
sexual experimentation. Smith-Hefner, "Reproducing respectability." p. 164.  

http://fani-indraka.blogspot.com/2007/03/beda-hedonis-dan-spiritualis.html�
http://fani-indraka.blogspot.com/2007/03/beda-hedonis-dan-spiritualis.html�


 

  

316 

 

meant the capacity to discern ‘true/correct (benar) interactions from those 

that are out of order’.  

 

Other students reject clubbing after trying it based on their belief and 

experience that clubbing is incommensurable with their Islamic practice, 

which is essential to their everyday family and social relations. For 

example, Mimi (a beauty therapy student) stated that clubbing:  

 

[i]s not my life (ie. is not for me). Although I can join in and have fun with my 
friends who go clubbing, I feel it is forbidden (dilarang). There is alcohol, I 
feel stupid, and after I drink I can’t worship (ibadah) or pray (sholat) for forty 
days because it is forbidden according to the teachings of the Prophet and my 
family. (Female, 19, Muslim) 

 

Similar to Smith-Hefner’s participants, many decided to distance clubbing 

friends due to philosophical and lifestyle differences. As Indri, a student 

from an Islamic school (madrasah) commented:  

 

I try to mix with many people. Those who go to cafés/clubs differ from me. 
They have their own philosophies on why they go to places like that. Most of 
them go there just for fun (berhura-hura), and for most of them it’s because 
they are from broken home, they are not supported by family, they have not 
been cared for (diperhatikan). Some think, ‘I am not hurting anyone’. I had a 
friend like that, but I ended the friendship. If I am not able to help them 
(ajari), if they don’t want help, I distance them. (Female, 16, Muslim) 
 

Indri expresses the common perception that clubbers are from broken 

home and are therefore not cared for by their parents.16

 

 Nisa shares this 

view that clubbers are neglected youth:  

my friends from broken homes drink in clubs. Their families don’t care for 
them, they are busy, harsh. (Female, 16, Muslim) 

 

This view is pervasive. As we have seen, family dysfunction and broken 

home are constructed as a primary risk factor or antecedent to youth 

engagement in the ‘risk’ behaviours connoted in the discourse of 

                                                   
16 Ibid., p. 165. 
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pergaulan bebas. In film, dugem are constructed as sites of wayward 

experimentation for the middle/wealthy class youth who drive new 

imported cars and sip cappuccinos in trendy cafés. Their families are 

either not represented or their fathers are depicted as adulterous, which 

insinuates an unhappy upbringing. Among youth interviewees in this 

study, however, wealth or class was not seen as factors influencing 

engagement in clubs or activities associated with hedonist escapism. 

Broken home or lack of parental guidance was deemed fundamental in 

influencing the extent to which youth went clubbing. Both were seen as 

issues that cross class boundaries, with economic pressures believed to be 

most significant in disturbing family harmony. 

 

Whose pleasure? 

 

According to Islamic doctrine, outlined by Wijayanto in the previous 

chapter, to succumb to sexual desires (nafsu) is a weakness of the mind 

(akal) and the will, which, outside of the confines of marriage (diluar 

ikatan pernikahan), constitutes a sin (zina). In rave cultures, Pini has 

suggested, ‘“Thought” and “rationality”…are seen as potentially obstructive 

to the achievement of full pleasure’.17 As Zubair proposes, in the 

postmodern context of late capitalism, the body is the last frontier of 

freedom of expression. Clubbers experience the bodily sensations as 

ecstatic, euphoric and liberating.18

 

 This is because for Indonesian women, 

gendered cultural and religious norms have long since denied public bodily 

expression and bodily exposure.  

The female body is viewed as a temptation to males (penggoda). This 

notion of female as penggoda is reinforced and exploited across popular 

cultural forms. The production of the dugem is no exception. In media 

advertising dugem events, including daily newspaper advertisements, 

                                                   
17 Pini, Maria, "Women and the early British rave scene," in Back to Reality: Social 
Experience and Cultural Studies, ed. Angela Mc Robbie (Manchester & New York: 
Manchester University Press, 1997). p. 164. 
18 Ibid., p. 167. 
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which always emphasise female ‘seksi dancer’ performances,19 street 

banners (spanduk) hung at traffic intersections, and advertisements and 

articles within dugem zines, seduction through the figure of the female 

penggoda is central. Below is a street banner advertising the 2008 New 

Year’s Eve celebration at a popular up-market nightclub and sponsored by 

a tobacco product/company. The banner was positioned at the western 

gateway to the southern town square, adjacent to the Sultan’s palace.20 

Ironically, and perhaps incommensurably for many, this advertisement, 

offering an ‘uncensored xxx rated’ New Years experience is juxtaposed 

with the banner in the background advertising the Islamic celebration of 

Idul Adha.21

 

 

 
Figure 8-2: Club advertising banner for New Year’s Event 2008 

                                                   
19 The Yogya tabloid, Kedaulatan Rakyat, has a small daily clubbing advertisement 
section. 
20 When I enquired into how permission to place such a blatant and exploitative 
advertisement in the vicinity of the palace had been obtained, I was told that the Sultan's 
younger brother owned the cigarette company featured in the advertisement.  
21 Idul Adha refers to the communal prayer to mark the feast that celebrates the sacrifice 
of Ismail by Ibrahim. 
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In the foregrounded advertisement, English language use excludes non-

English speakers and targets aspiring English speakers, whilst 

simultaneously constructing one of Yogyakarta’s most exclusive clubs as 

international and exclusive. One wonders how many synonyms are 

required to stress the point that the club is promising that an abundance of 

young female flesh will be on offer on New Years Eve. Read in the context 

of the economic reality of Yogyakarta nightlife, the intended message is 

clear: the club is promising (the fantasy) that it will feature inexperienced 

girls who do not know the ropes and who do not charge high fees. This 

advertisement was designed by female club staff to attract an optimal 

number of guests by blatantly catering to the heteronormative male gaze 

and wallet. The youthful female body, femininity, feminine charm 

(pesona), and perhaps even virginity, are being commodified by clubs to 

attract male and female patrons.  

 

The juxtaposition of the two banners, one for an X-rated night out, the 

other for an Islamic prayer ritual, represents the postmodern coexistence 

of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. It exemplifies Lyotard’s comment that 

incommensurability is a feature of postmodernity and something we must 

all live with. In postmodern popular culture, promotion of that which is 

deemed profane according to ‘traditional’ religions is the means through 

which clubs construct themselves as contemporary, modern, gaul and as 

part of ‘global’ club culture. The portrayal of clubs as dens of depravity and 

hedonistic pleasure-seeking, and clubbing as transgressive, is precisely the 

image of clubs that promoters play on. 

 

So, while female engagement in dugem is generally viewed among parents 

and conservatives as negative, in the cultural production of dugem this 

negative image is used to promote female participation in dugem as a 

potentially liberating act of autonomous rebellion and transgression. 
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Dugem zines also play on the conservative perception that dugem are sites 

of depravity, immorality and sin. They are replete with religious 

iconography and symbology, with images contrasting good and evil, the 

angelic and the demonic. For example, one promotion article in a dugem 

zine featured two professional female DJs (the Electric Barbarellas), one 

wearing horns, the other angel’s wings, standing together over a flaming 

turntable.22

 

 The commentary of the article stresses the sexiness of the DJs, 

their ‘stunning looks’ and their ‘sexier and dirtier’ mixing styles. The DJs 

themselves play on conservative gender norms that position them as 

deviant and use such representations in their performance of female 

deviance. In the article, one of the DJs explains how she balances work, 

home and motherhood, suggesting that her life is really quite ordinary 

despite the deviant image.  

Another example of how defiant female bodies and deviant femininities 

are celebrated and commoditised by clubs to attract patrons comes from a 

dugem zine. It shows an advertisement for a competition to find the ‘Best 

Sexy Devils’. Here female sexuality is equated with devilish behaviour. Like 

the tattoo given out at the Taman Cinta event of the blonde-haired woman 

with the flames emanating from her genitals and horns protruding from 

her head, these girls also wear horns. In contrast to the Western-looking 

blonde in the tattoo, these girls are Indonesian: scouted from among 

clubbers to form the Sexy Devils performance dance group. 

 

                                                   
22 "The Essences of Discomorphosis," in Whazzup (Yogyakarta: TJ's Extraordinary Club, 
2006).p. 24. The name Electric Barbarellas derives from the film Barbarella (Roger 
Vadim, 1968). In 1997, Duran Duran released the song ‘Electric Barbarella’ on their 
Medazzaland album. The song is hailed as the first song for digital download on the 
internet. The original video features English model Sophie Dahl as a battery-operated 
robotic Barbie-like cyborg. 
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Figure 8-3: Image from zine article on ‘Best Sexy Devil’ competition 
 

Clubbers and dugem employees are interpellated as promiscuous and 

immoral, hedonistic pleasure-seekers by conservative religious adherents. 

The ‘postmodern sacred’, on the other hand, is not rejecting but is all-

embracing. It ‘affirms the rights of people who have been marginalised’ by 

religious institutions due to ethnic, gender, and sexual differences.23

 

 The 

‘postmodern sacred’ nocturnal space of dugem affirms the rights and 

desires of youth to express aspects of their personality and desires through 

their bodies in a manner that transgresses the tenets of conservative 

religious belief and social norms. Engagement in clubbing and behaviours 

deemed pergaulan bebas, which may seem hypocritical to other more 

conservative Muslims, are engagements that are deemed by many clubbers 

to be essentially personal.  

                                                   
23 McAvan, "The postmodern sacred". p. 22. 
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Playing on conservative community attitudes, the next image draws on 

religious symbology in a different way to the earlier examples of the DJs 

and the dancers. 

 

 

 

Figure 8-4: Image accompanying the article, ‘Clubbing over time’  
 

The image is taken from an article that discusses the history of global club 

culture in a dugem zine. The image of the angels emphasises the ‘good girl’ 

performativity involved in negotiating clubbing and club participation. 

This performativity was hinted at in Sampoerna’s tips Bukan Basa Basi 

campaign that suggested that clubbers should be sure to bring a towel and 

water bottle so that when returning home in the wee hours of the morning 

it appears one is returning from a morning run. In the case of cewek 

clubbers, performativity of the ‘good girl’ image is important to 

maintaining one’s respect among family and community members. 

 

 

Engaging Rave Literature 
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Although dugem are not a new phenomenon, there is scant critical 

literature on dugem, clubbing and raves in Indonesia to date.24 This dearth 

of accessible research is related to the tendency of Indonesian social 

science researchers in the past to shy away from the analysis of themes 

considered controversial.25 For these reasons, Harriet Beazley’s research 

on female Indonesian youth engagement with raves and clubs draws on 

the work of members of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 

(CCCS in Birmingham) on youth subcultures in the United Kingdom.26

 

  

Previous research on rave subcultures in the UK has been critiqued by 

feminists from within the CCCS. Angela McRobbie, in particular, has 

argued that male youth involvement in rave was overemphasised, resulting 

in a failure to address issues of female youth involvement.27 McRobbie 

doubted raves reflected the ‘broader changing climate of sexual politics’ 

due to the marginality of females in their cultural production.28 Maria Pini 

later stressed that the emphasis on cultural production within the CCCS 

acted to further marginalise female youth participation and experience in 

raves, foreclosing any discussion of female youth engagement.29 She posits 

that the analysis of raves is important since raves pose a challenge to 

‘heterosexual masculinity’s traditional centrality’.30 In Pini’s view, the 

female experience of rave is ‘liberating’.31

                                                   
24 The subject is becoming a popular thesis topic among Indonesian university students, 
particularly those who work in clubs. Most of these theses are written in Indonesian, are 
unpublished, and are therefore not available to a wide readership. See Nuryati, Nanik, 
"Kehidupan dan Strategi Server di Liquid Shaker Cafe" (Undergraduate Thesis, Gajah 
Mada University, 2007). 

 Beazley also emphasises the 

liberating aspects of dugem as ‘nightscapes’ where female youth express 

their ‘refusal of the conventional notions of femininity in dominant 

discourse’, for example, by going out late, drinking, drug taking, smoking 

25 Farid, "The class question." 
26 Beazley, Harriot, "‘I love dugem’: Young women’s participation in the Indonesian dance 
party scene " Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific 18 (2008). 
27 McRobbie, Angela, Feminism and Youth Culture (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1991). 
28 McRobbie, Angela, Postmodernism and Popular Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). p. 
168. 
29 Pini, "Women and the early British rave scene." p. 153. 
30 Ibid., p. 155. 
31 Ibid., p. 154. 
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and dressing to please themselves not others.32

 

 Drawing on McRobbie’s 

recent work, I argue that participation in club culture for girls is 

paradoxically liberating and exploitative.  

As cultural products, there are distinct differences between UK-style rave 

and Indonesian dugem. Firstly, unlike rave, dugem do not occur 

spontaneously. Rather, they are business enterprises subject to rigid 

regulatory practices, such as restrictions on opening hours and days. For 

example, dugem are prohibited from operating during Ramadhan. 

Secondly, females feature prominently at all levels in the cultural 

production of dugem.  

 

For Beazley and Hatib Sangaji dugem represent ‘Temporary Autonomous 

Zones’ (TAZ).33

 

 First proposed by Wilson: 

The TAZ is like an uprising which does not engage directly with the State, a 
guerilla operation which liberates an area (of land, of time, of imagination) 
and then dissolves itself to re-form elsewhere/elsewhen, before the State can 
crush it. Because the State is concerned primarily with Simulation rather than 
substance, the TAZ can "occupy" these areas clandestinely and carry on its 
festal purposes for quite a while in relative peace.34

 
  

While Beazley’s assertion that rave (as distinguished from dugem) are 

examples of TAZ may be the case, it is my view that dugem do not fit the 

description of TAZ above because they operate in cooperation with state 

and local authorities and private businesses such as tobacco companies. 

Evidence, for example, of collaboration with a private company, is found in 

the case of a popular upmarket nightclub where the sign bearing the name 

of the club pales into insignificance in its position underneath a neon sign 

of a tobacco brand that is five times its size. 

 

                                                   
32 Beazley, "I love dugem." 
33 Sangaji, "Geliat dugem sebagai ritual baru."  
34 http://www.hermetic.com/bey/taz3.html. Accessed 25.06.2010. 

http://www.hermetic.com/bey/taz3.html�
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Collaboration between government and private business interests is not 

discrete.35 One newspaper article/advertisement promoted a national 

bartender competition to be held in one of Yogyakarta’s most prestigious 

clubs.36 The competition is said to be a ‘collaboration between the Office of 

Culture and Tourism’, in Sleman, and a particular club.37 The purpose of 

the competition is to ‘create a positive image for the bartender profession. 

The bartender profession is not always associated with nightlife and 

drunkenness, but is a profession with particular skills’. The end comment 

of the article outlines the rationale of the local Disbudpar in supporting 

this event.38

 

 It is implied that local tourism will benefit from national 

exposure. These examples show one aspect of how the cultural production 

of dugem is inextricable from the wider socio-cultural milieu.  

The separation of the world of dugem from the real world is illusory. 

Through this example, we are reminded that the ‘liberating’ aspects of 

dugem for female youth, not likely to be celebrated by the local Disbudpar, 

can only be temporary and transient. The points raised by McRobbie and 

Pini, regarding the extent to which females are involved in the cultural 

production of dugem, need to be unpacked in the context of Yogyakarta, 

where both female clubbers and staff in the post-New Order period are 

pivotal to the ongoing construction of clubbing cultures. The extent to 

which females in their various roles engage in dugem culture, however, is a 

matter of personality and individual agency, economic need and social 

position.  

 

                                                   
35 Tobacco companies openly collaborate with POLRI (Indonesian Police). For example, 
the Star Mild advertisement ‘Apa Obsesimu? Obsesi melayani masyarakat’ (What is your 
obsession? To serve society’) is a neon sign posted at traffic police shelters at urban traffic 
intersections. One informant explained that this was an attempt to raise the profile of the 
police in the eyes of young people. 
36 Each bartender must pay a registration fee of AUD$20 (Rp150 000) to compete. The 
total prize pool is claimed to be Rp30 million (AUD$4500) and prizes include motor 
bikes, mobile phones and cash: prizes very alluring to male students. 
37 "Didukung DISBUDPAR Sleman: Liquid gelar adu bartender [Supported by 
DISBUDPAR Sleman: Liquid is holding a bartender competition]," Kedaulatan Rakyat, 
27.11.2007. p. 3. 
38 DISBUDPAR– Dinas Kebudayaan dan Pariwisata (Office of Culture and Tourism). 
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I explore this further in the next section where I introduce the various 

types of nightclubs in Yogyakarta. Patrons of clubs can be distinguished 

according to economic means and family status because of the different 

costs associated with different clubs. Dugem participation is a function of 

actual economic capital and becomes an expression of (sub)cultural 

capital. 

 

Class and Dugem 

 

In Yogyakarta there are basically two ‘classes’ of dugem: those at the top 

end of the market and those at the bottom end. Most are at the top or 

exclusive end of the market and cater for big-spending high-rollers, often 

referred to as bos (boss).39 Of the few published Indonesian researchers of 

dugem, Hatib Sangaji, has analysed arguably the most exclusive and well 

established club in Yogyakarta.40 He suggests that the majority of the 

club’s patrons are from wealthy regions outside Yogyakarta, such as East 

and West Kalimantan, or places where the cost of living is higher than in 

Yogyakarta, making their disposable income in Yogyakarta greater.41

 

  

Sangaji’s research has a distinctly class orientation. He suggests that the 

middle class devote more time to leisure since their ‘basic needs’ are met 

and they have more free time. He argues that the money they have is in 

excess of their needs compared to the lower class, who find it hard to meet 

even the most basic of needs. In his view, ‘it is only members of urban 

middle and elite classes’ who frequent ‘nocturnal pleasure/recreation 

spaces’,42 most of whom are university students from the ‘financially able 

category, workers with high wages’, and ‘lonely married women’.43

                                                   
39 A term of address usually used between males. 

 While 

40 This club is part of a franchise linked to the five-star hotel chain owned by Starwood 
Hotels and Resorts Worldwide, which has shares in American Express and partnerships 
with several airlines. 
41 Sangaji, "Geliat dugem sebagai ritual baru." 
42 Ibid., p. 55. 
43 Ibid. Sangaji refers to these women as ‘tante kesepian’ (lonely aunts). Their male 
equivalent is the figure of the ‘om’ (discussed in chapter 6 on film), whose presence in 
clubs is arguably greater. 
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this particular club may be a relatively exclusive space for middle-upper 

class patrons, youth across classes do engage in dugem and for similar 

reasons. 

 

In exploring the class theme, Sangaji argues that admittance to this club is 

not (in theory) ‘socially…or economically bounded’.44 He sardonically 

suggests that once the AUD$6 (Rp50 000) entrance fee is paid, ‘you will be 

a respected guest if you are able to buy a bottle costing at least Rp 900 000 

(AUD$100)’.45 The guest (bos) who purchases a bottle of spirits has it 

brought to their table by a parti girl in mini skirt.46

 

 The bottle has a lit 

sparkler attached to it. As the parti girl carries it through the crowd, the 

performance package that is the parti girl, the sparkler and the bottle of 

spirits draws attention to the wealth and status of the guest which in turn 

adds to their prestasi (status) among friends and onlookers. The parti girl 

often stays at the table with the guest and tends to his personal needs, 

lighting his cigarettes, pouring his drinks, and flirting with him.  

Female staff are part of the allure of more exclusive clubs. They are 

employed to attract and directly liaise with guests. These clubs feature a 

variety of roles for female servers,47 whose role is to serve (melayani). The 

extent of the service each staff member provides is entirely up to them. 

Aside from parti girls, female server roles are as hosts, waitresses, GRO 

(Guest Relations Officers)48

 

 and seksi dancers. 

Meri, who I met in a club, worked serially in several clubs to pay her 

university fees and living costs. Her current role as a GRO required her to 

go to the upmarket club where she worked from 3pm-4pm most 

                                                   
44 Ibid., p. 56. 
45 Ibid. This is a bottle of imported spirits, usually bourbon or whiskey. 
46 Parti girls are female university students with wide campus networks who are 
employed on a one night basis for a flat rate of Rp 25000 (AUD$3) plus tips. 
47 Derived from English, server is a gloss used for club floor staff. 
48 GRO is a long-term employment position. Similar to hosts and waitresses, their role is 
to contact previous patrons (usually male) by phone and inform them of coming events. 
This means that they go to the club mid-afternoon to access the guest database and make 
calls to guests informing them of the night’s theme. They are responsible for guest 
numbers. Females in these roles are paid a flat nightly rate of AUD$1.20 plus tips. 
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afternoons. At this time, she and other GROs and female hosts made 

personalised calls to prospective (usually male) guests whose names and 

numbers were kept on the club database from their previous visits. This is 

a necessary public relations exercise to attract guests by informing them of 

the coming night’s events. Indeed, Meri’s income depends upon guests 

who are prepared to spend. After procuring guests, she returned home for 

a few hours before going back to the club at 7.30 to prepare for opening.  

 

As Meri explained, clubs operate to a monthly target income, making club 

work extremely competitive. If this target is met, the boss is happy and 

staff receive a bonus. If not, one’s job could be on the line: there are 

thousands of young students who share the fantasy of merging work and 

pleasure through club work. For club staff, drinking on the job is tolerated 

and they are encouraged to accept drinks from guests. Often, drinks 

bought by guests for staff are consumed very slowly, or not consumed at 

all: the money to pay for the drink is directly credited to the account of the 

staff member. The guest is unaware of this practice. Whenever possible, 

and especially in the case of tipsy guests, guests are charged twice for the 

same drinks.49

 

 The money for the drinks is credited to the staff members 

involved in the scam. Servers may also choose to supplement their 

incomes through performing sexual favours with guests. Most are 

university students like Meri.  

Clubs draw on the social affiliations of their student staff who have 

established campus networks. Their student status and kampus networks 

are central to their employment prospects. Through their work and study 

they are exposed to a wide range of social interactions (banyak 

pergaulan). In this sense, they are gaul, as gaul is conceived of as 

educated, socially competent, and conversant with the practices of the 

clubbing industry and culture.  

 

                                                   
49 The term ‘tipsy’ is used in Indonesia. 
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Among clubbers, choice of club is largely dependent on disposable income 

and taste, the latter largely shaped and limited through social and 

economic positioning.50

 

 Taste distinctions and preferences inform social 

prestasi and access to cultural capital. Both are gained and expressed 

through expenditure, being seen at a dugem, talking about last night’s 

clubbing experience, knowledge of the DJ circuit and new mixes, youth 

parlance, fashion and style, among other more subtle, in-group subcultural 

factors. Both university students in Yogyakarta (often unemployed) and 

local kampung youth (generally employed or partially employed) were 

very selective about their choice of club. The comments of both groups 

indicate the higher status of the upmarket clubs.  

University students told me the club at the lower end of the market was 

‘disgusting’ (menjijikkan) and of ‘poor quality’ (jelek). I was advised not to 

go to there. However, this was after I had already been there with a group 

of friends from a neighbouring kampung with whom I met weekly, on 

afternoons, at the warung nearby to the high school where I taught 

English. The centre of this group of friends was Yanto (20), who sold 

petrol and phone credit beside the roadside warung run by his mother and 

two sisters. His family was poor and lived in a densely crowded kampung 

nearby. Heavy afternoon rains often meant that I took refuge in the 

warung, eating, drinking and gossiping with his sisters and mother. 

Yanto’s male friends, most of whom were underemployed, came and hung 

out while he worked. I often went clubbing with Yanto and some of his 

male and female friends, first at the dugem pagi and then to the ‘jelek’ club 

nearer the city and our homes.  

 

In their preference for these clubs, I got the distinct impression that Yanto 

and his friends felt they did not belong in the upmarket clubs, that those 

clubs were beyond their budget, did not cater to them and that somehow 

they would be discovered as imposters: claiming a status that was not 

rightfully theirs. The social prestasi, cultural capital, and rupiah, that my 

                                                   
50 Bourdieu, Distinction. p. 17. 



 

  

330 

 

friends, the males who were underemployed or worked informally and the 

females who worked as sales promotion girls (SPG) in department stores, 

had accrued to date did not equip them to bergaul (socialise) in certain 

(classed) social circles.  

 

There are distinct differences between the two classes of clubs: in elite 

clubs the entry fee is more than three times that of the lower end clubs. 

Facilities, including the range and roles of employees, also differ, with a 

greater variety of roles for female club staff in elite clubs. The lower end 

clubs did not employ live seksi dancers; instead, images of seksi dancers 

were projected onto big screens. With cocktail names like – ‘Suck My 

D?!*’,51

 

 ‘Screaming Multiple Orgasm’ and ‘Power Pussy’ – upmarket clubs 

are more overt in celebrating their challenge to normative views and 

taboos of youth sexuality and premarital sex. 

The behaviours of clubbers in the upmarket clubs were more explicitly 

playful in both dress and experimentation with gender and sexuality than 

in the lower-end clubs, among staff as well as patrons. Bartenders dressed 

in costume, one with a medical infusion kit attached to his head with a drip 

filtering into his wrist. Cewek danced sensually from the upper balcony, 

inviting with their bodies and their fixed gaze on other clubbers. Older 

male guests (om, who often go clubbing in groups) expected not only the 

parti girls assigned to them, but also other female waitresses, to want to 

be touched by them.52

 

 Many of these clubs held weekly g-nites (gay 

nights), with lip-sync drag diva shows and dancing boys in short shorts. 

Clubbers often climbed onto the stage to strut their stuff and threesome 

kissing scenes were not unusual. In these clubs, I was often propositioned, 

as were my companions. One 21-year-old cewek from Bali who stumbled 

out of a club said to me, ‘Let’s go to my kos, I’m bored with cowok’. 

                                                   
51 This is how the drink name was presented on the cocktails list. 
52 This is based on the comment of one waitress who did not herself drink and who found 
the audaciousness of these om quite offensive. 
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As a microcosm of the wider society and consumer market and despite the 

liberating aspects of dugem, traditional gender norms provide the 

framework for dealing with conflicts that arise within dugem. The 

examples of conflict reveal the norm of male protection (ownership) in 

relations between male and female youth. For example, as soon as a breach 

of gender etiquette is deemed to have occurred the situation quickly 

became aggressive. This was particularly the case when an incident 

involved a female, who may choose to call attention to the incident, or not. 

If she does, it is her ‘kak(ak)’, (brother, male escort/companion for the 

night), who is responsible to defend her honour, often through the use of 

physical violence. His failure to do so can be damaging to his own prestasi 

and hers.  

 

Several cases spring to mind. The first involved Icha, a 20-year-old single 

parent, who lives with her mother. On this occasion, I accompanied Icha 

and her two male friends, Roy and Ayi, to a club. After ordering a jug of 

vodka and lemonade and several shot glasses each, Icha and I entered the 

dance space where a guy tried to kiss Icha. Although she did not mind, Roy 

(who was acting as Icha’s kakak saw it, and stood up angrily in readiness 

to physically defend her honour. Icha made it clear to him that she was not 

offended by the kiss. This immediately diffused the situation. She 

explained to me that if she had not condoned the kiss, she would have 

expected Roy to defend her honour with his fists. (Roy clearly knew this). 

In this example, Icha’s power to diffuse the situation was through her 

single status – Roy was not her boyfriend and could not lay claim to 

feelings of jealousy (cemburu), insult (tersinggung) or lack of self-control. 

On another occasion, at the low brow, inner-city club, a young female was 

swiped with a cigarette while dancing. She protested to her male friends 

who immediately set upon the culprit beating and kicking him until he was 

unconscious. Only then did club bouncers intervene to remove the 

unconscious youth. In another incident at the early evening club for 

younger clubbers, a male youth tipped up a table in protest at his girl 
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getting unwanted attention from another male. In these instances, 

everyone was advised to stay away and not intervene. 

 

Cewek negotiating nocturnal space 

 

Gender performativity is central to male and female dugem participation. 

For cewek planning a night out clubbing, myriad strategies are employed 

in negotiating gendered class factors, status within the family, community 

norms and values and access to cultural capital. I concur with Beazley, 

McRobbie (1994) and Pini (1997) that raves and dugem are sites for what 

Pini refers to as the ‘undoing of traditional cultural associations’.53 As 

Beazley pointed out, cewek must always be aware of the general societal 

impression of them as ‘bad girls’ (cewek nakal), ‘loose women’ (perek) or 

worse, as ‘prostitutes’ (pelacur) if they are seen to deviate from the 

normative path.54

 

 This is the case for both guests and staff, as seen in the 

following comments: 

There is the perception that girls who go clubbing are bad girls (cewek nakal) 
but actually people who go to nightclubs only want to release stress (melepas 
stress), to have a good time (senang-senang aja), because it’s fun (asyik), but 
we only drink: our bodies feel light (enteng) and we dance ‘til dawn. Yeh, 
maybe that’s it, girls leaving at night and coming home in the morning, people 
think that way. When I go clubbing I sleep at my friend’s place, a boarding 
house with no rules (kos bebas). (Ajeng 19, Muslim, academy student) 
 

People think that girls who go clubbing must be bad girls (cewek nakal), 
that’s not necessarily the case, it’s a misperception. Since I was a kid I liked all 
kinds of dancing, it was a hobby…I could forget about my problems for a 
while (hilang sedikit masalah), make new friends (dapat teman baru), mix a 
lot (banyak pergaulan). (Ari 18, Muslim, shop assistant) 

 

Ari is one of Yanto’s friends. Her position in the family as significant 

breadwinner has meant that her parents are flexible in negotiating 

conventional gender norms. They consent to her going out until late at 

night with the proviso (in line with dominant gendered conventions) that 

                                                   
53 Pini, "Women and the early British rave scene." p. 154. 
54 Beazley, "I love dugem." paragraph 35. 
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she is in the company of one particular, slightly older cowok from her 

kampung, whom her parents have known since he was a child. This works 

well for her as she and Yanto are close friends. That Ari works fulltime and 

contributes substantially to the family income (her father is a bus 

conductor, her mother a traditional medicine maker), suggests that she 

has significant agency in negotiating with her parents on what she can and 

cannot do. Ari said that her reputation had been tainted locally through 

her previous drug use and her boyfriend’s current prison sentence. She is 

not particularly interested in maintaining her ‘good name’ (nama baik) as 

normatively perceived. More important than maintaining her good name 

is maintaining her wellbeing, her employment and her ‘mutual 

commitment’ (saling percaya) with her boyfriend while he is away. Her 

chaperoned nocturnal adventures, condoned by her parents, mean that she 

is both safe and faithful – her faithfulness is witnessed by her boyfriend’s 

peers.  

 

Going out at night unaccompanied by a male family member or kakak/kak 

(older male) in itself resists conventional gender norms for females in 

Indonesia. Nowadays, boyfriends, or in the case of Icha’s friend Roy and 

Ayi’s friend Yanto, male friends, may act as chaperones. Outings that 

exceed the normative jam malam for girls of around 10pm are more 

resistant to convention, and for this reason, cewek must employ complex 

strategies to participate in dugem, whether chaperoned or not.  

 

Most female clubbers employ these strategies to maintain their ‘good girl’ 

(cewek baik) reputations among family and local community members.55 

Beazley found that her research participants (19-33 years) were inclined to 

lie about their plans for a night of clubbing,56

                                                   
55 Ibid., paragraph 37. This point is also described in the following publication, Parahita, 
Gilang Desti, Tuhan di Dunia Gemerlapku: Sebuah Buku Reportase [God in My 
Glittering World: A Book Report] (Yogyakarta: Impulse, 2008). 

 and I found this too. They 

head off for a night out wearing their sexier clubbing gear either 

56 Beazley, "I love dugem." paragraph 37. One male (21) who I often went clubbing with, 
liked to cross-dress when he went clubbing, and kept his frocks in a girlfriend’s wardrobe 
for fear of being harassed by the male youth of his kos. This was despite the fact that he 
was overtly effeminate. 
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underneath their clothes or concealed in their bag. They commonly stay at 

a friend’s place for the night so no-one of significance to them observes 

their moves. Ari (above) went clubbing with a mixed group of male and 

female friends from her kampung and with whom her parents were 

acquainted.  

 

As we saw in chapter 4, prescriptions of correct conduct for females have a 

direct relation to the notion of harmony (rukun) in the urban kampung 

(village). Female youth living in kos also face pressure from ibu kos to 

conform to standards of femininity in maintaining their good reputations, 

the good name of the kos, that of the ibu kos and the position of the kos in 

relation to the kampung. Yaya, a tourism student from Sumatra had to 

take on evening work to subsidise the completion of her studies and fund 

her costly application for overseas work. She began working as a waitress 

from 7pm-1am each night when a group of her friends from Sumatra 

opened a café in my kampung. As Yaya explains, 

 

Since I started working in the café the woman who runs the boarding house I 
live in has said I must move on in three months. She doesn’t like me coming 
home late at night. She doesn’t understand that I need the money to support 
myself. (Female, 20, student and waitress)  

 

As Yaya’s comments show, it is difficult for young females who work until 

late in cafés that don’t sell alcohol to be accepted in their local 

communities. Yaya also experienced social isolation among her boarding 

house peers since starting her new night job. She believes they think she is 

an ‘ayam dugem’ (dugem chicken) who is prostituting herself. Since the 

café Yaya worked in was on the road that traversed my kampung, I was 

privy to neighbourhood gossip that suggested the café was a front for a 

prostitution syndicate! Needless to say, Yaya did not live in my kampung: 

to work in a late-night café and live in that same kampung would not be 

possible for female youth. 

 

For most cewek who take on dugem (or night) work, living in a kos bebas 

where interactions between kos residents and within the kampung 
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community is minimal, and characterised by tolerance rather than 

disapproval, is prerequisite. In her role as a GRO, Meri found it imperative 

to live in a kos bebas in the fringe of the kampung, ‘because both the kos 

residents and the bapak kos pay no attention really to what I do – they are 

cuek (not concerned)’. Living in a kos bebas meant that she could come 

home before dawn unaccompanied and also that she could live with her 

boyfriend without fear of social sanction (and accusations of kumpul kebo) 

from kampung locals.  

 

Even mothers whose daughters work in clubs face social sanction in the 

kampung. My neighbour, Ibu Yen, was questioned by other kampung 

women regarding her daughter’s nocturnal escapades. Yen’s family is 

relatively poor, evident in the fact that no-one in the immediate family 

owns either a motorcycle or a mobile phone, and for this reason any source 

of income is very highly valued. Her youngest daughter, Rana (20), is a 

skilled traditional dancer but due to the competitiveness of traditional 

dance work and the limited scope for employment nowadays, she has 

diversified into seksi dancing work. Rana finished SMK (Technical High 

School)57

 

 but did not have the money (Rp 200 000/AUD$25) to pay for 

her high school certificate. Her first job was as an SPG in an 

internationally-owned grocery chain where she worked 56 hours a week. 

When asked to work an extra 8 hour shift and then was not paid, she 

resigned. Seksi dancing pays very well at Rp 40 000 (AUD$5) for five 

minutes’ work, and means she has her days free to help at home with the 

plastic sorting. Kampung women have questioned Bu Yen on Rana’s 

activities, asking, ‘What kind of girl is she?’ They consider Rana ‘nakal’ 

(naughty). Knowing her daughter well, Yen disagreed with their 

comments, stating that, ‘It is a parent’s role to support their children’s 

choices’. For Bu Yen, this is especially the case when those choices are of 

economic benefit to the entire family and she knows Rana is doing her 

best.  

                                                   
57  SMK – Sekolah Menengah Kejuruan. 
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Rana has previously danced in a dugem pagi catering predominantly to 

remaja (13-17 years). This club to the north of the city opens most nights 

at 6.30 pm and closes at around 9pm (when malls close), so as not to be 

criticised for undermining the high priority of educational achievement by 

infringing upon homework time.58 Wednesday nights are especially 

popular for all clubs. This club is the first port of call on a big midweek 

night out for both younger clubbers and those as old as Tanto and his 

friends. Upon entry fee of Rp 10 000 (AUD$1.20) one receives a 

complementary voucher for a boxed drink of fruit tea! Few patrons bought 

alcohol. Accompanying the mix of club beats was ‘Red Hot’, a group of 

local young female seksi dancers.59

 

 

 

 

Figure 8-5: Seksi dancer at the ‘dugem pagi’ 
 

                                                   
58This club has recently come under scrutiny in the media. See the article, "Beroperasi 
pada jam belajar masyarakat: Pejabat prihatin ada diskotek khusus [Operating during 
study hours: Official concerned there is a special discotheque]." p. 3. This club does in fact 
breach the Jam Belajar Masyarakat (JBM) which is a time designated for study that 
evolved in the mid 1970s from a program called Jam Wajib Belajar (Obligatory Study 
Time), and was initiated in Yogyakarta by the educator Wasis Siswanto. The jam belajar 
of 6pm-9pm is painted on a wall in most kampung.  
59 ‘Red Hot’ is a pseudonym. 
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The Red Hot erotic dance performance included pole-dancing, paired 

dancers simulating sex and a grand finale by a dance troupe of ten cewek. 

Their clothing was short and skimpy, accentuating their young bodies, and 

they wore high-heeled knee length boots. Unlike at the Radio-Q event, in 

which the audience was transfixed on the dancers, the club crowd danced 

while watching the performance energised by the dancers’ performance. 

After the show, I spoke with one of the dancers about her work. Similar to 

Rana, she said it paid well and that she did it ‘to support’ her family.  

 

Seksi dancing is a new arena for the sexualised commoditisation of the 

feminine and the female body. The phenomenon of female seksi dancers 

has taken entertainment in Indonesia to a new level. Seksi dancing is 

glamourised as exciting and liberating among female youth, especially 

those from poorer families. Seksi dancers often headline on a par with DJs 

and as we have seen also feature prominently in the line-up at concerts 

and youth events. They provide entertainment at interschool sporting 

events.60

 

 Their dance costumes are skimpy and routines are a show of soft 

striptease, pole dancing and simulated (heterosexual/ised) sex between 

two or more women. Among Rana’s younger neighbours in the kampung 

(girls aged 8-20) the art of seksi dancing is associated with good pay, 

social prestige, fun, fashion, glamour and gaul modernity – the things they 

aspire to. For these girls, Rana, as seksi dancer, is a local celebrity.  

The glittering world of dugem is neither a discrete world (dunia), nor a 

temporary autonomous zone. It offers a space within the city for youth to 

play at night, and without the conventional gender limitations to public 

sexuality. For females, the act of going out at night unaccompanied by a 

male family member resists conventional gender norms. In terms of 

traditional femininity and the spatial restrictions placed on female bodies, 

dugem provide the space for relatively unrestrained bodily and affective 

                                                   
60 At the school sporting events, half-time entertainment is often in the form of 
cheerleaders. I have observed that there is little difference between the dance-styles and 
routines of seksi dancers paid to perform in clubs and cheerleaders paid to perform at 
sporting events. Rana identified some of the cheerleaders at a highschool basketball 
grandfinal as members of the Red Hot collective. 
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expression. They are nocturnal spaces where youth can experiment with 

the gendered and sexual subjectivities, inclusive of, but not exclusive to 

those incited though mainstream popular media.  

 

Within club cultures, the perception that dugem are sites of youth 

hedonism, lust and sin, are central to the cultural production of dugem. 

The ambiguity of the images of dugem ‘lifestyles’, exaggerated and 

glamorised across the range of pop media in association with pergaulan 

bebas – immodest dress, hedonism, drugs, drunkenness, smoking and free 

sex – are implicit in the construction of the desire to dugem.61

 

 These 

images, together with conservative attitudes to liberal discourses of 

sexuality among the younger generation, make engagement in clubbing an 

expression of contemporary youth rebellion.  

In this chapter I have pointed to the conflict between the ‘liberating’ 

aspects of dugem for girls and the material constraints to engagement and 

participation in dugem for club staff and seksi dancers. Although the 

hourly rate for club staff is low, there is ample opportunity to increase 

one’s nightly takings: opportunities that often involve deception or sexual 

service. Many female servers have expressed to me that it is difficult for 

them to face this reality, but it is yet another incommensurability involved 

in the choice to engage in behaviours deemed pergaulan bebas.  

 

                                                   
61 Exposes such as Emka, Moammar, Jakarta Undercover: Sex 'n the City (Yogyakarta: 
Galang Press, 2002)., fuel curiosity and reinforce such stereotypes. 
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Conclusions 
 

The discourse of pergaulan bebas articulates the ‘friction’1

 

 between 

‘tradition’ (former beliefs and practices) and ‘modernity’ (a desired future) 

typical of postcolonial states. In Java, ‘tradition’ is associated with socio-

cultural values of harmony (rukun), community and asceticism, and 

‘modernity’ is linked to urbanisation and technology, individualism, 

consumerism and the hedonistic ‘West’. In the context of friction between 

conceptions of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, and fractured Islamic 

revivalism, Indonesia is experiencing a strengthening of the negative 

discourse of pergaulan bebas as part of an ongoing polemic on cultural 

change.  

Similar to Western discourses of adolescence, adolescence in Indonesia is 

constructed as a period of experimentation (percobaan), and is associated 

with risk and deviance. Accordingly, the Indonesian ‘youth’ categories of 

remaja and anak muda are perceived to be the social/age demographic 

most ‘at risk’ of engaging in the behaviours of pergaulan bebas. Male 

engagement in many of these behaviours is tolerated and many think that 

it poses no threat to the status quo; however female engagement in 

interactions considered pergaulan bebas is considered a threat to the 

social hierarchy and future of the Indonesian nation.  

 

It is within this context that this thesis has presented an examination of 

the polyvalence of the discourse of pergaulan bebas, through which youth 

are subjectivised as ‘at risk’ and must negotiate their gendered and sexual 

subjectivities and social interactions. Through Derrida’s notion of 

deconstruction, this thesis has proffered a nuanced understanding of the 

complex forces shaping the lives of youth and their desires. Following 

Derrida, I have argued that the discourse of pergaulan bebas represents 

an attempt to demarcate the boundaries of moral acceptability for youth in 

                                                   
1 Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (New Jersey 
& Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005). See the introduction of this book for her 
conceptualization of friction. pp. 1-10.  
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Indonesia and acts as a supplement to rigid and idealised notions of 

normative pergaulan. The discourse of pergaulan bebas shows how 

religion works with and through gender normativity to prescribe ideals of 

proper moral and sexual conduct for female bodies and proscribe 

behaviours deemed bebas. 

 

The conflict over moral boundaries to socio-sexual interactions for youth 

was reflected in the responses to the AAI survey. Approximately half of 

Indonesian high-school aged youth in nine cities believe ‘pergaulan bebas’ 

to be their issue of greatest concern. This level of concern coincides with a 

period of Indonesian history in which the choices available to young 

people have multiplied and narrow conceptions of ‘Indonesian culture’ 

have become blurred by the complexities of postmodernity. The 

polyvalence of the discourse of pergaulan bebas poses many challenges, 

particularly for urban (female) youth. These challenges are articulated in 

the diverse views of young people in Yogyakarta on what pergaulan bebas 

means to them. Younger youth tend to repeat received discourse and 

subscribe uncritically to the prohibitions of the discourse of pergaulan 

bebas in their attempt to ward off future insecurity. Older, more educated 

youth articulate more liberal attitudes to sexual subjectivity and are 

generally more critical of the limitations of conservative religious 

doctrines.  

 

My principle aim in this thesis has been to determine the infrastructure 

that maintains the binary between normative pergaulan and pergaulan 

bebas and to destabilise the privileging of normative pergaulan. This 

infrastructure has been shown to be substantially premised on the 

construction of the binary in which ‘the harmonious family’ (keluarga 

rukun), as metaphor for the state, is privileged over ‘broken home’. Lack of 

family harmony is the source of the ‘problem’. As such, youth who do not 

receive adequate care, supervision, attention and guidance from their 

parents (read mothers) are seen as at greatest risk of engaging in non-

normative behaviours and of becoming victims (korban), their lives 
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ruined. This message is promulgated most pervasively in film remaja. 

Through the discourse, responsibility for youth engagements considered 

bebas and their consequences are deemed to be personal and dealt with in 

the family. Despite this, the study of the kampung showed the behaviours 

associated with pergaulan bebas not as exclusively youthful behaviours, 

but as gendered socio-sexual practices condoned in the (often hidden) 

socio-sexual exchange economies of the adult population. 

 

In determining what is new about the underlying infrastructure 

maintaining the binary between normative pergaulan and pergaulan 

bebas, my focus shifted to representations of youth in mainstream pop 

cultural media which are tolerant of the behaviours deemed bebas, and 

indeed promote them. These media, produced within the glocalising 

capitalist market, celebrate multiplicity and consumer choice as 

expressions of youthful subjectivities. In them, gender normativity is the 

key vehicle through which consumer products are promoted as desirable. 

Through the gendered and sexual symbolism of their content, old and new 

narratives of love and desire come together to construct idealised notions 

of Indonesian youth as an homogenous and classless social group. As 

bricolages that draw together binarist notions of tradition/modernity and 

Indonesian/Western symbology, they encourage youth to question the 

authority and attitudes of the older generation and are implicit in shaping  

Indonesian youth conceptions of what it is to be contemporary and gaul.  

 

As narratives of desire that function to sell products, they draw heavily on 

gendered notions of romantic love, desirability and pacaran unique to 

Indonesia. Ideals of feminine beauty are constructed as being something 

girls choose to work towards in their spare time, for relaxation and 

enjoyment, but in preparation for heterosexual pacaran and marriage. On 

the other hand, the social tolerance of promiscuity for male youth, 

reinforced through advertising, is linked to their prolonged bachelorhood 

and an (innate) struggle within the male ego between the cowok baik and 

the buaya darat. Increasingly, representations incorporate a diversity of 
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gender representations and even gender neutrality to reflect the gender 

subjectivities of contemporary youth.   

 

In film, the struggle between the buaya darat and cowok baik in the male 

personality is depicted as unresolved in adulthood. Parental authority is 

undermined through representations of the adulterous and corrupt father 

and the characterisation of his sexually predatory nature. The socio-sexual 

practices of the parent generation are shown to jeopardise the harmonious 

family (keluarga rukun). Broken home and single parent are constructed 

as the reason why youth engage in the behaviours of pergaulan bebas and 

the hypocrisy of the discourse of pergaulan bebas, as applying only to the 

behaviours of youth, is exposed. Female youth from broken home are 

represented as being more inclined to engage in sexual activity, 

prostitution, lesbianism and drug use. While for girls the consequences are 

severe, for boys, there are no future consequences. With few protective role 

models, youth are positioned as having to choose for themselves, 

independent of parental authority.  

 

In films for youth, as in advertisements, heteronormative expectations of 

femininity, viriginity and marriage are reinforced for female protagonists 

through the disasterous consequences girls may face. Recently, positive 

depictions of homosexuality and the questioning of compulsory 

heteronormativity, for example, in Berbagi Swami and Coklat Strawberi, 

act as powerful role models for youth of alternative sexualities. 

 

In contrast to the relatively conservative discourses in film, liberal 

sex/gender discourses are celebrated and promoted in the 

conceptualisation of pop cultural youth events sponsored by powerful local 

companies and ‘multilocal’ multinationals. These events, implicitly 

condoned by the state, explicitly encourage sexual experimentation among 

youth. Sponsors acknowledge that the behaviours associated with 

pergaulan bebas are taking place in cities and capitalise on the failure of 

state, educational and religious institutions to realistically address the 
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issues confronting youth. As I have shown, many of the events draw on the 

potency of sites formerly associated with ‘tradition’, spirituality, and 

national and religious celebration in validating their relevance to 

Indonesian youth in the introduction of new products. As with other 

mainstream media, romance, sex, the male gaze, and the commodified 

female body are salient themes. In events, however, the sexualised 

performance of femininity in the form of the seksi dancer is representative 

of both male and female fantasies of a modern liberated female sexuality. 

 

After drawing out the connotative meanings of pergaulan bebas and the 

incitement to sexuality for youth across classes in the media, I addressed 

the question of how female youth and early adults negotiate negotiate the 

discourse of pergaulan bebas in relation to clubbing.  Depicted as exciting, 

fun and risqué in the media, and as dens of hedonism by conservative 

religious groups, dugem are constructed as the primary sites of pergaulan 

bebas. Among youth, to have ever been clubbing is gaul. Dugem are one of 

the few social spaces where people of all ages can experience a sense of 

freedom from everyday constraints. Nocturnal participation in dugem 

presents specific logistical challenges for female clubbers and staff. Those 

who defy conservative socio-sexual and spatial taboos and go clubbing 

must do so with discretion, to maintain rukun in the kampung and their 

good girl reputations. Young people gain subcultural capital through the 

social networking involved in clubbing and the nuanced concept of gaul in 

relation to club cultures. As with other public arenas subject to the 

patriarchal forces of capital, dugem work is particularly lucrative for girls.  

 

As suggested by parents, teachers and youth, fortification against 

engagement in pergaulan bebas is through an individual moral ‘filter’, or 

‘benteng’ (fortress). The filter concept ideally enables youth to determine 

those discourses, information, ideas and ‘negative’ influences that will be 

of detriment to them or that contravene religious teachings. This filter is 

idealised as an ability to decipher right from wrong, good from bad 

choices, positive from negative influences, behaviours, actions, friends and 
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associations. The specifics of how this filter/benteng is formed, developed 

and nurtured are processes that the nuclear family is responsible for, 

through moral and religious training. This moral filter can only be formed 

through social learning experiences that equip individuals to make 

informed choices. If they ‘know the risks’ (tahu risiko) of their actions, 

then they are ‘responsible’ (bertanggung jawab) for the consequences – 

their behaviours and interactions are based on informed choices. 

Problematically however, many are not fully informed about the possible 

consequences of their actions, because the education system largely fails to 

realistically address youth sexuality – discussion of which remains taboo.  

 

What emerges is a disjuncture between what youth are exposed to and the 

social sanctions on their choice to take up the opportunities and 

subjectivities available to them. Despite, or perhaps because of, the relative 

freedom of the market, government and religious institutions stigmatise   

certain youth behaviours as pergaulan bebas, as deviant, undesirable and 

immoral, thereby placing the blame, and consequent responsibility, on the 

individual youthful participant. The lack of education and intervention 

programmes for youth, the HIV/AIDS programmes that advocate 

abstinence over condom use and the ongoing failure to acknowledge pre-

marital sex at policy level are testament to neglect of youth. Failure to 

address deficits in reproductive and sexual health education has resulted 

in consequences including unplanned early pregnancy, unsafe and 

expensive abortion, suicide, forced and premature marriage, and 

premature termination of education for pregnant female youth. These 

consequences are more often faced by poor female youth who cannot 

afford to pay their way out of a difficult situation. 

 

For many female youth growing up in an era of digital mass 

communications, engagement in the behaviours implied by the term 

pergaulan bebas represents their negotiation of social norms, but as 

citizens of a globalising and increasingly virtual community which is 

tolerant of such behaviours. The conflict exists where their desires are 
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encouraged through romanticised notions of love and pacaran, 

motherhood and family, and yet made taboo and hidden in the 

maintenance of Javanese social harmony and hierarchy. 

 

The era of media liberalisation and market deregulation heralds an 

intensification of global/local interactivity, and an increased 

commodification of youthful bodies. Media images portray a profaning of 

the sacred, a postmodernist critique of Indonesian metanarratives, and 

emphasise individual choice and personal responsibility. In this context, 

the discourse of pergaulan bebas acts as a filter to engagement in non-

normative gender and sexual behaviours, as does religion, particularly for 

younger youth. Many early adult youth of the gaul generation, who have 

come of age in the reformasi period, refuse to be positioned as 

commoditised, silenced and under-informed scapegoats through this 

discourse. They reject narrow concepts of ‘Indonesian culture’ together 

with the proscriptions of the negative discourse of pergaulan bebas. 

Undaunted by the challenges they face in negotiating the social norms and 

emergent possibilities of rapid socio-cultural change, these youth embrace 

the incommensurabilities of postmodern subjectivities.  
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Appendix 1  
                           Survey (Indonesian version) 

 

Survei Remaja di Indonesia – Yogyakarta 2007 

Remaja, budaya pop, pendidikan dan masa depan 

 

Alasan untuk melakukan survei ini adalah untuk mengumpulkan informasi yang akan 

membantu  

kami untuk: 

• Belajar tentang apa yang anda lakukan pada waktu senggang dan bagaimana  
anda berpartisipasi dalam budaya pop 

 

• Belajar tentang pilihan pendidikan dan karir yang diinginkan 
 

• Belajar tentang apa yang penting bagi anda dan apa aspirasi masa depan anda 
 

Survei ini akan terjaga kerahasiaannya; jawaban anda tidak akan pernah dapat  

diidentifikasi, sepanjang nama anda tidak dimasukkan dalam survei ini.  

 

Informasi yang dikumpulkan dalam survei ini akan dipresentasikan dalam publikasi 

akademik dan konfrensi 

 

PARTISIPASI ANDA DALAM SURVEI INI ADALAH 100 % SUKARELA 

(TANPA PAKSAAN) 

 

Jika anda tidak ingin terlibat dalam penelitian ini, silahkan kembalikan kuesioner kosong 

ini sebelum meninggalkan ruangan ini. 

Jika anda ingin mengisi survei ini silahkan membuka halaman dan menjawab 

pertanyaan-pertanyaan berdasarkan urutannya. 

Pengisian survei ini didasarkan pada persetujuan anda untuk terlibat dalam penelitian 

ini. 

Anda dapat melewati pertanyaan yang tidak ingin anda jawab atau pertanyaan yang anda 

tidak tahu jawabannya 

Jangan menulis nama anda

Jangan mendiskusikan jawaban-jawaban anda dengan orang disamping anda, kami ingin 

jawaban 

 dalam survei ini supaya jawaban anda terjaga 

kerahasiaannya. 

Ketika anda selesai, tolong kembalikan lembaran survei ini kepada peneliti. 

anda. 
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Latar Belakang 

1. Berapa umur anda?____________ 

 

2. Jenis Kelamin (Silahkan lingkari)  a. Laki-laki b. Perempuan 

 

3. Dimana anda tinggal? (Silahkan lingkari) 

a. Rumah orang tua 
b. Rumah keluarga lain 
c. Kos 
d. Asrama di pesantren 
e. lain-lain _____________ 

 

4. Apa pekerjaan orang tua atau wali anda?  

(Contoh: guru, petani, pegawai swasta, tukang listrik, buruh, pedagang, ibu rumah 

tangga, penjaga toko, pegawai negeri, wiraswasta, ahli mesin, pelayan restoran, dll) 

 

 a. Ayah/ wali 1 _______________________  b. Ibu/ wali 2 

____________________ 

 

5. Anda berasal dari suku apa? __________________ 

 

6. Apa agama anda? _________________ 

 

7. Bahasa apa yang anda gunakan di rumah? _____________________ 

 

8. i. Apakah ada komputer yang dapat anda gunakan di rumah anda? 

(Silahkan lingkari)   a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

ii. Kalau ada, berapa jumlahnya? a. 1 b. 2 c. 3 d. 4 e. 5 + 

 

iii. Apakah komputer tersebut memiliki akses internet?  

a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

9. Ada berapa banyak buku di rumah anda?  

(Tidak masalah walaupun anda tidak pernah membacanya) (Silahkan lingkari) 

 

a. 

1-

10 

b. 

11-

20 

c. 

21-

50 

d. 

51-

100 

e. 

101-

200 

f. 

201-

500 

g.  

501+ 
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10. i. Apakah anda punya HP sendiri? (Silahkan lingkari)  

a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

ii. Berapa biasanya uang yang anda habiskan untuk membeli pulsa setiap 

minggu? _______________ 

  

 

Pendidikan 

11. i. Jenis sekolah apa yang anda masuki?  

 

a. SMA - Sekolah Menengah Atas (negeri) 
b. SMA - Sekolah Menengah Atas (swasta) 
c. SMK - Sekolah Menengah Kejuruan (negeri) 
d. SMK- Sekolah Menengah Kejuruan (swasta) 
e. MAN - Madrasah Aliyah Negeri 
f. Pesantren swasta 
g. Lain-lain ___________________________ 

 
 

     ii. Kenapa anda memilih sekolah ini?   

 

          _________________________________ 

 

12. i. Apakah anda pernah mendapatkan informasi tentang pendidikan 

kesehatan di sekolah anda? 

 

 a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

ii. Jika ya, informasi kesehatan apa saja yang anda terima di sekolah   

anda?   

(Silahkan melingkari topik yang anda telah pelajari di sekolah). 

 

a. Washing hands/mencuci tangan 
b. Larangan merokok 
c. Busung lapar dan kurang gizi 
d. Kesehatan Ibu dan anak 
e. Demam berdarah 
f. HIV/AIDS 
g. TBC 
h. Malaria 
i. Kolera, Disentri 
j. Penyakit mata 
k. Imunisasi 
l. Memelihara gigi 
m. Pendidikan seks 
n. Flu burung (avian) 
o. Leukemia dan penyakit kanker 
p. Kesehatan reproduksi 
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q. Gondok 
r. Infeksi saluran pernafasan 
s. Keluarga berencana 
t. lain-lain (silakan sebutkan) ______________________ 

 

iii. Silahkan lingkari topik kesehatan apapun yang anda ingin pelajari lebih 

banyak di sekolah, meskipun anda telah memiliki sedikit pengetahuan 

tentang itu. 

 

a. Washing hands/mencuci tangan 
b. Larangan merokok 
c. Busung lapar dan kurang gizi 
d. Kesehatan Ibu dan anak 
e. Demam berdarah 
f. HIV/AIDS 
g. TBC 
h. Malaria 
i. Kolera, Disentri 
j. Penyakit mata 
k. Imunisasi 
l. Memelihara gigi 
m. Pendidikan seks 
n. Flu burung (avian) 
o. Leukemia dan penyakit kanker 
p. Kesehatan reproduksi 
q. Gondok 
r. Infeksi saluran pernafasan 
s. Keluarga berencana 
t. lain-lain (silakan sebutkan) ______________________ 

 

 

 

Gaya Hidup, Hiburan dan Teknologi 

13. Jika anda punya akses internet, apakah anda lakukan di internet?  

(anda dapat melingkari lebih dari satu) 

a. informasi 

b. menambah teman 

c. cheting 

d. main game 

e. musik 

f. email 

g. foto/seni 

h. blog 

i. home work/ school work 

j. lain-lain ___________
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14 i. Selain dari pada belajar, ikut sekolah dan bekerja, anda melakukan apa  

pada waktu luang dan berapa jam seminggu? (tolong sebutkan 3 kegiatan) 

 

a)_________________________   untuk_________ jam 

 

b)_________________________   untuk_________ jam 

 

c)_________________________   untuk _________ jam 

 

14 ii. Anda paling suka melakukan apa dengan teman akrab ? (tolong sebutkan 

2  

kegiatan) 

a) ________________________                          b) ________________________ 

 

15 i. Apakah anda berlangganan TV kabel atau parabola? 

a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

15 ii. Silahkan pilih nomor yang menurut anda mewakili jenis acara favorit  

dengan cara melingkari angka berjenjang yang tersedia. 

 

 sanga
t suka 

Suk
a 

lumaya
n 

tida
k 
suka 

sanga
t 
tidak 
suka 

Komedi 1 2 3 4 5 

Sinetron / 
Telenovela 

1 2 3 4 5 

Gaya 
hidup/chat 

1 2 3 4 5 

Dokumentar 1 2 3 4 5 

Berita 1 2 3 4 5 

Pilim asing 1 2 3 4 5 

Kartun 1 2 3 4 5 

Acara musik 1 2 3 4 5 

Olah raga 1 2 3 4 5 

Misterius/horo
r 

1 2 3 4 5 

Ludruk/drama 
gong 

1 
2 3 4 5 

Program 
Agama 

1 
2 3 4 5 

 

15 iii. Berapa jam anda nonton TV setiap hari ? ________________ 

 

 



 

  

351 

 

16. Jenis program radio apa menjadi favorit anda? 

(Tolong sebutkan 3, contoh – program berita, musik, kesehatan, sport, agama etc.) 

 

a) ________________________ 

 

b) ________________________ 

 

c) ________________________ 

 

17. Silahkan pilih angka berjenjang yang mewakili seberapa suka anda 

terhadap jenis musik di bawah ini. 

 

 sangat 
suka 

Suka lumayan tidak 
suka 

sangat 
tidak 
suka 

Tradisional 1 2 3 4 5 

Rock 1 2 3 4 5 

Hip-
hop/rap 

1 
2 3 4 5 

Metal 1 2 3 4 5 

R&B 
/country 
western 

1 

2 3 4 5 

Reggae 1 2 3 4 5 

Nasyid 1 2 3 4 5 

Pop/top 
40 

1 
2 3 4 5 

Dance klub 
/Tekno 

1 2 3 4 5 

Dangdut 1 2 3 4 5 

 

18. Siapa orang yang menjadi teladan peranan anda, dan mereka dalam  

bidang apa? 

a) orang _______________________b) bidang_______________________ 

 

 

Kesempatan, Sikap dan Masa Depan 

19.  i. Apakah anda memiliki pekerjaan yang bergaji? a. Ya b. Tidak 

      ii. Jika ya, dalam pekerjaan apa? ________________ 

     iii. Jika ya, berapa jam anda bekerja dalam satu minggu? ____________ 

 

20. i. Pekerjaan apa yang anda inginkan untuk masa depan?____________ 
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ii. Pernahkan anda bertemu dengan orang yang memiliki pekerjaan seperti  

     yang anda inginkan?                a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

iii. Jika ya, dimana anda bertemu orang itu (atau dari mana anda      

mengenalnya)?________________________________________________ 

 

 21. Apakah anda berfikir bahwa anda atau keluarga anda akan dapat  

membiayai pendidikan atau pelatihan untuk mendapatkan pekerjaan yang  

anda inginkan? (silakan lingkari)          a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

22. Bagaimana komitmen anda terhadap agama yang anda anut?(silahkan 

lingkari)  

a.Tidak terlalu tertarik dengan agama 

b. Kurang terbiasa dengan agama 

c. Biasa 

d. Kuat agama 

e. Sangat kuat agama 

 

23. Kalau anda orang Islam, bagaimana seringnya anda melakukan hal-hal 

berikut? (Silahkan pilih nomor untuk jawaban anda) 

Kelakuan Selal
u 

Bias
a 

kadan
g 2 

Jaran
g 

tidak 
perna
h 

Shalat lima 
kali sehari 

1 
2     3    4 5 

Puasa penuh 
di bulan 
Ramadhan 

1 

2     3    4 5 

Bersedekah 
pada fakir 
miskin 

1 

2     3    4 5 

Menghadiri 
kelompok 
pengajian 

1 

2     3    4 5 

Membaca Al-
Qur’an atau 
Hadith pada 
waktu luang 

1 2     3    4 5 

Memakai 
busana 
Muslim/ 
Muslimah 
(jilbab) 

1 

2     3    4 5 

Merasa dekat 
dengan Allah 
setiap hari 

1 

2     3    4 5 

Melakukakan 
pelayanan 
social 

1 

2     3    4 5 
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Mendengarka
n atau melihat 
program-
program 
keagamaan di 
radio atau 
televisi 

1 2     3    4 5 

Berpuasa 
sunnat 

1 2     3    4 5 

 

24.  Apa cita-cita anda di masa depan?                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

25. Menurut anda apa yang akan menjadi halangan atau kendala dalam 

mencapai cita-cita anda? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

26. Menurut anda, persoalanan-persoalan apa dihadapi remaja saat ini? 

(tolong sebutkan 3) 

a) 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

b) 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

c) 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

27. i. Apakah anda mengharapkan untuk menikah? (silakan lingkari)   

 

a. Ya  b. Tidak 
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ii. Jika ya, pada usia berapa? _________________________ 

  

28. i. Apakah anda mengharapkan punya anak? (silakan lingkari) 

 

a. Ya  b. Tidak 

 

ii. Jika ya, berapa jumlah anak yang diinginkan? _______________ 

 

29. Silahkan pilih hal-hal yang menurut anda penting untuk dapat mencapai 

‘kehidupan yang baik’ dengan cara melingkari angka berjenjang yang 

tersedia. 

 

 
Sangat 
amat 
penting 

San
gat 
pen
ting 

pe
tn
in
g 

Kura
ng 
penti
ng 

Tid
ak 
pen
ting 

Pendidikan baik 1 2 3 4  5 

Pekerjaan dengan gaji 
tinggi 

1 
2 3 4       5 

Pekerjaan yang 
menarik 

1 
2 3 4       5 

Kasih cinta 1 2 3 4       5 

Keluarga rukun 1 2 3 4       5 

Punya rumah 1 2 3 4       5 

Keberuntungan 1 2 3 4       5 

Menikah 1 2 3 4       5 

Taat beragama 
(beribadah) 

1 2 3 4       5 

Punya teman akrab 1 2 3 4       5 

Kesehatan yang baik 1 2 3 4       5 

Anak-anak 1 2 3 4       5 

 

 

Terimah Kasih Atas Partisipasi Anda 
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Survey (English Version) 

 

Study on 

Teenagers, Pop culture, Education, Health and Life Aspirations  

(Ambivalent Adolescents in Indonesia) 

Conducted by 

Associate Professor Pam Nilan from the University of Newcastle, Australia, under the  

sponsorship of the Department of Sociology at Sebelas Maret University Surakarta (UNS) 

 

The reason for this survey is to collect information that will help us to: 

  

• Learn about what you do in your spare time and how you participate in pop culture 
• Learn about your educational choices and career goals 
• Learn about what is important to you and what your future aspirations are 
 

This survey will remain confidential, your answers will never be identifiable, as your 

name 

 will not be included in the survey. 

 

The information collected in the survey will be presented in academic publications and at 

conferences. 

  

YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS SURVEY IS 100% VOLUNTARY 

 

If you do not want to take part in this research just hand the empty survey back. 

 

If you do want to fill in the survey just turn the page and answer the questions in order. 

 

Do not write your name

 

 anywhere on the survey so that your answers remain 

confidential. 

Please do not discuss the questions with the person next to you, we want your

 

 answers. 

When you are finished, please hand the completed survey back to the researcher. 
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About you 

 

1. What is your age ____________ 

 

2. What is your gender (Please circle)           a. Male       b. Female 

 

3. Where do you live? (Please circle)            

 

f. Your parents’ house 
g. With other relatives 
h. A boarding house 
i. A school boarding house 
j. Somewhere else _____________ 

 

4. What is the occupation of your parents or guardians?  

(For example: teacher, farmer, public servant, electrician, house wife, shop keeper, 

journalist, machinist, restaurant worker, etc.)  

 

a. Father or male guardian ____________b. Mother or female guardian __________ 

 

5. What is your ethnicity? __________________ 

 

6. What is your religion? _________________ 

 

7. What languages do you speak at home? __________________ 

 

8. i. Do you have a working computer in your home?  (please circle)   

                       a. Yes            b. No 

 

ii. If yes, how many?  a. 1      b. 2       c. 3        d. 4         e. 5 +                                  

  

iii. If yes, does your home computer have internet access?     

a. Yes        b. No       

       

9. How many books do you have in your house?  

(It doesn’t matter if you haven’t read them) (Please circle) 

 

a. 1-10  b. 10-20  c. 20-50   d. 50-100  e. 100-200   f. 200-500  g. 501+ 

 

10. i. Do you have your own hand phone? (please circle) a. Yes   b. No 

  

      ii. How much phone credit do you spend per week? ______________ 
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Education 

 

11. i. What kind of school do you attend? 

 

 a. Public school  b. Private school  c. State technical school  d. Private technical school  e. 

Aliyah Madrasah Islamic school   f. Private Islamic boarding school  g. other _________ 

 

      ii. Why was this school chosen?  _________________________________ 

 

12. i. Have you ever received health information/education at your school? 

 a. Yes  b. No 

 

      ii. If yes, what kind of health information have you been given at school?  

           (please circle any subject you have already learnt about at school)  

 

a. Washing hands 
b. Tobacco prevention/control 
c. Nutrition and anemia 
d. Maternal and child health 
e. Dengue fever prevention 
f. HIV/AIDS 
g. Tuberculosis 
h. Malaria prevention 
i. Dysentery and cholera 
j. Eye health 
k. Immunization 
l. Dental care/brushing teeth 
m. Sex education 
n. Bird flu 
o. Cancer and leukemia 
p.    Reproductive health 

q.    Goiters and thyroid   conditions 

r. Respiratory tract infections 
s. Family planning  
t. Others (please write)_______ 
___________________________ 

 

iii. Please circle any health topics that you would like to learn more

to know more 

 about at 

school, even if you have already had some education on this subject and want  

 

a. Washing hands 
b. Tobacco prevention/control 

c. Nutrition and anemia 
d. Maternal and child health 
e. Dengue fever prevention 
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f. HIV/AIDS 
g. Tuberculosis 
h. Malaria prevention 
i. Dysentery and cholera 
j. Eye health 
k. Immunization 
l. Dental care/brushing teeth 
m. Sex education 
n. Bird flu 
o. Cancer and leukemia 
p.    Reproductive health 

q.    Goiters and thyroid   conditions 

p. Respiratory tract infections 
q. Family planning  
r. Others (please write)_______ 
___________________________ 

 

Lifestyle, entertainment and technology 

 

13. If you have internet access, what do you do on the internet?  

       (you may circle more than one) 

 

a. search for information 

b. make friends 

c. chatting 

d. online games 

e. music 

f. email 

g. look for photos /artwork 

h. blogging 

i. home/school work 

j. other _______________  

 

14. i. Other than studying, going to school and working, what do you do in 

your spare time? And for how many hours a week? (please identify 3 activities) 

 

a)______________________  untuk___________jam 

 

b)______________________  untuk___________jam 

 

c)______________________  untuk___________jam 
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ii. What do you like to do most with your close friends? (please identify 2 

activities) 

 

a)_____________________________ 

 

b)_____________________________ 

 

15. i. Do you have cable TV or a satellite dish?     a. Yes          b. No 

 

ii. Please choose the number that describes how much you like watching  

each kind of program. 

 

                                 Really like           Like           Neutral     Don’t like      Really dislike 

Comedy 1 2 3 4                    5 

Soap Operas 1 2 3 4                    5 

Reality TV 1 2 3 4                    5 

Documentaries 1 2 3 4                    5 

News 1 2 3 4                    5 

Drama 1 2 3 4                    5 

Cartoons 1 2 3 4                    5 

Music shows 1 2 3 4                    5 

Sport 1 2 3 4                    5 

Supernatural 1 2 3 4                    5 

Chat shows 1 2 3 4                    5 

Foreign Films 1 2 3 4                    5 

Traditional comedy 1 2 3 4                    5                          

Religious programs 1 2 3 4                    5 

Traditional performances 1 2 3 4                    5 

 

iii. How many hours television do you usually watch per day? _______ 

 

16. What are your favourite kinds of radio programs? (please identify three,  

for example, news, music, health, sport, religion etc) 

 

a)_____________________________ 

 

b)_____________________________ 

 

c)_____________________________ 
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17. Please choose the number that describes how much you like listening to 

each kind of music. 

    

                                 Really like         Like             Neutral      Don’t like     Really dislike 

Traditional 1 2 3 4 5 

Rock 1 2 3 4 5 

Hip-hop/rap 1 2 3 4 5 

Metal 1 2 3 4 5 

R&B /country and western 1 2 3 4 5 

Reggae 1 2 3 4 5 

Nasyid 1 2 3 4 5 

Pop/top 40 1 2 3 4 5 

Dance Club Techno 1 2 3 4 5 

Dangdut 1 2 3 4 5 

 

18. Who is your biggest role model, and what is his/her field? 

 

a) Person____________________  b) Field_________________________ 

 

Opportunities, Attitudes and the Future    

 

19. i. Do you have a paid job now?  a. Yes  b. No 

 

ii. If yes, what kind of work is it?  ________________ 

 

iii. If yes, how many hours do you work in a week? 

________________ 

 

20. i. What kind of a job would you like to get in the future? _____________ 

 

 ii. Have you ever met anyone with that kind of job?      a. yes     b. no 

  

iii. If yes, how did you meet (or know) that   

person?_______________________ 

 

21. Do you think that you or your family will be able to afford the kind of 

education and training needed for the job you would like to get?  

a. Yes  b. No 
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22. How would you describe your religious commitment? (please circle) 

  

a. Not very interested in religion 

b. Less than average                 

c. Average 

d. Strongly committed 

e. Very strongly committed 

 

23. If you are Muslim, how often do you do the following? (please tick the box 

that best describes your answer)  

 

Behaviour Always Often some 
times 

Seldom Never 

1.Pray five 
times a day 

     

2.Fast for the 
full day during 
Ramadan 

     

3.Give money, 
food or help 
the poor 

     

4.Attend a 
prayer group 

     

5.Read the 
Quran or 
sunnah in 
your spare 
time 

     

6.Wear 
busana 
Muslim for 
males / or the 
jilbab for 
females  

     

7.Feel close to 
Allah in your 
everyday life 

     

8.Do 
community 
service for the 
umma 

     

9.Listen to or 
watch 
religious 
programs on 
radio or TV 

     

10.Voluntarily 
fast outside of 
Ramadan 
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24. What are your dreams / desires for the future?                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

25. What could happen to prevent you from achieving your dreams? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

26. In your opinion, what are the main problems for young people today? 

(please identify three) 

 

a)_____________________________ 

 

b)_____________________________ 

 

c)_____________________________ 

 

27. i. Would you like to get married?  a. Yes  b. No 

 

ii. If yes, at what age? _________________________  

 

28. i. Would you like to have children?  a. Yes  b. No 

 

ii. If yes, how many children do you want? _____________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

363 

 

29. Please choose the number that shows how important the following things 

are to you achieving a good life. 

 

                       ExtremelyImportant VeryImportant Important Less important Unimportant 
 
A good education 1 2 3 4 5 

A well-paid job 1 2 3 4 5 

An interesting job 1 2 3 4 5 

Love 1 2 3 4 5 

A close family 1 2 3 4 5 

Own a home 1 2 3 4 5 

Luck 1 2 3 4 5 

Marriage 1 2 3 4 5 

Religious faith 1 2 3 4 5 

Close friends 1 2 3 4 5 

Good health 1 2 3 4 5 

Children 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION 

 

 

 
 

 



 

  

364 

 

Appendix 2 
                     Glossary of Indonesian Terms 

 

Abadi – eternal, enduring 

Abangan – nominally Muslim Javanese  

ABG – Anak Baru Gede – a child whose body has suddenly grown; a physically and 

psychologically immature early teenager 

Ajari – to teach 

Akal – mind/rationale 

Akibat – consequence 

Aktivitas seksual – sexual activity 

Alat deteksi kehamilan pribadi – personal pregnancy test kit 

Alun-alun – the town square 

Anak bangsa – children of the nation 

Anak gaul – socially adept, well-liked youth 

Anak kita – our children, nationalist expression 

Anak muda – youth of post-secondary school age, early adults 

Anggur merah – red wine 

Angkringan – wooden cart selling drinks and small snacks 

Anugerah/anugrah – a gift from God 

Arisan – women’s monthly community gathering 

Asmara - romantic 

Asrama – boarding school 

Asyik – passionate, exciting 

Ayam kampus – female student selling sex on campus (derogatory) 

Ayam dugem – female youth selling sex in nightclubs (derogatory) 

Azas Keluargaan – the Family Principle 

Badan Koordinasi Keluarga Berencana Indonesia (BKKBI) – Coordinating Body of the 

Indonesian Family Planning 

Bahasa gaul – informal youth language 

Bakmi – traditional Yogyakartan rice-noodle dish 

Bakti – devotion 

Bangsa Indonesia – the Indonesian nation and people 

Bangsa modern – a modern nation and people 

Banyak pergaulan – many  and varied social interactions 

Bapak – father 

Bapak kos – boarding house father 

Barat – the West 

Barisan Hadang Narkoba (BAHANA) – Anti-drug organisation 

Basa-basi – polite conversation, platitudes 



 

  

365 

 

Batik – dyed patterned cloth 

Batin – inner/spiritual world 

Bandar narkoba (BD) – drug dealer/seller 

Beban ganda – the (double) burden of motherhood and work for women 

Bebas – free; without restraint, limit or regulation 

Becak – pedicab 

Bekas – used, second-hand 

Belok – to turn – from straight to lesbian 

Benar – true, correct 

Berahi – passion, desire 

Berahi tinggi (BT) – easily angered or frustrated; high sexual desire, lust or passion 

Berani – brave for a male, daring for a female 

Berbakti – to be devoted 

Berbau – to smell (0f) 

Berciuman – to be kissing 

Berdiri – to stand, to be standing 

Berfoya-foya – to throw money around, to spend lavishly or wastefully 

Berguna – to be of use/purpose 

Berhura-hura – light hearted fun/entertainment/pleasure, not to be taken seriously 

Berkomitmen – to be committed 

Bermunculan kembali – resurgence 

Bernafsu – to desire 

Berpacaran – to have a boyfriend or girlfriend/be in a romantic relationship 

Bersenang-senang – to enjoy/to pursue enjoyment and pleasure 

Bersih – clean, unblemished 

Bertanggung jawab – to be responsible or answerable for the consequences of one’s 

actions 

Bhinneka Tunggal Ika – Unity in Diversity, the national motto 

Bicara – to speak 

Biduk Kencana Remaja – The Golden Raft for Remaja 

Bioskop keliling – mobile cinema 

Bobot, bibit, bebet – quality, origin, rank; qualities for ranking a prospective son-in-law 

Bodyguard – male companion or pacar 

Bos – boss, (usually male) superior 

Broken home – dysfunctional family or family with divorced or separated parents 

Brondong (popcorn) – gigolo, usually used to refer to a younger male lover 

Buat refreshing – to refresh/replenish oneself 

Buaya – crocodile, powerful elite men 

Buaya darat – promiscuous male, playboy 

Buaya tembaga –term for buaya darat/playboy in Malay 
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Budaya – culture 

Budaya barat – Western culture 

Buku panduan – guide book 

Buruh – labourer 

Buruk – rotten 

Busana – Muslim fashion 

Cari makan – to look for a meal 

Cemburu – jealous 

Cerpen (cerita pendek) – short story  

Cewek – girl/female 

Cewek gaya cowok – a girl who is like a boy 

Cewek materi/cewe matre – material girl 

Cewek nakal – bad girl 

Cewek simpanan – a keep girl/woman 

Cinta – love 

Cinta monyet – monkey love 

Cinta muda – young love 

Cinta pertama – first love 

Cinta sejati – true love 

Cita-cita – hopes, aspirations 

Cocok – compatible 

Cowok – boy/male 

Cuek/cuwek – to pay no heed 

Curhat (curaian hati) –sharing one’s feelings with friends 

Dalang – shadow-puppet master 

Dangdut – contemporary music & dance style with Indian, Arabic and Javanese elements 

Dapat ilmu – to acquire knowledge 

Daun muda (young leaf) – used to refer to a younger lover 

Demokrasi – democracy 

Dewasa –adult 

Dibuang – rejected, dumped, disguarded by family, friends or pacar; thrown out of home 

Digores – scarred 

Dijelekin – vilified 

Dikorbankan – made a victim 

Dilanggar keterbitan – in breach of orderliness 

Dilarang - forbidden 

Diluar ikatan pernikahan – outside of the confines of marriage 

Diluar norma-norma masyarakat – beyond social norms 

Diperhatikan – to be cared for, considered, or looked after 

Distro – distribution outlet for independent music and fashion 
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DO – Drop Out, of school or university 

Drama remaja – film genre of youth drama 

Drama rumah tangga – film genre of domestic drama 

Dugem – dunia gemerlap/the glittering world-of nightclubs 

Dugem pagi – nightclubs that open early to cater for underage clubbers 

Dunia remaja – the teen world 

Even – event  

Fans – admirers, friends 

Film remaja – the genre of ‘teen films’ 

Filter – the ability to distinguish right from wrong 

Free seks/sex – pre-marital (heterosexual) penetrative sex 

Front Pembela Islam (FPI) – Islamic Defenders Front 

FS – Friendster– chat site 

Gadis – pre-pubescent girl 

Gang – narrow street 

Gaptek (gagap teknologi) – not techno savvy 

Gaul – social, interactive 

Gaya – style 

Gaya hidup – way of life/lifestyle 

Gaya hidup remaja – teen/youth lifestyle 

Gaya remaja – teen/youth style 

Gaya/kaya(k) cewek – with feminine style 

Gaya/kaya(k) cowok – with masculine style 

Gelamour – glamour 

Generasi gaul – the social generation 

Gentle – used together with the word laki-laki (man) to refer to gentleman 

Gerwani – women’s organisation affiliated with the Indonesian communist party 

Globalisasi- globalisation 

G-nite – nightclubs dedicate one night per week to gay patrons 

Godaan – temptation, seduction 

GRO (Guest Relations Officer) – nightclub staff often in-charge of other floor staff 

Gudeg – traditional Yogyakartan cuisine made from Jackfruit and palm sugar 

Guests – nightclub patrons 

Halus – refined 

Hancur – destroyed 

Haram – (Isl) forbidden 

Harga diri – self worth 

Hari Kemerdekaan – Independence Day 

Hari raya – national holidays 

Hati – centre of feelings and emotions, liver/heart 
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Hati nurani – inner self, inner feelings, conscience 

Hedonis – hedonist/hedonistic 

Hilang sedikit masalah – to forget one’s troubles 

Hilangkan stres – to release stress 

Hinggar-binggar – chaos 

Host – male and female nightclub floor staff 

Hotspot – broadband internet access in hotel, café, mall, campus or warnet. 

Hubungan intim – (physically) intimate relationship 

Hunter – butchi lesbi 

Hunting – to look for (food), but can be used in any context 

HUT (hari ulang tahun) –birthday 

IAIN (Institute Agama Islam Nasional) – the National Islamic Institute, Sunan Kalijaga 

Ibu – mother 

Ibu kos – boarding house mother 

Ibu rumah tangga – housewife 

Idul Adha (Isl) – The commemoration of Abrahim’s willingness to sacrifice his son 

Idul Fitri (Isl) –celebration that marks the end of Ramadhan 

Iklas – sincere 

Ilfil – ill feeling, uneasiness; feeling that something is wrong 

Inek – the drug ecstacy 

Ini itu – elusive reference to sex 

Intim – intimate, close; emotionally and physically 

Iri – envy 

Iseng-iseng – to do something for fun 

Jablai (jarang dibelai) – rarely hugged; married women seeking companionship 

Jadi rusak – to become damaged or affected 

Jadul (jaman dulu) – of the past, outdated, old fashioned 

Jaga diri – look after oneself 

Jaim (jaga imaj) – to protect, sustain, develop and enhance one’s public image 

Jalan baik– the good path 

Jalan buruk – the bad path 

Jalan salah- the wrong path 

Jalan-jalan – to go out either on foot or using transport 

Jam malam – evening curfew 

Jamu – traditional medicine 

Janda – divorcee, widow/er 

Jarak jauh – long distance 

Jati diri – true/authentic identity or subjective self 

Jatuh cinta – to fall in love 

Jelek – bad, ugly; poor quality 
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Jijik – disgusting 

Jilbab – headscarf 

Jiwa – soul 

Jodoh – soulmate, compatible partner, pair 

Jomblo – single, no current pacar 

Jomblowan – single male 

Jomblowati – single female 

Jos – zest 

Jual diri (to sell one’s self) – to use sex as a currency of exchange 

Jual pesona (JP) – to flaunt one’s self and one’s charms 

Jujur – truthful, honest 

Kak(ak) – older male figure (who may act as nocturnal chaperone) 

Kali Hijau – the Hijau River 

Kampung – local neighbourhood 

Kampus – campus, university or tertiary college grounds  

Kangen – to miss 

Kantor Urusan Agama (KUA) – The Ministry of Religion 

Karang Taruna – youth neighbourhood associations of the early Suharto period 

Kasih sayang – consideration, pity, care and love 

Kasihan – pity, mercy 

Kawin – marriage 

Kebaya – Javanese women’s blouse 

Kecamatan – regional subdistrict 

Kecendurungan – inclination, tendency 

Kedaulatan Rakyat (KR) – respected local Yogyakarta tabloid 

Keinginan – want 

Kejuruan – vocational, trade 

Keluar – to go out, to ejaculate 

Keluarga Berencana (KB) – family planning 

Keluarga rukun – the harmonious family 

Kemajuan bangsa – advancement of the nation 

Kemauan – want 

Kemunafikan – hypocrisy 

Kenakalan remaja – youth disobedience 

Keren/kren – trendy/cool 

Keris – wavy double-bladed dagger 

Kerja bakti – cooperative Sunday morning kampung activity 

Kesehatan reproduksi – reproductive health 

Kesusilaan umum – public morality 

Ketuhanan yang Maha Esa – Belief in one God 



 

  

370 

 

Kewajiban – obligation, duty 

Kita – we 

Kitab Undang-Undang Hukum Pidana (KUHP) – Indonesian criminal code 

KKN (Kolusi, korupsi & nepotisme) – collusion, corruption & nepotism 

Kliwon – a day in the five day week Javanese calendar 

Kodrat wanita – women’s code of conduct 

Kopiah – cap worn by Muslim males 

Kos – boarding house 

Kos bebas – boarding hosues that permit overnight visitors and have no evening curfew 

Kos Putra/i- male/female boarding house 

Kost (kos) – boarding house 

Kraton – the Sultan’s palace 

Kretek – clove 

Krisis percaya diri – crisis/lack of self belief 

KTD (kehamilan yang tidak diinginkan/direncanakan) – unplanned/unwanted 

pregnancy 

Kumpul kebo (to live together like buffalo) – male/female pre-marital cohabitation 

Kuno – old fashioned/old school/ancient 

Kuper – kurang pergaulan, lacking in social experiences or interactions 

Kurang diperhatikan – not receiving enough attention, supervision or guidance 

Kyai – Islamic scholar/teacher 

L – female of same-sex attraction. ‘L-word’ (from television series) also used  

Labil – unstable, changing 

Lahir – outer/material world, entered into at birth 

Lahir/buka diri/nyaku/mengakui – birth, come out, acknowledge – as single/gay/lesbi 

Lapangan – field 

Layar tancep – temporary film screen 

Lembaga Koordinasi Keluarga Berencana Nasional (LKKBN) – National Family Planning 

Coordinating Agency 

Lembaga Sensor Film (LSF) – Film Censorship Board 

Les anak-anak – supplementary lessons provided after school hours by local university 

students to primary school children 

Lesbi- female of same-sex attraction 

Lesbo – (masculine) butch lesbi 

Lesehan – roadside eateries 

Liar – wild, animal-like 

Liberalisasi – liberalisation 

Lingkungan – the physical and social environment 

Lini – aspect 

Loading-nya – to get it/to process information in the brain 
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Lonte – sex worker (Jv. derog.) 

Losmen – cheap hotel/motel 

LSL (laki sama laki) – male to male sex 

Lubang buaya – crocodile hole 

Lumintu – continuous, ongoing 

Luxs (lux) – luxurious 

Madrasah – Islamic school 

Mahasiswa/i – male/female university student 

Main-main – to play around, to do something for fun and relaxation 

Majelis Ulama Islam – the Council of Muslim Clerics 

Makrab (malam keakraban) – evening of solidarity (among students) 

Malam Jumat kliwon – the eve of the auspicious monthly Friday kliwon (Kejawen) 

Malam Minggu – Saturday night 

Malam Selasa kliwon – the eve of the auspicious monthy Tuesday kliwon (Kejawen) 

Malu – shame, embarrassment 

Mandiri – independent, self-reliant 

Mantap/mantab/mantep – steady/unwavering, reference to males 

Masa bebas – the era of freedom 

Masih pagi (still early/still morning) – clubbing expression meaning before 11pm  

Masuk angin – cold winds entering the body causing flu-like symptoms 

Mejerumus ke hal negative – to fall into negative behaviours or situations 

Melati – small white scented Jasmine flower 

Melayani – to serve 

Melepas stres – to let go of stress 

Membahagiakan – to make someone happy 

Membatasi diri – to limit/restrain oneself 

Mendekati zina – to approach sexual sinfulness, to come close to performing a sinful act 

Meniru – to imitate 

Menjaga – to look after 

Menjijikkan – disgusting 

Merapi – local newspaper, subsidiary of the Kedaulatan Rakyat newspaper 

ML – make love 

Modernitas – modernity 

MSM - men who have sex with men 

Mudik – to return home or to family for the Lebaran holiday period 

Muhammadiyah – modernist form of Islam 

Musuh masyarakat – enemy of society 

Nafsu – appetite, desire, sensate 

Nafsu makan – the desire to/appetite to eat 

Nafsu seks – the desire/appetite for sex 
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Nakal – naughty 

Nama baik – good name 

Nekolim – neo-colonialism 

Ngak-ngok-ngik – the sound of uncoordinated music 

Nikah lari – elopement 

Nikah muda – early marriage 

Nikah resmi – state sanctioned legal marriage 

Nikah sirri/siri – Islamic marriage that is not state sanctioned 

Nongkrong – to hang out 

Norma-norma masyarakat – social norms 

Nusantara – archipelago 

Nyai Loro Kidul – the mythical Goddess of the South Seas 

Obat kuat – strong medicine, aphrodisiac 

Om – uncle, term of address for older male, sugar daddy 

On – an event is ‘happening’, it is worth going to 

Orang baik – good person 

Orang gila – crazy person, someone who is irrational or unstable 

Orang miskin – the poor, a poor person 

Orba (Order Baru) – the New Order under Suharto (1966-1998) 

Orientasi – orientation 

Orientasi seksual – sexual orientation 

Orla (Order Lama) – The Old Order under Sukarno (1945-1965) 

Ortu (orang tua) – parents 

Pacar – boy/girlfriend 

Pacaran – romantic friendship or relationship 

Pacaran backstreet – pacaran hidden from parents 

Pacaran gelap – secret pacar or affair 

Padepokan – Islamic boarding school 

Pak RT – village head 

Pancasila – the five Principles of the Indonesian Republic 

Panti sosial – social institution that caters to those who cannot care for themselves 

Papan reklame (papan iklan) – billboard advertisement 

Partai – (political) party  

Parti – party 

Parti abis – party until you can party no more 

Party girl/host – casual female nightclub employees  

PD/Pede (percaya diri) –self belief/self esteem 

Pecandu –someone who is heroine/drug dependent 

Pekerja seks laki-laki (PSL) – male sex worker 

Pekerja seks perempuan (PSP) – female sex worker 
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Pelacur – sex worker (derog.), usually refers to females 

Pelajar – student 

Pembantu – female domestic employee 

Pemuda – youth; associated with revolution and socio-political identities 

Pengamen – wandering street musicians 

Penggoda – tempter; usually refers to female temptress 

Pengharu- influence 

Penjaga – night watchman 

Penuh kasih sayang – full of love and affection 

Peran ganda – multiple roles for women as mothers and workers 

Perawan – female virgin 

Percobaan – a trial experience 

Perek (perempuan eksperimen) loose and freewheeling girl (derog.) 

Pergaulan – social relations/interactions 

Pergaulan bebas – free relations/free social interactions (derog.) 

Perjaka – male bachelor 

Perjuangan - struggle 

Perkumpulan Keluarga Berencana Indonesia (PKBI) – Indonesian Family Planning 

Association 

Pernikahan dini – early marriage 

Pesindhen – female singer associated with village ritual ceremonies 

Pesona – charm 

Peting – (penyet yang terpenting) non-penetrative sex 

PKS (perempuan kerja seks) – female sex worker 

Pondok pesantren – Islamic boarding school 

Prestasi – social prestige related to financial and social capacities 

Pria punya selera – men have desires 

Priyayi – Javanese upper-middle to upper classes 

Prokem – Jakartan youth/street language 

Puasa – to fast 

Putih – white 

Rakyat – the Indonesian public 

Ramadhan – (Isl) Muslim holy month 

Rasul – prophet 

Reformasi – post-Suharto period of democratic reform 

Refreshing – refreshing activities 

Relak – to relax, to distract oneself from one’s work/study worries 

Remaja – high school aged youth 

Repelita – five year plan 

Ribut – uproar 
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Romantis – romantic 

Ronggeng – female dancers associated with village ritual ceremonies 

Rukun – community value of social harmony through conflict avoidance 

Rukun keluarga – harmony of the family 

Rukun Tetangga (RT) neighbourhood organisation 

Rukun Warga – (RW) neighbourhood organisation above that of RT 

Rusak – damaged or broken 

Sahabat – close friend 

Sahabat Remaja – (Sahaja) Friends of Remaja 

Sakit – sick, of non-heteronormative sexual preference 

Saksi – witness 

Saling enjoy – everyone enjoy 

Santai/santae – relaxed, unflustered 

Sayang – affection, love 

Sejarah - history 

Seks bebas/Sex bebas (free seks/sex) – pre-marital (heterosexual) penetrative sex  

Seks pada siang – daytime sex 

Seksi dancer – paid semi-erotic dancer 

Selamanya – forever 

Selingkuh – to cheat (have an affair) 

Selir – minor wife 

Sembuh – well/not ill, not influenced by drugs or alcohol, no longer gay or lesbian 

Senang-senang aja – to just seek enjoyment 

Sendang – natural springs (Kejawen) 

Serikat Jomblo – Singles United 

Server – general term for nightclub bar and floor staff 

Setia – faithful and loyal 

Sharing – used to describe sharing of emotions and feelings 

Sholat/solat – Islamic prayer, may be carried out five times a day 

Sinetron –locally produced television soap operas 

Single parent – sole parented family, usually the mother 

Spanduk – streetside advertising banner 

STNK – surat tanda nomor kendaraan/ setengah tua ning kencang (used to refer to 

women, aging but with the body of a young woman)  

Suami-istri – husband/wife 

Suka dan duka – happiness and sorrow, the ups and downs of life 

Sumpah pemuda – youth pledge 

Surat Tanda Tamat Belajar (STTB) – Highschool completion certificate 

Sukses – success 

Sweeping – random police raids, official and unofficial 
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Syair – peotic verse/song 

Tahap pertama – first stage 

Taman Cinta – the Garden of Love (event name) 

Tambah teman – to get more friends 

Tangkur buaya – crocodile penis 

Tante – aunt; older married woman seeking sex & companionship 

Tawuran (berantam/berkelahi) – gang fighting/fighting 

Teladan peranan – role model 

Tempat mesum – immoral place 

Tempat nongkrong – meeting place, place to hang out 

Tempat sepi – a quite place 

Tengah-menengah ke bawah – mid-middle to lower classes 

Tenteram – state of calm, harmony and balance of inner and outer worlds 

Terjerumus – to fall, or to be dragged down by or into something 

Tertipu – fooled, lied to, deceived 

Tips – tips, handy hints 

Toko - shop 

Tongkrongan – male youth peer group 

Tradisi – tradition 

Trauma – trauma, psychological distress 

TTM (Teman Tapi Mesra) – romantic friendships  

Tulus – sincere, honest 

Udah tua – already old 

UIN (Universitas Islam Nasional) – the National Islamic University, formerly IAIN 

Ustadz – Islamic teacher 

Waitress – female attendant; nightclub floor staff 

Wajib Belajar Pendidikan Dasar 9 Tahun – 9 years universal basic education 

Wali – guardian 

Wanita – female 

Wanita Karier/Karir – educated career woman, professional or para-professional 

Waria – transgendered male 

Warnet –internet cafe 

Warta Bakti – formerly a Jakartan newspaper 

Wartel – public telephone facility 

Warung – small roadside foodstall 

Wong cilik – little people 

WTS (wanita tuna susila) – lit. women with no morals, sex worker 

Zaman dulu – a past era 

Zina – sexual sin 
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Elaina Elaina (Riri Riza, 2002) 
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