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ABSTRACT: Identity

Indonesians are claiming agency, questioning their position and con-
ditions of expression as a result of Indonesia’s political circumstances. In a 
politically corrupt, postcolonial, and globalised society, how are Indonesia’s 
residents and creatives exploring, taking agency from, and voicing against 
systematic oppression, to overcome discrimination and social stigmas in 
times of political change? How and in which manner do the government 
and locals play a role in the construction of their identity? This thesis looks 
at the role of media and how Indonesians have used this medium to react 
on oppression, motivated through specific queer philosophies of agency, 
essentialism, representation, and questioning the conditions of speech. 
It analyses governmental influences, bans, indoctrination or assistance, 
and social movements from the youth, queers, and lower-class who utilise 
media, such as language, music, dance, the Internet, and zines. Through 
creative expressions, Indonesian locals have confronted the urgency for a 
consistent identity, but the government has yet to listen.
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Firstly, I want to acknowledge that my perspective of Indonesia 
from Western Europe has its limitations, but could unveil new insights 
regarding challenges faced in postcolonial time and space, as well as the 
the importance of minority expression in Indonesia. I am hoping to use my 
privilege, platform and voice to inspire others to do likewise. In no means 
do I speak or represent all Queers and/or Indonesians. 

I recognize by using the terms ‘the West’ and ‘the East,’ I 
generalise heterogeneous regions into manageable but falsifying groups, 
perpetuating the opposition of the two. Nevertheless, for the sake of this 
thesis, these terms will be utilised for its significance in Indonesia as a 
reference to the repercussions understood to originate from ‘the West,’ 
with that implying Europe and North America. It’s important to bring 
attention that this understanding relies on the association rather than 
factual assumptions. Single quotations marks are to indicate Indonesian 
perceptions of the West; which may not necessarily be factual, but 
nevertheless necessary. The use of an Indonesian word will be italicised - 
it’s first use followed by the English translation, and Indonesian phrases to 
be translated in parentheses. 

Indonesia’s only mention in Western history is as a colony; where 
Indonesian history began after the Dutch occupancy and their identity only 
a reflection of their colonial past. Labelling Indonesia as a postcolonial 
state is appropriately reminding of the colonial past and the exploitation of 
natives. However, the issue comes when Indonesian identity is stripped of 
their rich precolonial history, which needs to be continuously investigated 
and celebrated. The fact is that Indonesia is a postcolonial country, but it is 
also more than a postcolonial country in terms of both precolonial history 
and their contemporary developments. As Queers, as creatives, and as an 
Indonesian proud of their heritage, it is important to discern Indonesia 
beyond the postcolonial label in order to progress in the identity we 
continuously seek.

The premise of being queer is fluid. As reinforcing as it is, it is also 
continuously evolving and as transformative as the people that identify 
as queer. As Eve Kosofsky Sedwick claims, queer is “… the open mesh 
of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and 

EMBRYO: Preface
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excesses…”1 In context to this thesis, queer is “a practice or process of 
critique, an ongoing challenge to whatever stands as the norm.”2

Albeit convenience to describe diverse genders and sexualities, queer 
in this thesis is to define any person that doesn’t fit in the heteronormative 
standard3, and are willing to join forces in actively protesting anti-gay, anti-
lesbian and anti-transgender laws, policies and attitudes. To clarify, queer 
is to be differentiated from Queer. The capitalised Queer and implied as a 
noun, are the people who associate as non-normative, a non-heterosexual 
orientation and/or are non-cisgendered, inclusive of their allies. Whereas 
queer, understood as a verb, is anything, place, law or action, that enforce 
queer fundamental ideologies of agency, essentialism, representation and 
questioning conditions of speech.

In order to decolonise and challenge ideas of the Western hegemony 
of queer towards a Southeast Asian queer narrative, queer will be placed 
in the third world to understand the (lack of) dialogue and offer an artistic 
analysis to discover its possibilities in Indonesia and the global South. 
Queerness in Indonesia regarding the sense of this narrative should be 
divorced from the understanding of queer in Europe and America, where 
queer is seen as an individual trait. 

The queer narrative in Indonesia is a complex structure that not only 
consists of sexuality and gender expression. In the archipelago, religious 
syncretism, ideas of animism and gender roles remain dominant and 
should be considered as we analyse the queer narrative with combinations 
of post-colonial conservatism, Islam and Indonesia’s systematic hierarchy 
of authority which impedes ideas of individualism.

Ideas of femininity and masculinity are also unlike Western 
definition. It’s an intricate knot of pre-colonial culture and foreign, colonial 
teachings, tangled with religious morals and tribal heritage. Bracketing 
Asia from the West is necessary to highlight the influences of modernity 
and transnationalism. It is important to reinforce the idea that the cultures 
referenced should be regarded in relation to local social, political, religious, 
class and gender structures of Indonesia. As activist, artists, and designers 

1 Sedgwick, Eve K. Tendencies.

2 Kemp, Jonathan. “Queer Past, Queer Present, Queer Future”

3 A world view promoting monogamy, heterosexuality and cisgender as the normal
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who aim to make change within the system, it is essential to remain 
vigilant of our positionality; cultural biases and assumptions, including the 
sensitivity and complexity of these subjects. 

For this thesis, however, I will not be offering a solution, per se. Issues 
I’m tackling are deeper and disproportionate to define as a “problem” to 
design a solution for. Rather, I’m proposing to explore and appreciate the 
medium of media that occurs in consequence of systematic oppression. 
Nevertheless, remaining critical, curious and speculative to ways that 
social justice should propel with an agency and conscious purpose. This 
is to open an investigation, and therefore a conversation to Indonesians’ 
(lack of) autonomy in speech, intending to gain and give an alternate 
understanding through a queer and creative perspective. 

My understanding of Indonesia is centred in the metropolitan area 
of Bandung, capital of West Java. These are the roots of my mother, where 
I’ve spent summers for over two decades identifying as a local, but remain 
to be perceived as a foreigner.

For my audience who are not familiar with Indonesian history please 
refer to the NEWBORN: Independence chapter at page 57. The chapter 
will contextualise how Indonesia has developed into its current politically 
corrupt and postcolonial state. It is important to have some knowledge 
of the colonial rule, the Proklamsi, Order Baru, Nasakom, May 1998 riots, 
Pancasila,  presidents Sukarno, Suharto, and Jokowi.
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KB: Changes

Since pre-colonial times, Indonesia has acknowledged the 
intersections of gender, for example, the Bugis society of South Sulawesi 
recognise five genders as well as the third gender among the Torajan 
people. Today the non-normative sexual and gender identities previously 
recognised are rarely discovered through family or “tradition,” but come 
into awareness through globalised exposure of social change, travel, 
imported media, high-quality education, etc. Those that come from 
families with higher economic statuses are more likely to be mobile and 
therefore, more probable in being subjected to social media, giving them 
access to observe progressive national developments globally, and opening 
up their perspective on identity and sexuality.

Though the exclusivity of liberalism correlate to those of higher class, 
as Tom Boellstorff notes: 

“another misconception is that gay men and lesbian women are 
products of the executive, jet-setting classes. … the richer 
you are, the more you are affected by globalization, and thus 
the less authentic you are. … However, as many Nike factory 
worker in Indonesia could tell you, class is poorly correlated 
with the degree to which someone is impacted by globalisation 
forces. And indeed, gay men in Indonesia are primarily lower 
class, …”4

Boellstorff statement alludes that Indonesians were in fact gay 
before realizing a word for it nor having any local understanding of 
homosexuality. On the flipside, Indonesian understanding of sexualities is 
heavily influenced by the demonising of local media and the colonial West.

Despite the indoctrination of the colonial Dutch, along with 
the spread of information through imported media, the phrases to 
accommodate the spectrum of gender and sexuality have now grown; 
from just lesbi to gay and now, homo, tomboi, butch/hunter, femme/lines, 
andro, waria, banci, priawan, transmen and transpuan.* Such phrases have 

4 Bery, Chris.
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spread via media, initially from women’s magazines, such as Kartini and 
Femina, which Tom Boellstorff elaborates:

“In most cases the references to homosexuality as a pathology or 
disapproving gossip columns. Sporadic coverage on same-sex scandals 
and arrests date back to the early twentieth century…. these media have 
‘exposed’ not a fully articulated discourse of homosexuality, but a series of 
incomplete and contradictory references, in translation, sometimes openly 
denigrating and hostile. It is not transmission of identity so much as a 
fractured set of cultural logics reconfigured within Indonesia.”5

Granted these terms allow those to identify their sexual and gender 
identities, the “contradictory references” they are referred to in the media 
conditions those who aren’t queer to stigmatise Queers as incomplete 
fragments. Even with the development in the language, conservative locals 
are able and choose to remain ignorant to alternate ideologies. These 
labels offer a safe space for Queers to reconcile in, where they’re physically 
not allowed to, due to the arrogance of their surroundings. The label 
confirms a connection with a community that identifies likewise, building 
conversation within and outside of the group.

5 Bery, Chris
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TK: The Forbidden Fruit

The earliest record of zines in Indonesia came in 1982, the same 
time when gay subjectivity was introduced to Indonesia and their 
identities remaining closeted and rarely claimed. In the Euro-American 
narrative, queer zines were mainly the product of an individual or voluntary 
documentation of their coming out, sexual and romantic experience, and 
an exploration of their identity. As Tom Boellstorff writes, “...in Indonesia 
these zines not only are the work of a collective, but often also constitute 
that collective as a group.”6 The creation and concept of zines, in regards to 
Indonesia, were to create queer networks through the trading of the zines. 
As only a few were made in groups, zines were often shared, with even 
manual delivery of the zine itself, created communities linking closeted 
queers to one another.  

What discerns the West and East are their ideas of individualism, 
whereas in Indonesia, notions of community are asserted. Generally, to 
have a trait that makes one different from the norm, like being attracted 
to the same sex, distinguishing one as an individual is deprecated, 
that results to discrimination. For Indonesia, to progress they need to 
understand the importance of building a community that celebrates 
individualism, which is what Indonesian queer zine aim to do. “...Producers 
of gay zines are aware of the marginality of gay sexualities in modern 
Indonesia, their rhetoric is not one of alterity but inclusion…”7 These 
creators, aware of the oppression of Queers, aimed not to build separate 
communities, but embrace themselves and give agency to their readers 
to build bridges into the union. Though the national motto is Bhinneka 
Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity), the importance is placed on nationalism 
rather than encouraging the celebration of diversity.  

Zines build networks where the creators tend to be better informed 
and politicized than the general public. Undoubtedly there are zines 
coming from the lower-class, however, “the producers of zines — like 
the producers of mass media in general — are better educated (though 

6 Boellstorff, Tom. A Coincidence Of Desires.

7 Ibid.
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not necessarily wealthier) than the readers of zines”8 These producers 
inevitably curate how and what knowledge is spread, however due to the 
queer nature of these zines, they remain authentic, projecting marginalised 
truths, unlike the mass media which rather than raising awareness, aim to 
gain profit.

In January 2019, I had an interview with Teta, creator of Buah, 
Fruit in Indonesian, “an online zine dedicated to anyone with Indonesian 
heritage who lives and/or grew up abroad. The purpose of this zine is 
to create a community for those who want to connect through their 
Indonesian heritage, however, they decide to relate to it.” After stumbling 
onto the zine as I was researching for this thesis, I reached out to Teta for 
further references as someone who initiated and fostered a community 
of diasporic Indonesians. Buah is home to interviews ranging from slam 
poets to journalists, exploring the intersections of parallel experiences and 
diasporic identities. After Teta interviewed me for Buah, I asked her about 
her experiences as the zine’s creator:

LATISHA: How has the zine created a network for self-expres-
sion and storytelling?

TETA: When I started Buah, I wanted to show people that 
they’re not alone. I recognised that I wasn’t the only one that 
wanted a space like Buah. I think maybe sharing the difference, 
threads of similarities, among peoples’ experiences - living, 
growing up abroad. I feel like there’s never an end to what you 
can learn or think about. Though that’s what makes this project 
harder. It’s super cool to learn about all this stuff about Indone-
sia...it’s getting rid of these preconceived notions of “What do I 
think this Muslim majority country is?”

LATISHA: What are some of the positive or negative reac-
tions?

TETA: Most of the reactions have been very positive, which I’ve 

8 Boellstorff, Tom. A Coincidence Of Desires.
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been really happy about, but there was this one comment that 
was really weird. I ended up deleting it because it seemed as if 
the account was made just to make this comment...there wasn’t 
really anyone attached to it. It was on one of the Instagrams 
posts of an interview, someone had written “How can they claim 
they’re Indonesian when they don’t dress in traditional garb and 
they act like white people?” It was someone who I don’t think 
they were Indonesian, that was making assumptions of what 
Indonesian heritage should be, how someone should relate to it. 
And making assumptions about this person’s identity because 
they present physically a different way, and how they’re relat-
ing to their heritage. I was really blown by the comment. Why 
is this person making any assumptions about my interviewee? 
They said what they said; listen to them. Regardless of how 
you think they are, that’s how they relate to their Indonesian 
heritage; you can’t dismiss that. For the most part, it has been 
positive, it has been really heartening for me. There have been 
other messages that have been really nice from other people 
who don’t have Indonesian heritage, who been saying “even 
though I’m not Indonesian, I still relate to all of these issues 
that have been brought up.” And, it has been good, people have 
been nice towards building solidarity.9

Buah reiterates the idea to create and educate those among 
the community and outside of the community, whilst building an 
understanding. Teta gives space to represent the spectrum of Indonesians 
as they are, building a community based on queer values of storytelling, 
truth, and authenticity, opening up the conversation. Buah builds a virtual 
archipelago based on one commonality, having Indonesian heritage 
outside of Indonesia. Finding a home within heritage is powerful but 
lacking within Indonesia itself; there’s still a lot of discrimination where 
there needs to be collaboration and support.

In Buah many of the interviewees feel the need to justify their 
Indonesian heritage as they live abroad. Writer and poet Cynthia Dewi 

9 This interview has been edited for clarity and length
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Oka said in her interview “I do feel a certain responsibility to visibilize my 
homeland, our culture, our history… To have Indonesian heritage is to say yes 
to all the things that is a part of it....”10, the ignorance of Indonesian identity 
is only accentuated abroad and claiming to be all that Indonesia is, the 
history, culture, and future, is the first step in confirming the identity, among 
oneself and others. Zines, digital or physical, aim to connect communities by 
spreading stories and collaborating to educate each other both inside and 
outside the locale. 

10 “Interview: Cynthia Dewi Oka”
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SMP: Reliant

After colonisation and despite the millions enslaved and murdered, 
Indonesians idolised the West, especially the Dutch, who were able to 
demonstrate power, knowledge, and resources, leaving Indonesia with 
harbours, bridges, and a modernised economy. Indonesian global identity 
developed in response to Dutch and Japanese colonization because of 
their oppressive laws that placed Indonesians at the bottom of the labour 
structures as slaves and servants. However, it was Suharto and Sukarno 
who led the newborn independent country further into corruption and 
thus, developing a dictatorial identity. 

In 1956, Sukarno’s trip to the Republic of China converted his 
aspirations to become like the Dutch to the Chinese, whom the Dutch 
used as middlemen between themselves and indigenous Indonesians. 
China’s booming economy gained a lot of revenue that inspired 
Indonesians. However, after the New Order regime was established, 
the Chinese ethnic minority suffered governmental restrictions and 
discrimination, and accordingly, the focus was placed on indigenous 
Indonesians. 

Pribumi, meaning natives of the land, associated with those who 
are indigenous to the archipelago, was celebrated for being the ‘real’ 
and ‘authentic’ Indonesians, which reclaimed the word originally used 
by the Dutch to discriminate against slaves. Indonesian government 
started to recognise and reclaim their own heritage by reappropriating 
and celebrating the term. However in 2017, Jakarta’s governor, Anies 
Baswedan declared on his first day in office, “In the past, we pribumi were 
the conquered. Now, it’s time for us to be the hosts in our own land,”11 which 
caused an uproar online as the phrase grew nationalistic motives, associated 
with social-political role they played in causing the 1998 May riots.

The riots targeted Indonesians with Chinese descent, as Suharto 
resigned, Habibie took his place and issued a presidential instruction 
prohibiting the use of pribumi in policies and government in hopes to 
prevent a return of events. Even so, Baswedan enforced ideas of nativism; 
separating immigrants and expats from natives, contrary to slogan 

11 Ramadhani, Nurul Fitri
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“Unity in Diversity.” Locals were quick to take to Twitter and satirically 
highlight his racist comment that excludes Indonesians of Chinese or 
Arabic heritage, like Baswedan himself. Some netizens defended Jakarta’s 
governor, defining pribumi as anyone who works for the Unitary State of 
the Republic of Indonesia, inclusive of Malays, Koreans, Japanese, Chinese 
and Arabs.12 

Arabs in colonial times where considered non-pribumi, whereas 
now as Indonesia is the world’s largest Muslim population and sharing a 
religion with Arabs, it made them more desirable as they’re “closer to God,” 
making them “more” pribumi. 

In 2017 I made an artwork, “Pribumi,” inspired by a documentary 
photo. It’s paired with a poem reflecting on both the silence of the Dutch and 
Indonesians regarding their mutual pasts and Indonesia’s pursuit for identity.

12 Ramadhani, Nurul Fitri.

Pribumi

Weak knees
Heavy body
 
I can’t feel my legs

Silence
Something born into me
Dutch stay silent about their colonies
Indonesians are loud,
But their hearts silent
Can’t confront, question, stand up
Without being brought to our knees
 
Aching voiced through groans, complaints
Protest
We’ve forgotten the most important thing
The one thing we must do
To fight we must
Stand
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Pribumi

Weak knees
Heavy body
 
I can’t feel my legs

Silence
Something born into me
Dutch stay silent about their colonies
Indonesians are loud,
But their hearts silent
Can’t confront, question, stand up
Without being brought to our knees
 
Aching voiced through groans, complaints
Protest
We’ve forgotten the most important thing
The one thing we must do
To fight we must
Stand

 Friday
10 AM
They stood,
resisted, revolutionized
We once stood up for our rights
once stood to voice our opinions
Our voice shattering shackles
 
We scream
Freedom
But we still remained shackled
Shackled to rules we’ve formulated ourselves

But we are similar
We surrendered
We discriminate
We silence
 
Capture the voices
And use it to tie the noose
We’ve convinced ourselves that we’re weak
 
Does the march of our own feet remind us of their boots?
Afraid if we stand the print we leave will not be our own?
 
Expectations to be like the west
Our lack of identity
Wanna be the west
Can’t we realise that we can be Southeast
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In the visuals two people stand, faces covered and stripped of 
identity. It’s unclear which figure holds Dutch or Indonesian identity; 
their identities built by the viewers’ assumptions.  As bell hook writes, 
“Part of that colonizing process has been teaching us to repress our 
rage.”13 Indonesians have been indoctrinated by colonisers and corrupt 
politicians to feel and act like those in power tell them to; fear of making 
a statement that could, in consequence, lead to being discriminated 
against, marginalised or punished. This series of consequences inhibits 
Indonesians from being motivated to respond as such, which cultivates 
doubt in the power of their voice. The public is strong with opinions, but 
aren’t given the opportunity to voice it due to the authoritative ruling.  

17th of August, our Independence Day: a reason to celebrate, set 
off fireworks and generally be even louder. A reminder of our strength 
as a nation. Indonesia has constantly looked outwards for an identity, 
condemning everything; they’ve become, weak, discriminative and quiet. 
Those in power attempted to reappropriate cultures to fit the utopian 
Indonesia they’ve romanticised. Inspiration was not difficult to find, but 
developing what is in the nation is not a priority nor is it supported. 

The term pribumi has become less relevant. However due to its 
political history, entangled with religion, ethnicity, and power, it has 
been difficult to accept it as a term to define the Indonesian population, 
regardless of ethnic heritage, leaving behind a culture of bigotry and 
prejudice towards immigrants. 

Each president has used trial and error with their political tactics, 
testing out Nasakom,14 the New Order and now going back to the concept 
of Pancasila. Though each ideology stems and preaches on bringing the 
nation together, a bias still remains. Indonesia needs to recognise its own 
strength; though overexploited, it had the capabilities to resist and protest 
against a three hundred year colonisation. After seventy-three years of 
independence, Indonesia has remained stagnant in an identity crisis. 
Bringing together a heterogeneous archipelago containing many beliefs, 
ethnicities, and cultures is an impossible task without listening to those 
who inhabit the space. 

13 Edwards, Stassa

14 Acronym for nasionalisme, agama, and komunisme, (nationalism, religion and communism)
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Indonesia is a young country with developments, culture and 
traditions that is still growing to this day. Moreover, the establishment 
of present technological advances, modernisation, and globalisation 
catalyses knowledge to the population, nurturing a progressive mentality 
and attitude within the youth. Social media allows those in the archipelago 
to see perspectives of the West, and other global cultures outside 
of authoritarian controls, giving the community agency to educate 
themselves. 

Quality of Indonesia’s education system lacks sufficient financing 
and management, and the educational system is fundamentally flawed 
due to underlying political prerequisites,15 which steers the youth to the 
Internet, magazines, and television to seek knowledge. Though these 
technological developments are regarded to have ‘originated from the 
West,’ other ‘Western’ influences, fashion, ethics, and sexuality are seen as 
incompatible and a threat to Indonesian Islamic values. 

With the increasing social and global exposure, the archipelagos 
youths’ experience are conflicted in values regarding religion and 
liberalism. The youth seek to gain knowledge in topics such as sex, 
sexuality, gender expression etc. Nonetheless, Indonesian sources 
negatively portray liberal topics as threatening or immoral. With the lack 
of information or misrepresentation, it deprives the youth of potential 
literacy, leaving behind curiosity and thirst for knowledge, escorting them 
to appropriate Western culture or construct a misinformed understanding.

By viewing Western media as ‘infectious,’ Indonesians aim to other the 
West to position themselves on higher moral grounds, accusing Indonesians 
of being contaminated by liberal Western culture. A survey studying the 
young in urban middle-class Indonesia and their relationship with Western 
exposure, revealed that “most young people talk about the behaviour of others 
that is unacceptable rather than their own behaviour,” proving that “they still 
wish to be perceived personally as remaining within the bounds of acceptable 
morality.” Evidentially, it shows that values lie in presenting oneself within the 
bounds of morality, than acknowledging their own mistakes.

15 Rosser, Andrew.

SMA: Exposure
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Indonesians avoid Western cultural behaviour regarding sex and 
individualism, but still idolise European and American beauty standards, 
high-class lifestyles and economic developments. The adoption of 
exported Western culture (fashion like Zara, H&M, etc., films, dating, 
music, foods, such as burgers and pizzas, and activities, like cafes and 
shopping malls) unconsciously forms a locally produced colonisation. 
Separating themselves from the rest of the globe with the claim that 
Western practices don’t coincide with Indonesian traditions, where 
“Indonesian tradition”16 in itself is a problematic concept that alienates the 
country. In fact, by strictly governing the expression and conditioning of 
knowledge, they are prohibiting themselves from creating this so-called 
identity they seek.

A law passed in 1997, banning the dubbing of foreign films. As an 
apologist stated:

“It can ruin the self-image of family member as a result of adopting 
foreign values that are ‘Indonesianized’…. whenever Indonesians view 
television, film, or other broadcasts where the original language has been 
changed into our national language, those Indonesians will think that the 
performances in those media constitute a part of themselves. As if the 
culture behind those performances is also the culture of our people.”17

This ideology that Indonesians will be affected by foreign morals 
conveys the government’s lack of trust in locals. They determine the choice 
for the people in attempts to dissociate themselves from other cultures. 
Whether it’s liberal Western culture or poor schooling, by dissociating 
and strictly regulating popular culture, Indonesia assumes it is no 
longer affiliated with it, nor face any consequences for its actions. The 
government increase hopes of a national identity through the censorship 
of imported influences. Instead of supporting the country, they expect that 
by sheltering and telling locals what not to do,  they will develop an identity 
contrary to the local everyday experience of Western cultures in Indonesia. 

16 Tradition in this regard should be understood as either a rediscovery and/or revival of an old or lost  
 tradition, or a practice with contemporary exploration, interpretations and inspiration.

17 Boellstorff, Tom. The Gay Archipelago: Sexuality and Nation In Indonesia.
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During President Suharto’s development of the New Order, bans 
implemented by the predecessor, President Sukarno, were lifted. Sukarno 
firmly restricted press freedom during his presidency, utilising mass 
media as a tool of propaganda. Whereas Suharto gave the illusion of press 
freedom, the government closely monitored any information spread, and 
those with the courage to confront either faced jail on the basis of “contra-
revolutionary” (Sukarno) or “endangering national security” (Suharto).18 
Suharto lead the nation into a deception of liberation. With the New Order, 
what was previously prohibited was now accepted on the basis that it 
would help Indonesian economics and bring in foreign investors. 

Disco and clubbing became a popular activity for Indonesians; cities 
like Jakarta began to economically develop and so did their need for 
entertainment. In the documentary Disco Isn’t Dead in Indonesia: Indopop, 
they interview disc-jockeys and locals who attended Jakarta’s famous late 
90s discotheque Tanamur. David Tarigan says, “Even though they didn’t 
really understand the concept, young urban people started to emulate 
Western culture.” “Clubs became a place where most Indonesians were 
first exposed to a more ‘free’ Western culture”, as Fariz RM, an Indonesian 
pop musician comments.

These discotheques could be described as queer spaces, a place of 
gathering where it wasn’t about where someone came from, but the idea 
that they are here. As DJ Vincent, a former entertainer at Tanamur said, 
“No matter where you came from, here (Tanamur) you could be yourself. 
Whether you’re a celebrity or a bus driver, you became one on the dance 
floor.” It is important to claim these spaces as queer, in order to help 
build a sense of community, connecting people with similar values. By 
normalising Queer within public spaces, it becomes a symbol of safety, 
comfort, and pride. It opens up the conversation and allocates a label to 
use in discussion, with the advantage that Queer moulds infinitely, as long 
as it follows queer philosophies. 

In the documentary, Tarigan reminds us that, “Western influences 
that are more explicit always have negative associations. Disco, for 
example, was associated with drugs, wild parties of alcohol, free sex, and 
many others. It was always like that.” Despite the liberations, the public 

18 Ardiansyah, Yulian, and Bhinneka Tunggal Ika
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was still apprehensive, accustomed to being conformed to bounding laws, 
they caught onto the delusion of liberation indoctrinated by a government 
who stigmatised Western culture as unsuitable for Indonesia. Regardless 
of the associations with drugs, alcohol, and sex bebas (free sex, referring 
to sex outside of marriage), people continued to engage in these parties 
until today. The stigma around clubbing culture in Indonesia didn’t prevent 
partygoers as they were aware of their own intentions, experiencing 
liberation and expressing themselves as they see fit in a safe space. 

Youth are generally curious and are only further stimulated when 
they’re aware that information is missing or when concepts contradict 
each other. However the Indonesian government necessitates its power 
and control, apprehending autonomy, especially that of the media, thus 
leading youth in the external search for knowledge, subjectively combining 
information to contextualise their experiences. The combination of 
Indonesia condemning Western culture, meanwhile importing American 
and European entertainment inevitably makes the youth experience a 
dissociation between the national identity they’re institutionalized in and 
an identity they express and experience in their daily lives. The government 
should encourage locals to seek knowledge by providing them with the 
space to explore and gain a better understanding on the terms of local 
Indonesians as opposed to indoctrination.
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SMK: Rebelling

Social media is an intersection of networks; borderless and abundant 
in content, a place to express and manifest one’s identity beyond a physical 
world. Online attention spans are short and so, headlines are hyperbolised 
and discourses trivialized, losing the trust of their audience. Utilizing the 
internet to voice opinions whilst sitting behind the safety of the screen 
has been labelled, “...terms such as slacktivism (lazy activism), clicktivism 
(click activism), armchair activism and keyboard activism emerged to 
question the worthiness of digital activism…”19 Not only does digital 
activism allow the inclusivity for disabled folk to join the conversation, but 
it is also safer to attend, than to be confronted with police and hooligans 
who have a difference in opinion. Though such hooligans can also be 
found online, their presence is much easier to ignore and block, and won’t 
cause any physical harm. 

This new form of participation promotes the exchange of knowledge, 
transforming our political engagement, enabling societal change and 
improvement of a political system by projecting the voice of the people. 
In spite of such political content existence, it is just as easy to remain 
ignorant and turn a blind eye towards it. However, due to its availability, 
interactivity and its difficulty in governing, it’s granted to evolve into “a 
greater scope for freedom, autonomy, creativity, and collaboration than 
previous media.”20 This virtual engagement is called participatory culture 
and it is manifested in affiliation, expression, collaboration, distribution, 
and circulation.21 Newspapers, magazines, and television are slow in 
comparison to contemporary social media that facilitates an organic flow 
of content. Unlike the heavily curated media of the past, breaking the 
pattern of media production and consumption allows individuals greater 
cultural and social participation. Social media gives space for the youth to 
both consume and demonstrate knowledge, invest and develop a culture 
they find lacking in their own. 

19 Merlyna Lim.

20 Lim, Merlyna, and Mark E. Kann.

21 Andreas, C. Scott.
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Rebelling: VIRTUAL

Out of Indonesia’s population of 266 million (2018 est.), 143 million 
(31 Dec 2017), over half of the population are internet users, placing 
Indonesia at the top fifth of the countries with the highest number of 
internet users.22 In today’s age of Instagram and Youtube, Queers have 
inevitably started to claim space within the virtual world. Queers have 
taken to social media to speak their stories in their profession and lives, 
like Nikita Dragun - American YouTuber, makeup artist, and model, 
sharing videos on her male to female transition, struggles to change 
sex in legal documents, as well as makeup tutorials and comedy skits. 
Though it’s becoming widely accepted and celebrated in the West, such 
representation is difficult to come across in Indonesia. Indonesia Vice 
writer, Bintang Lestada interviews openly queer men in Indonesia and 
their situation as influencers, particularly on Instagram. Brands hire these 
men for their presentation and aesthetic, but silence their personality: 
“They want to profit off these men’s followers but, at the same time, tell 
them that they can’t be themselves.”23 By adopting queer aesthetics into 
social media, Indonesian brands are inevitably selling queer concepts, 
but continue to remain ignorant of the theory behind it. Consequently, 
the formula is adopting the aesthetic, ignoring the original meaning and 
covering it up with their own. 

Another American Youtube personality, Emilia Farts transforms from 
their usual colourful presentation to a socially acceptable appearance as 
she reflects on her expression of identity; she says, “I am all of them. I am 
mild, and weird, and boring, and loud, and quiet, and scared, and brave all 
at once, … complicated people with more sides than were able to see.”24 
Emilia describes the difficulty that comes when I’m trying to explain and 
express each dimension in a world that limits one to 3D.

Similar to the experience of Indonesia, the broad group of ethnicities, 
beliefs, and cultures is difficult to umbrella under a single term. The term 
‘Indonesian’ in itself groups together and defines the heterogeneous 

22 “Internet Top 20 Countries - Internet Users 2018”

23 Lestada, Bintang. “In The Age Of Influencers, Queer Indonesians Still Can’t Be Themselves - VICE”.

24 fart, emilia.



38

inhabitants, much like the phrase ‘Queer’. The statement of being 
Indonesian is weak compared to the proclamation of being Queer. The 
term ‘Indonesian,’ moreover, describes people located or with heritage in 
Indonesia rather than holding the weight as a manifesto of the combined 
history and culture.

Virtual spaces allow autonomy to its citizens, favouring them to 
create, take agency over their own utopia in contrast to the restriction 
and stigma they experience in the physical world. Bintang Lestada also 
writes of his experience exploring his gender identity through The Sims. 
A game where the player creates a Sim: a character that you live life 
through - dressing them up, constructing their homes, relationships, lives, 
and so forth. Prior to sites such as Instagram, safe spaces to explore and 
experiment were limited to one’s own experience. Other narratives were 
still inaccessible. Lestada writes, “Queers living in Indonesia still have 
masks to put on, performances to put up every time we go out, ”25 which is 
the basis of my current practice; exploring how we express and play with 
our expression. 

25 Lestada, Bintang. “How Playing ‘The Sims’ Lets Me Be Free As A Queer Person In Indonesia”
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THE ARTIST: Role-play

Identity is a topic I’m passionate about as a Queer Muslim and 
Dutch Indonesian, I inhabit a grey space of identities that would otherwise 
be contradicting. The coalition of each creates and feeds who I am and 
how I express my identity. Claiming to be a combination of identities is 
complicated and inevitably leads to questioning. Being seen as half and 
half lessens the impact of each identity. Rather, I see myself as 200%, not 
a construction of fractions, rather I am a composition of wholes. 

My presentation, how I do my makeup, what clothes I wear, how I 
talk, understandably differs situationally. There’s a large contrast between 
how I express myself going to an art school compared to how I present 
myself in Indonesia. Where in the art academy I feel free to experiment, 
in Indonesia I minimise my appearance to bring less attention to myself. 
Then again growing up in Saudi Arabia, where women are required to 
wear abayas, a figureless black over-garment, it is completely different 
from when I come home to the safety of my room to dance nude. Even if 
each presentation differs, they are still me. Not one of them is more ‘me’ 
than the other. Even at times when I feel I’m not being myself, the value of 
sacrificing myself for the comfort of others is still a part of who I am.

Some dimensions evolve, others dissolve. I can’t be all of them at 
once, but I am still comprised of them all, what they once were and what 
they are now. In my creative work, I explore how I present and express 
these egos, ultimately, what faces I put on. The basis of my practice is 
experimenting with the medium of masks and how to utilise it to project 
identity instead of hiding behind it. Exploiting the anonymity and the disguise 
extends the boundaries of my egos and create my own mobile safe space. 

Currently, I am investigating each ‘ego’ I present and how I go about 
choosing them. Looking in my past for inspiration, as a girl growing up 
in conservative Saudi Arabia how do I experiment with my identity? 
Reminiscing on my tomboy, emo, scene, Korean pop, Japanese pop, and 
Japanese rock phases remind me of how I expressed each identity through 
play. Paper dolls, Barbie, Bratz dolls, The Sims, online dress up games, 
online chat rooms like IMVU, and since 2014, I’ve been using makeup to 
highlight different egos. Growing up alongside Youtube, I got to see and 
learn how other online users through makeup tutorials, play with their 
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presentation, and ultimately, how they evolve as they apply makeup. 
With my final project, I hope to create a safe environment for 

the audience to experiment and play with alter egos. Using myself 
as an example, I give the audience autonomy within the space to 
create themselves, combining mediums of dress up games and online 
tutorials. The space is celebratory and inviting; a non-judgemental queer 
environment to promote ideas of play and self-expression. The viewer will 
experience discomfort in a series of confrontational and various set of 
options but are left with the freedom to design themselves as they see fit: 
either creating a resembling character or an experiment of what could be.
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Rebelling: PHYSICAL

Dance and music have always been a fundamental part of Indonesian 
societies. In precolonial times, tribal dances have been used to talk with 
spirits, pray for rain, and celebrate. Deriving from religious worship and 
offerings introduced by Hinduism, the body was utilised as a medium 
to express and translate beyond language and literature; a medium that 
binds a shared moment from artist to audience. After the influence of the 
Hindu-Buddhist era, performances took on an Islamic narrative to keep 
up with religious changes. Persian and Arab instruments, more modest 
clothing were all combined with indigenous styles that developed into 
many of the current traditional dances. Colonists found Javanese dances 
to be a luxury as opposed to culture. In fact poet, Arthur Symons describes 
Javanese music and dance in his poem ‘Javanese Dancers,’ as “disquieting” 
and “unintelligible.”26 Many dances depict a story: either historical, fictional 
or general life.

Rhythmic body movements and music developed with the nation 
into a contemporary critique on cultural, political and social progression. 
Ludruk from East Java, is a combination of dance and acting, usually 
narrating a story of lower-class life in a humorous way. Male performers 
often took the role of women, due to the sparsity of women in the art 
sector which had a few repercussions. The audience reacted negatively to 
the impolite behaviour and “blasphemy” said by the cross-dressing actors, 
which they felt painted a bad picture of women. 

During precolonial times, ludruk was used mainly as entertainment 
and to educate the audience on the working class, but after colonisation, 
it gained a reputation for criticizing Dutch and Japanese colonial 
governments. Performers were imprisoned and consequently, died in jail 
for provoking the Japanese in their storytelling.27 Ludruk developed into 
a propaganda tool for political parties during the independence and later 
banned during the New Order regime, defined as a “communist artform.” 
However after the ban was lifted they were monitored by Suharto’s 
military. An artist from Surabaya, Kartolo says the artform “...must first 

26 Symons, Arthur. 1895.

27 Fauzi, Azis Muslim. 



46

follow ‘ritual purification’ by signing a statement that they are not involved 
in any political party.”28 The performance moulded together with political 
changes, remaining a manifesto of the working class, comedic, anecdotic, 
and ultimately, very queer. 

In 1961, Indonesia’s first president, Sukarno banned Western music 
with the goal to challenge locals to revive lost musical and indigenous 
arts in order to re-establish their identity. Composer, Gugum Gumbria 
pioneered a genre of music, jaipongan, which combined musical heritage 
and sexual undertones, that it made  Western music so attractive and 
consequently, became banned. Along with the musical rebirth, jaipongan 
reintroduced tribal dance, rejuvenating it with influences of martial 
arts. Around 1974, when jaipongan was first introduced plus the lack 
of acceptable music in West Java, jaipongan’s popularity boomed as 
cassette tapes made an appearance, making distribution more convenient. 
Accepted by the government as a non-Western form of music, jaipongan 
restored traditional values of the Sundanese, an ethnic group from West 
Java. The music brought new energy and sexuality that attracted both 
older and younger generations. Many of the dances were based off lower-
class life; elevating their stories and struggles, allowing them to narrate 
using their bodies and movement.

The dance also confronted gender barriers at the time. Due to 
the intimate nature of the music, men and women were more sexually 
suggestive in their interactions and dance. Though jaipongan was 
originally created because of the ban on Western music, themes of sex, 
love, drugs, rock, and roll were integrated. During times when Sunda 
became more political, the music followed and took on moral, political and 
social themes that intimidated the government. Indonesian government 
attempted to end jaipongan, however due to its popularity with the people, 
it remained and outlasted the ban on Western music.

Jaipongan allowed Sundanese people to claim space to reinvent and 
remind themselves of their rich heritage lost after colonial influences. 
This nostalgia reminds locals of village music, focusing on themes about 
love, money, and agriculture. As they faced more turmoil, it moulded into 
a medium to speak on more moral and political themes, as well as bring 

28 Fauzi, Azis Muslim.
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social awareness in Indonesia. Jaipongan confronted the boundaries 
of the ban and explored what the people wanted: projecting the local 
narrative within the same limitations like ludruk. The constraints of the 
law motivated creatives into discovering themselves again, where the ban 
directly challenged them to develop Indonesian identity. The government 
was caught off guard from the reaction, as the artforms took space, agency 
and confronted socio-political events.

Joko Widodo, elected in 2014 and currently29 running for another 
term, is a member of the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle. He 
believes in developing a creative economy instead of continuing past 
exploitation on natural resources. Widodo helped to establish Bekraf 
Badan Ekonomi Kreatif (Creative Domestic Agency), the first non-
ministerial government institution that supports the advancement of arts 
and design, and the creative economy of Indonesia. Previously, the only 
such aid that came from non-governmental institutions were connected 
to foreign embassies from The U.S. and British Council, and which 
supported local artists through programmes encouraging arts and culture 
beyond entertainment or advertising. It gives the space for creatives to 
take responsibility, to shape society, and represent contemporary issues. 
Indonesia’s British Council Director of Arts and Creative Industry, Adam 
Pushkin said: 

“When Jokowi came to power two years ago, … There were 
lots of debates going on about the balance between economic 
progress, communities, environmental protection, the tradition-
al Indonesian values in comparison to those coming from the 
West, gender and sexuality, religion – those are all ultimately 
about a country that’s still arguing about what kind of a country 
it’s going to be in the 21st century. And art is the best way of 
having those sorts of arguments because it is where people can 
think about different perspectives.”30 

29 March 2019, general elections will be held on 17 April 2019

30 Djatmiko, Caranissa.
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Bekraf demonstrates the government’s interests in the creative 
sector; they favour improving the economic growth of Indonesia by 
focusing their finance on fashion, craft, and culinary industries, instead of 
seeing the arts as the voice of the people. The commercialisation of arts 
impedes local creativities to seeing their art as a form of activism, . 

The introduction of jaipongan in 1974 and the development of 
Ludruk during the country’s changes, demonstrates that music and 
bodily expressions have been used to explore states of oppression and 
newly liberated domains. The body and music are utilised in ways to test 
boundaries, dodging policies head on and narrating oppression through 
forgotten movements. And through the renovation of music, it remains 
critical towards their political and social states. With the modernisation 
and globalisation of Indonesia, the need for community, entertainment, 
and self-expression became increasingly important. With or without the 
support of the government, locals used their heritage to confront and 
vocalise on contemporary issues, however the conflict and confrontations 
will continue to persist if the government does not listen and rather 
prioritize the need to look presentable to foreign countries instead of 
responding to the complaints of their own people.
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MEMPROKLAMIRKAN DIRI

Today gay Indonesians use the reference memproklamirkan diri from 
Sukarno’s Proklamasi, instead of directly translating the English term 
“coming out,” membuka diri. Indonesia’s “coming out” as independent 
should have catalysed Indonesia’s liberation. However during Indonesia’s 
infancy, those in power became corrupt and drunk on power. The 
intentions to lead the nation towards cohesion were unsuccessful as the 
laws reflected distorted ideals onto the public instead of listening.

Indonesians are claiming agency, questioning their position, and 
conditions of expression as locals in a politically corrupt, postcolonial and 
globalised society. The public raised in the authoritarian traditions grew 
skeptical on the position the government had on developing Indonesian 
identity. Where the original Indonesian identity, pribumi transformed from 
a degrading colonial phrase to an exclamation of Indonesian patriotism, 
it remains associated with the abuse of corrupt politics. Labels offer 
confirmation within a community, but the term Indonesian doesn’t fully 
celebrate the diversity of the nation nor unifies it and it emphasizes a 
manifestation of the complex woven history and culture of Indonesia. 
Indonesia can also take on a queer framework as Indonesia is likewise the 
“open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, 
lapses and excesses”31; as an archipelago that syncs ethnicities, beliefs, 
cultures, languages and history. The degree of amalgamation makes it 
incredibly difficult to associate with a single identity or label, especially 
with a government that disregards their people’s’ voice. What role do the 
Indonesian locals have in creating this identity? 

Due to the effects of modernisation and globalisation, Indonesians 
are becoming aware and are thus demanding agency over the conditions 
of their speech. Youth notice the dissociation coming from their 
government; they condemn the West socially and politically speaking. But 
in their daily lives, are experiencing and living an appropriation of Western 
culture. Instead of acknowledging their misunderstanding caused by 
indoctrination, both  local and government would rather place the blame 
on the West.  

31 Sedgwick, Eve K. Tendencies.
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Today, locals take to the safety of the Internet to participate in both 
consuming and demonstrating knowledge. The Internet and social media 
hold libraries of information built on experiences ranging from scholars 
to the average person. Such networks existed before the Internet, such 
as local zines with the same premise: to build communities and educate 
those in and out of the network. However the advantage of the Internet is 
the instantaneous spread of knowledge and autonomy in participating. 
Whether digital or physical, zines underline the importance of celebrating 
individualism through the community. Zines take the role of a portable 
safe space through forms of storytelling, building unity in representation, 
to create solidarity and sense of belonging through commonality. 

Creatives have utilised the ambiguity of their role in Indonesian 
society to explore and confront political issues. Art opens up and broadens 
discourse regarding the local narrative, humanising and illustrating the 
voice of the people. Indonesian have utilised precolonial mediums of 
ludruk and modernising village music in jaipongan. Government have 
threatened to silence through bans, trying to conform Indonesian identity 
to an idealised concept, which only highlights the resilience and ingenuity 
of natives to speak up in oppression like the pinnacle -  the Proclamation. 

Indonesia in itself is the representation of Queer. It’s the place on 
the map that represents the intersection of cultures, ethnicities etc. It’s 
the combination of everything, the undefinable. It’s Indonesian, Queer. 
Indonesia shouldn’t be postcolonial, Muslim, etc.; our identity is Indonesian 
- an endless combination of traits. Indonesian identity is not bound to 
their history, as much as any other country is not constructed nor ruled 
by their past. So once more we need to proclaim. Liberate ourselves from 
oppression, discrimination, and stigma. Proclaim Indonesia as liberated 
and come out as Indonesian.
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NEWBORN: Independence

Since the arrival of the first Dutch ships in the late 16th century, the 
colonial establishment of the Dutch East Indies demonised Indonesians 
and their culture as primitive. After World War I, Sukarno, who was 
imprisoned for an attempt in overthrowing the colonial government, wrote 
a speech condemning political conditions and colonial destruction of 
Indonesian society. After the Second World War, he signed the Proklamasi 
or the  Proclamation of Indonesian Independence on August 17th, 1945.

The colonial rule further exacerbated divisions in Indonesian 
society, cultural differences, religion and ethnicity, in combination with 
Japanese occupation. Wars attempting to get the Dutch out strained the 
country causing severe widespread poverty, inflation, poor education, 
skill development, and the construction of authoritarian traditions.32 
After a continuous struggle, Sukarno proposed a Guided Democracy 
in 1956, based on the ideas of nasionalisme, agama, and komunisme 
(nationalism, religion and communism), known as Nasakom and, in hopes 
to settle disputes between the army, Islamic groups, and communists. 
As this parliamentary system was implemented during the failed liberal 
democracy, Sukarno was interested in bringing in a system based on 
a traditional village system. Sukarno felt as though discussion and 
consensus under the guidance of the village elders was a better-suited 
system for Indonesia over Western-style voting methods. However three 
years later, the system was abrogated after the Independence Day speech 
of 1964, where Sukarno criticised the United States. 

Later in 1965, an attempted coup was carried out to overthrow 
Sukarno. While he attempted to restore his political position, he was 
forced to hand over political and military power to General Suharto, a 
politician and military leader who was formally appointed president in 
1968, ending Sukarno’s twenty-two year long presidential reign. 

Suharto’s aggressive seize of power began the era of Orde Baru 
or New Order that established a militant, strong, and political rule; the 
bureaucratisation of political and societal businesses, as well as the 
selective oppression of their opponents. The New Order hoped to maintain 

32 Ricklefs, M. C.
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an authoritarian political rule and establish an economy by bringing in foreign 
investors, however in doing so, it nurtured korupsi, kolusi, and nepotism 
(corruption, collusion and nepotism),  also known as the acronym KKN.

In 1997 and 1998, the economic crisis hit Indonesia. Suharto 
approves of austerity measures, losing trust with the public, and leading 
to protests. After being approved for a new term, protests and riots broke 
out, marking the Indonesian 1998 Revolution. After the incidents of mass 
violence, demonstrations, and civil disorder of the May 1998 Riots, Suharto 
resigned from his 31-year-long presidency to be replaced by his deputy, Jusuf 
Habibie. Habibie quickly assembled a cabinet, found support for economic 
stabilisation, and lifted controls on freedom of speech and association.

Indonesian identity developed in response to Dutch and Japanese 
colonisation because of the oppressive laws which placed Indonesians 
at the bottom of the labour structures as slaves and servants. In fact, 
Suharto and Sukarno further led the newborn independent country into 
corruption, collusion and nepotism. The seventh and current president of 
Indonesia, Joko Widodo is the first president without an elite, political, or 
military background and is now running for another presidential term.33 He 
continues to enforce the ideas of Pancasila. 

Pancasila, founded by the first president, is the philosophical theory 
of the Indonesian state, composed of five principles: belief in the One and 
only God, a just and civilized humanity, a unified Indonesia, democracy, 
led by the wisdom of the representatives of the people, social justice for all 
Indonesians.

33 Early 2019
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“Pancasila democracy endeavors to strike a balance between the 
interests of the individual and those of society. It seeks to prevent the 
oppression of the weak by the strong, whether by economic or political 
means. Therefore, we hold that Pancasila is a socio-religious society. 
Briefly its major characteristics are its rejection of poverty, backwardness, 
conflicts, exploitation, capitalism, feudalism, dictatorship, colonialism[,] 
and imperialism. This is the policy I have chosen with confidence.”

 — Suharto34

34 Suharto to G. Dwipayana and Ramadhan K. H.

Poster published by the Indonesian 
government, c 1987
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Lesbi Cis Woman attracted to 
Women, Homosexual

Gay / Homo Cis Male attracted to Men, 
Homosexual

Tomboi Tomboy, a masculine cis female, e.g. 
Smokes, short hair, masculine clothing, 
etc

Butch / Hunter Lesbian with masculine traits

Femme / Lines Lesbian with feminine traits

Andro Androgynous, presenting not particularly 
masculine or feminine

Waria Wanita (Woman) + Pria (Man), Trans 
male, born female transition(ed/ing) to 
male

Banci After Banshee, similar to Drag Queen, 
a preformative trans female, born male 
presenting as caricatured female

Priawan Pria (Man) + Wanita (Woman), Trans 
female, born male transition(ed/ing) to 
female

Transmen Trans male, born female transition(ed/
ing) to male

Trasnpuan Perempuan(woman), Trans female, born 
male transition(ed/ing) to female
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