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JOURNALISM AND 
HUMANITY 

“Humanities and journalism have been interdependent, each 
improving and nourishing the other.” 

- Richard Louv, advisor to Inquirefirst, a non-profit 
organization on investigative journalism. 

Louv’s statement illustrates the way journalism and humanities 
are inextricably linked and mutually complementary. His words 
reflect the way journalism plays its part in giving voice to the 
voiceless. The key to maintaining idealism as a journalist is to 
keep a firm grip on the humanities. In turn, it will serve as the 
basic principle for a journalist in representing those who are 
unable to speak up. 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) are among the 
groups that are frequently marginalized. In the name of religion 
or moral, the group is often cast out, ignored, silenced, or even 
harassed. They are also often portrayed in the news in ways that 
potentially lead to bullying. The authorities make a spectacle of 
the inhumane treatment they use against the group, particularly 
when its members were involved in crime. In other cases, the 
group is often publicly humiliated for actions they have not been 
found guilty of in the court of law.

Foreword

FOREWORD
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Journalism on this group of people often depicts them being 
caught in a raid, hosed with water from a firetruck, their hair 
shorn and their nails clipped, being paraded naked, and forced 
to sign a declaration to never again dress up like a woman. These 
inhumane treatments are exacerbated with exploitative news 
reporting without consideration for the values of humanity. 
LGBT groups, therefore, become nothing more than objects 
for journalists to draw in readership, serving as click baits to 
increase page view. 

Unbalanced journalism that neglects to take humanism into 
consideration is the result of journalists working with incomplete 
perspectives of fundamental human rights and failure to 
understand the stance that a journalist is supposed to take, 
including in setting aside personal opinions when reporting 
certain facts. 

Based on these considerations, Alliance of Independent Journalists 
(AJI) and Ardhanari Institute had agreed to work synergistically 
to build journalist capacity to deliver the humanistic messages 
from those that are marginalized. AJI deems it important for 
journalists to demonstrate heightened sensitivity in reporting 
problems of humanity. After all, without humanistic messages, 
journalism will only serve stories that are lacking in “soul”.  

In a collaborative workshop, a number of journalists from across 
Indonesia had sat together in a class to listen to explanation 
from experts on humanism, fundamental human rights, gender 
diversity, sociopolitical and religious perspectives, as well as 
journalism techniques that focus on professionalism while 
refraining from mixing facts with opinions. The workshop 
sessions also offered the journalists an opportunity to engage 
in discussions, share experience, and visit institutions that are 
fighting to empower LGBT groups. 

The participants’ reports were published on a variety of platforms: 
print and online media, as well as television. A number of the 
stories also mentioned the challenges faced by the participants 
in contacting their sources, encountering social stigma on LGBT 
groups, and resistance from the newsroom.

Foreword
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The training constitutes a small part of Alliance of Independent 
Journalist’s efforts to take side with and speak up for voiceless 
communities. 

William Woo, a senior journalist based in California, United 
States, was quoted as saying: “As journalists, we make moral and 
subjective choices all the time, just like the people we covered.”

Let us hope that the moral and subjective choices made 
by journalists are ones that are based on humanism in due 
observance of the fundamental human rights.

Jakarta, September 2019

Foreword
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Erika Supriyanti
Palembang Pos
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CHASING DREAMS 
THROUGH DANGDUT

A transwoman in Palembang was gifted with a knack for composing 
dangdut songs. Due to lack of support, however, it was nearly 

impossible for her to market her music. 

Erika Supriyanti, Palembang Pos

“Why are you giving me false hope? Don’t leave me hanging. 
Don’t hurt my heart. If you truly do not love me anymore, I’ll 
be on my own.” Those were lines from a song composed by Aris 
Rinaldi. Aris, a transwoman, had written 27 dangdut songs. 
Indeed, her composing skill was unquestionable.

That day, Aris’ fingers moved quickly, cutting her customer’s 
hair. While doing her job, she dearly sang a song popularized 
by the so-called Indonesia’s King of Dangdut, Roma Irama 
“Kehilangan” or losing. 

From her 5 x 5 meters beauty salon Aris earned her living. She 
opened her salon from 8 in the morning until 7 in the evening; 
many came for her service. “Thank God, they are satisfied with 
my service. I have a lot of customers,” she said while cleaning up 
hair on the floor. 

Aris was truly a composer. But her hope to be recognized as 
a dangdut songwriter—the music she loved since she was a 
child—seemed to be too difficult to achieve. “One of the reasons, 
maybe, is because I am a transwoman. But, I don’t know, I will 

Erika Supriyanti
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keep fighting,” Aris said, looking excited. 

Aris, the seventh child of nine siblings, had recorded three 
albums: the Palembang’s Malay-Dangdut Musicians Association 
(PAMMI) Album; The Sparks of Palembang Musicians; and 
Fantastic Management.

However, her albums did not sell well. To Palembang Pos, Aris 
said, she had such a huge passion for dangdut music, yet selling 
her works was always a major challenge.

“Maybe because I am a transwoman, that’s what I was told, once. 
It’s sad, but this is the life that I have chosen. I am not giving up. 
Dangdut is my life, so I will keep writing songs and try to market 
them, even when I have to do all the works myself,” she said. 

Different from many other transwomen, Aris did not dress up 
like a woman. She also did not wear makeup or put bold lipsticks 
on. “I feel more comfortable this way, I don’t like putting any 
makeup on,” she said. 

To improve her musical skills, Aris sought support from the 
Palembang’s Tourism and Culture Office, but her efforts were 
always fruitless.

“I went to the office, and they told me they only had a limited 
budget. There might be a lot of great local talents, but if the local 
government isn’t supportive, it will be difficult. I really want to 
promote my region. That Palembang has an excellent dangdut 
composer,” Aris, who won the 1989 Radio and Television Star 
competition, said. 

Aris said her first two albums hit the local market—although 
without any launching ceremonies—but the results were 
unsatisfactory. But at least he was able to show her work, she 
said.

“I went around asking for support to no response. The first 
and second album still went out although I had to work really 
hard. For the third album, I got help from Palembang Pos for the 

Erika Supriyanti
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launching event. Thus, more people know about it,” she said. 

Aris, who graduated from one of the universities in Palembang, 
continued to write songs. “The most effective [channel] is 
YouTube. However, the result is still insignificant. Only a few 
numbers of singers purchased my songs, such as Nadi Barokah 
and Minawati Dewi. They bought my song for Rp1.5 million, but 
really, I am grateful,” she said. 

Through ups and downs, Aris persisted. She took the inspirations 
mostly from her friends’ or her own stories. “When I’m in the 
mood, I can finish the lyrics in about two hours. But, it could take 
up to two days when I’m not,” she said.

Aris had a noble dream. She said if her albums sold well, she 
wanted to build a pesantren or Islamic boarding school. “It’s my 
dream to help underprivileged children get an education. I really 
hope I can achieve it someday,” she said.

The head of PAMMI in Palembang Salman said that the 
government lack of support was the reason why Aris had been 
having a difficult time selling her albums. “It happened to many 
of Palembang’s talented musicians. They found it hard to become 
a big star because the government is insensitive and does not 
care. Different with other regions, the local governments really 
give their attention to music and arts,” he said. 

Salman said other local singers also faced the same problem. 
They couldn’t break the national’s market because they do not 
have the access, “If the government supports their efforts, it will 
empower these local artists. They will be broadly known,” he 
said. 

Tria, Aris’ protégé known as one of the D’Academy 2 finalists, 
acknowledged Aris’ aptitude in composing songs. She also sang 
one of Aris’ songs called ‘Sakit’ or hurt. “Her song is great, she 
has an original touch of dangdut. I really like it,” Tria said.

Aris had trained Tria for around two years. “She is such a caring 
person. I learned a lot from her. It’s true that local songwriters 

Erika Supriyanti
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likely weren’t taken seriously. But, her relentless efforts are paid 
off, at least many songs she’s written are sung by local singers,” 
she said.

Another singer Rais agreed. Rais decided to buy one of Aris’ 
songs because of its strong material and excellent arrangements. 
“Her dangdut is really original, that’s why I was immediately 
attracted. Praise be to God, Aris’ song titled ‘Hampa’ [empty] 
sits at the top spot of the Sriwijaya Radio Dangdut’s chart for the 
past two weeks,” he said.

Rais said he had heard people doubted Aris’ skills, “but I 
never saw it that way, because the most important thing, in my 
opinion, is her works. She did such fine work, she will make this 
city known for it,” he said.

Separately, Chairperson of the Transgender Association of 
the South Sumatra Ita Sandy stated that there were still many 
talented trans people who were not accepted by society. “It is 
indeed our major problem as transgender. In fact, there should 
be no such discrimination,” she said.

Ita said currently there were many skillful transwomen in 
cooking, hairdressing, or beauty sector, but only received 
insignificant exposure due to public’s cynical response toward 
their gender. “We keep motivating our fellows to keep working. 
I hope we will no longer have the image that transwomen could 
only work as prostitutes,” she said. 

The head of Palembang’s Tourism and Culture Office, Ahmad 
Jazuli, expressed his strong support for whoever aspired to make 
the region nationally recognized.

“Unfortunately, we only have a limited budget, therefore we 
can’t support promotional events. However, we still can support 
them by involving them as performers in governmental events. 
To be clear, we always welcome and support every talented 
individual, whether they are transgender or not,” he said. 

Palembang Pos General Manager Doni Ramadona said that Aris’ 

Erika Supriyanti
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consistency made the newspaper decide to support the launching 
ceremony of her third album. “At the time we had a green walk 
event, so we helped launch the album and at the same time used 
[her songs] to entertain the participants,” he said. 

The article was published in Palembang Pos, Monday, March 28, 2016

Erika Supriyanti
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Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
Rappler.com
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BEHIND THE 
SCARLET LIPS OF A 
TRANSWOMAN

Only some 20 percent of transwomen in Malang have high school ed-
ucation. They claim that they gain more acknowledgment by earning 

their own living, instead of being dependent on their family.

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka, Rappler.com

Yuri Firnanda was getting ready to work that evening in Malang 
District, East Java. She let her dark hair fall to her shoulders, 
her face made up with light-colored powder that matched her 
pink lipstick. When she was not performing with the ludruk 
(traditional Javanese stage theatrical show) troupe, Yuri spent 
her nights waiting for customers who are willing to pay her for 
sex.

Yuri could have ended up in a classroom, teaching drama or 
other subjects. Her life might have turned out differently had 
she been fortunate enough to go to college, rather than working 
immediately after completing her vocational high school 
education.

There are at least 438 transwomen in the greater Malang area, 
and only some 20 percent of them are lucky enough to get high 
school education. Most of them had been forced to drop out of 
elementary or middle school and earn a living as sex workers.
“I used to want to be a teacher. I loved teaching. When I was in 

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
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vocational high school, I taught drama for a couple of months at 
a middle school in Wagir. I had to quit because I could not skip 
a lot of the practical subjects at school,” Yuri told Rappler on 
Wednesday, March 16, 2018.

Despite her love of teaching, her fate dictated otherwise. Since 
2006 the 31-year-old transwomen had to support herself by 
working as a prostitute. She fared better during months deemed 
auspicious for holding important events. At weddings or other 
family functions, Yuri could join traveling ludruk troupe to dance 
and perform in shows booked by the party hosts.  “I actually 
wanted to go to college, but I have to work, [because] my family 
were penniless,” she said as she blew her cigarette smoke in the 
gathering twilight.

FEW TRANSWOMEN ARE HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES

Greater Malang Transwomen Organization for AIDS Awareness 
(Wamarapa) registered 438 transwomen in the area in 2015. 
Some 50 percent are middle-school graduates, and only 20 
percent held high school diplomas. No transwomen in Malang 
has college degree.

“One of their reasons for dropping out is working. Transwomen 
are more appreciated by their family if they don’t become a 
burden and are able to earn their own money. But once they 
start working and make money, they lose all motivation to go to 
school,” said Yuri, who in her spare time worked as Wamarapa 
mentor for transwomen in Kepanjen and Gondanglegi.

Transwomen had trouble winning their family approval and 
acceptance. In Yuri’s case, she found acceptance while working 
as an announcer at a community radio in her neighborhood.

Her growing network brought her into contact with another 
transwoman who introduced her to ludruk troupe and the night 
life. The money she earned there helped Yuri prove her worth 
and show her family that she was not a burden.

“I told my father that I could earn my own living and hopefully 

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
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would not ask him for money anymore. He said, the important 
thing is not to besmirch my family’ name. His answer relieved 
me [of any concerns about] living as a transgender woman,” she 
said. Yuri’s parents had named her Sugeng Warso Enggal on her 
birthday 31 years ago.

Wamarapa chairperson Yoko Dharmawan said there are a 
number of reasons so many transwomen were poorly educated. 
Problem identification by Wamarapa mentoring groups revealed 
bullying in the family or at school as the dominant cause, followed 
by rejection by the family as well as economic hardship.

Most transwomen are reluctant to continue their formal 
education because of the traumatic bullying they experienced as 
adolescence.

“During the peer support group (KDS) program that we held 
from 2012 through 2014, we found that 90 percent of transwomen 
were bullied throughout their adolescence. Most of them got 
their first sexual experience under the age of 15,” said Yoko, who 
was also known as Tan Kwee Tjhien.

Transwomen were bullied by members of their immediate 
family, school friends, acquaintances at Islamic boarding schools 
(pondok pesantren), even school teachers. A transwoman in 
Malang said she had been forced to suck her teacher’s penis as 
punishment for poor performance in physical education class.

The peer support group KDS had run for two years with funding 
from the United Nations Programme on HIV/AID (UNAIDS). 
The program had since stopped, leaving Wamarapa with no 
resources for further empowerment activities. 

“During the peer support session, a transwoman told us she was 
traumatized from having been forced to do oral [sex] with her 
middle-school teacher,” said Yoko, who added that she had also 
been sexually abused by her relative and playmates.

Lack of family support and encouragement had only worsened 
the victim’s psychological condition. “The trauma forced 

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
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her to drop out of school. She was afraid of running into the 
[assaulting] teacher. Many in her family blamed her and refused 
to acknowledge that she was a transgender person,” Yoko went 
on.

In their childhood, Yoko said, many transwomen were helpless 
when they are bullied at school. As is common with child victims 
of sexual abuse, they were usually too terrified and reluctant to 
report the incident, leaving the cases undiscovered until it was 
much too late to take any action.

In milder cases, teachers were more likely to blame the victims 
for the bullying rather than sanctioning the perpetrator. Parents, 
too, were more likely to punish their sons when they were caught 
playing with women’s dresses and make-up.

“In our mentoring session we found that teachers often target 
[transgirls] for effeminate, gentle, and different behavior. Most 
of them prove to be weak in sports, though they are superior in 
other skills,” Yoko said.

90 PERCENT OF TRANSWOMEN WERE VICTIMS OF 
ABUSE

Childhood traumas left a lasting imprint on transgender women. 
They became disinclined to go to school due to being labeled with 
names like sissy, in addition to a host of other stigmas. Wamarapa 
survey also revealed that 90 percent of the transwomen in the 
greater Malang area were sexually abused in their adolescence.
Social and environmental conditions, in addition to poor 
awareness of their own identity had robbed transgender women 
of confidence, leaving them enfeebled. Their motivation to 
continue their study would plummet as they found it more 
comfortable to hang out with communities where their condition 
would be more readily accepted, which were mostly sex workers.
Transwomen preferred not to think about education and the 
future, due to the lack of family support.  “The negative stigma 
[around transwomen] made me think that I was to blame, that 
the sexual abuse that happened to me in my childhood was the 
punishment that I got for my sin,” Yoko said. 

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
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“For years I lived in this confusion before I had the courage to 
accept the truth and be my own self,” she went on. After a long 
and convoluted journey Yoko, who won the title of Miss East 
Java at a 2001 transwomen beauty pageant, finally accepted her 
own identity at the age of 30.

TEACHER AS STUDENT COMPANION

Malang District Center for Integrated Women and Children 
Services (P2TP2) discovered that both perpetrator and victim of 
bullying are afraid of their teachers, even the school’s Guidance 
and Counseling (BK) teacher.

Through a problem-solving program that was run between 2013 
– 2015, P2TP2 had provided counseling for hundreds of bullies 
and their victims from dozens of middle-schools in Malang. 
Included in this program were a number of juvenile delinquents.
“The program helped students to identify their problems as well 
as solutions to those problems. During question and answer 
sessions, they often refused to open up if their teacher was in the 
room. If [we noticed that] the teacher was making the students 
uncomfortable, we requested the teacher to wait outside,” said 
Umi Khorirotin Nasihah, a P2TP2 counselor from Malang.

Teachers have been identified as authority figures that students 
who required special attention tended to be afraid of or hate. 
“Guidance and counseling teachers should have positioned 
themselves as friends of the students, instead of just another 
person [with the authority to] deal out punishment. [Such 
practice] only makes the students afraid of them,” Umi said.

P2TP2 listed 44 new cases of child abuses in 2015. One of them 
involved a boy who was sexually assaulted by his parent. “His 
father is a sexual deviant who had been sodomizing his own son 
since the boy was in elementary school,” Umi said. The boy was 
now living with his mother while the father managed to escape 
the law because the case ended with an out-of-court settlement.
“The impoverishment of transgender women began at school. 
All the negative stigma and sexual abuse that they experience 
at school traumatize them and turn them away from school and 

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
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education,” Umi said.

Meanwhile, the city of Malang was taking steps to establish 
itself as a child-worthy district by developing child-friendly 
schools. Malang Chief of Education Office Budi Iswoyo said 
that the program began at the level of individual guidance and 
counseling teachers who played a crucial role in creating a child-
friendly school environment.

There are at least one guidance and counseling teacher in each of 
the 1,167 elementary schools, 322 middle schools, and 112 general 
and vocational high schools in Malang, in compliance with the 
mandate of local regulation No. 11 of 2013 on Fulfillment of the 
Rights of Children.

The regulation requires schools to provide children with 
education without any discrimination. Every student shall be in 
a position to receive equal treatment regardless of their behavior 
and academic aptitude.

A 500-million-rupiah fund had been allocated from last year’s 
budget for teachers training and provision of educational 
playground facilities for preschoolers.

“Children with transgender tendencies are classified into the 
same category as children with disabilities. They are considered 
special needs children, who have the same opportunity to get 
education as other children,” said Budi Iswoyo.

Teachers with specific competence is tasked with assisting the 
students. The teachers are responsible for investigating sexual 
abuses and discriminatory practices against the students, if any 
should occur. So far, however, Budi said that his agency had 
received no report of teachers being involved in discrimination 
or violence against students, including those that exhibited 
transgender tendencies. “There has never been any report of this 
particular issue. If such allegation should turn up, then it is the 
job of the [guidance and counseling] teachers to investigate and 
solve it,” Budi said.

Dyah Ayu Pitaloka
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Budi believed that students were afraid of the teachers not 
because of their stern and unsympathetic attitude, but because of 
some fault they had committed. “They’re afraid of their teachers 
because they feel guilty. That’s what makes them terrified and 
reluctant [to contact the teacher],” he said further.

WITH COLLEGE EDUCATION, A TRANSWOMAN CAN 
GO PLACES

Merlyn Sopjan was a famous name among the hundreds of 
transwomen in Malang. Her story had even been published in 
the New York Times when she attempted to run for the mayor 
office in 2003.

In the first ever election where the citizens were allowed to cast 
their vote for their mayor of choice (as opposed to the previous 
system where it was the elected members of the local parliament 
who chose or appointed the mayor), Merlyn’s nomination as an 
independent candidate had been foiled at the registration phase. 
She was five minutes late to turn in her paperwork.

The next year, the Kediri-born 43-year-old decided to make 
another go at politics by running for a seat in the local parliament. 
Nominated by the Indonesian Justice and Unity Party (PKPI), 
Merlyn managed to win a lot of votes, but lost the race for the 
local parliament anyway.

“I was the second most voted candidate [from the party], but only 
the candidate with the highest number of votes would get the 
seat. [However], at the time my only goal was to emphasize the 
fact that as a transgender I have equal rights and responsibilities 
as the other citizens,” Merlyn said.

Merlyn, who was born Ario Pamungkas, decided to compete 
in the political platform after finishing her degree in civil 
engineering from National Technology Institute (ITN) in Malang. 
It was hardly her only accomplishment. In 2006 she also won 
Miss Transgender Indonesia beauty pageant.

Since 2014 till the end of 2016, Merlyn had been appointed Project 
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Officer at an awareness program launched by Coordinating 
Minister of Development of Human Resources and Culture 
in Jakarta. Here, the former chair of Malang Transwomen 
Association (Iwama), who had also written several books, were 
assigned to major projects aimed at empowering marginalized 
communities in the country.

As with other marginalized communities, transwomen were 
highly vulnerable to discrimination. “From this point it became 
more evident that impoverishment of transwomen began 
at school, with the negative stigma and sexual abuse that 
traumatize them to the point where they decided to turn their 
back on schools and education,” Merlyn said.

“As a result, [transwomen] are poorly educated and unable to 
compete in the job market,” she went on. Fortunately for Merlyn, 
however, her parents had been willing to accept her for what she 
was and provided her with access to good education.

ON COWS AND THE DAWN

Early morning on Thursday on March 17, 2016, Maya clapped 
her hands loudly in the direction of a passing biker on a street 
in Malang, trying to get him to glance in her direction, or even 
better, stop by for a transaction.

Maya’s nose and chin were pointed and well-shaped, thanks to 
silicone injection a few years ago. A refreshing scent of jasmine 
wafted from her body. She usually waited for a customer from 1 
am till dawn every day.

Maya said that transgender sex workers were less likely to be 
caught by the authority if they walked the streets in the ungodly 
hours. Like many other transwomen in Malang, the skilled 
jathilan dancer in a reog troupe (traditional performance art 
involving dances and martial arts), had dropped out of school in 
her first year of middle school.

Maya’s childhood was marked with beatings and kicking from 
her parents who disapproved of her dressing up in women’s 
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clothes. The physical punishment only stopped when she left 
school to join her sister who was already working in Lampung, 
a province in Sumatra.

To date the 37-year-old transwomen led a modest life with a 
nephew who had already declared that he was prepared to take 
care of her in her old age. She also had two cows. “My dad was a 
1945 [independence] war veteran. I dropped out of school in my 
first year of middle school in Wonokerto, Bantur [a subdistrict 
in Malang]. Now I have a cow and a bull that my nephew is 
raising. When I’m old I’m going to let him have them [because] 
he’s willing to look after me,” Maya said.

She said she was happy now that her father had agreed to call her 
Maya whenever she was home. At the end of the conversation, 
Maya bade us farewell and made her way to a better lighted 
section of the street, to continue with the job she had been doing 
for the past 19 years, until the call for the Islamic dawn prayer 
signed that it was time for her to go home.

The article was published on Rappler.com, on March 25, 2016
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LENGGER LANANG 
DANCING THEIR WAY TO 
THE FUTURE

The people of Banyumas are familiar with both ronggeng and lengger 
dance performance. Ronggeng represents the Sundanese ethnic group 

of West Java, while lengger has its roots in the Javanese culture.

Agus Setiyanto, Satelit Post

Both ronggeng and lengger are dances that are performed to the 
accompaniment of calung, a set of instruments made of sections 
of black bamboo like the angklungs of West Java but tuned 
the same way as the Javanese gamelan orchestra. Ronggeng is 
always performed by women, while lengger are danced by men 
who dress like women.

Ronggeng was introduced along with the Sundanese culture that 
spread from its heart in the Padjadjaran Kingdom, eastward to 
the Banyumas region. Lengger, on the other hand, represents 
the Javanese culture that first developed in the area around the 
Sindoro-Sumbing Mountains, before it was brought east and 
south to Wonosobo, Kebumen and Banyumas.

“Lengger is marked with Javanese nuances, while ronggeng has 
characteristics of Sundanese arts. When you understand [both 
cultures] you can tell one dance from another,” said calung artist 
Yusmanto, who was interviewed at his residence in Karangjati, 
a village in Susukan sub-district in Banjarnegara, late February 
2016. According to Yusmanto, the two art forms flourished in 
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Banyumas, since it is an area in between, a meeting point for the 
two great cultures from West and Central Java.
 
HIGH CLASS ART

Their loss in the Diponegoro War of 1830 forced the Surakarta 
Kingdom to give up Banyumas to the Dutch colonialists; a 
decision that set off major transformations in the local social 
structure.

The change was also reflected in the region’s arts scene. Folk arts 
that was previously centered around agriculture and fertility 
rites that viewed the Earth as life and women as Earth began 
to change. Arts became nothing more than entertainment to 
be enjoyed. “On certain nights the landlords and the nobles 
would indulge in revelry. To enliven the party, they booked 
performances by ronggeng or lengger troupes,” Yusmanto went 
on.

Often the revelers would engage in sex transactions in the 
middle of the party. Around this time the people of Banyumas 
was also introduced to ciu, a locally brewed alcoholic beverage. 
“At this point people began to develop negative association with 
art forms like lengger. Lengger performance became identical 
with drunkenness and concealed prostitution,” said Yusmanto, 
who finished his post-graduate degree at the Indonesian Arts 
Institute in Solo.

NEW ORDER REGIME

From the beginning of the New Order regime in mid 1960s 
till the 1970s, the government imposed a ban on lengger 
performances. The Banyumas government turned their focus on 
the development of art forms from the Surakarta and Yogyakarta 
regions.

Yusmanto said there were at least two reasons for the ban on 
lengger performance. First, there was the historical trauma. 
During the 1965 upheavals, a large number of lengger artists 
in the region were suspected of being involved in the People’s 
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Arts Institute (Lekra), a subsidiary of the Indonesian Communist 
Party.

Secondly, during this period, folk arts had come to be viewed 
as base and common. “Traditional art forms like lengger were 
considered to be in poor taste and unworthy of support, let alone 
being performed,” Yusmanto said.

Lengger began to make a comeback as the awareness of the 
importance of local traditions began to increase with the 
government inclusion of “pillars of local cultures” in the State 
Development Guidelines on the establishment of national 
culture. The government began to take seriously the various folk 
arts of the country’s diverse communities.

“On March 11, 1978, the Banyumas government established 
a vocational high school focusing on the art of karawitan 
[traditional music] called Banyumas State Vocational School. 
The school offered two majors: dance and karawitan,”said 
Yusmanto.

A growing number of creative artists who worked on Banyumas 
folk arts began to gain recognition including Rasito, Parta, S. 
Bono, Kunes, Suryati, Sugino, Sugito, and Kampi. Some of them 
were karawitan artists, composer of Banyumasan-style gending 
(folk songs), sinden (singers trained in the vocal skills required 
to sing Javanese traditional songs), and lengger.

Kampi was a renowned lengger dancer from Banjarwaru, 
Cilacap. He was responsible for developing a signature lengger 
show with heavy Banyumasan flavor in the individual expression 
of the performer. Thanks to Kampi, the art of lengger, which was 
on the brink of extinction by early 1970s, enjoyed a period of 
rapid growth. “In [Kampi’s] hands, lengger performances were 
recorded into [video] cassette format for distribution in and 
outside the heart of Banyumasan culture,” Yusmanto said.

Lengger researcher Mokhamad Sobirin, Executive Director of 
cultural journal Desantara, said that to survive in the New Order 
era, the struggling art of lengger was forced to uproot itself from 
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its folk arts origin. Too many compromises were made to ensure 
that lengger would continue to be performed.

Lengger was forcibly made into yet another political machine 
of the ruling Golkar party. The dancers had to wear yellow, the 
party color, in their costumes. During election campaign, the 
parikan—or poetry—that used to contain only words of wisdom 
on how to lead to a simple life, was turned into political slogans.
In addition to Golkar interference, lengger had to withstand 
another unstoppable force of the age: the modernization and 
industrialization of entertainment. Lengger lost its vitality in 
the competition against Jakarta-based artists. “[We] need to 
mark one particular chapter in lengger history: the revolution 
of television. The advance of television had marginalized folk 
shows like lengger,” said Sobirin in an interview in late March 
2016.

SCARCITY

Tri Indarwati, who taught traditional dancing in Banyumas, 
believed that there is still demand for lengger. To this day 
lengger performers continued to put on shows in Lumbir and 
Majenang sub-districts in Cilacap, albeit not as often as they did 
in the 1970s.

Today it was difficult to find lengger dancer, especially lengger 
lanang, the male lengger dancer. Most of lengger dancers did not 
belong to calung music group. The dancers were only booked by 
the calung group if there was demand for them. They only got 
paid when the group was invited to perform. 

“In the 1970s a lot of lengger performed as traveling troupes. They 
would stop at intersections or bridges and played the calung to 
attract audience,” Tri said in an interview in early March 2016, 
at her residence in Pangebatan, a village in Karanglewas sub-
district of Banyumas.

At the time, Tri recalled, there was no stage for the dancers to 
perform on. They would simply dance in the courtyard outside 
of a house, on a piece of simple woven mat. Even so, the dancers 
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may perform for up to two days, or even more, depending on the 
host’s requests.

“Especially during harvest festival, many people would call on 
lengger troupes to put on a performance. A neighborhood might 
even book them twice in a single harvest time. But in times of 
scarcity, you wouldn’t be able see even a single performance,” 
she said. In college, Tri’s thesis was focused on dogger, a 
ronggeng-type dance, that used to thrive among the Sundanese 
community.

Carlan, who led the Prehistoric Traditions Sub-department at the 
Banyumas Sports, Culture and Tourism Office, explained that a 
number of factors had contributed to lengger’s near-extinction 
status. First, the issue of regeneration. As income from these 
dance performances was low, most young people were not 
interested in pursuing a career in lengger dancing. “Also, a lot of 
houses don’t have a front yard anymore, making it difficult for 
people who want to hire a lengger troupe,” said Carlan during 
an interview in late February 2016 at his office.

Banyumas Sports, Culture and Tourism Office data showed that 
there were a number of lengger lanang still living in Banyumas. 
In addition to Dariah in Plana Village, there was also Agus 
Widodo from Binangun Village, and Gatot and Suliwan from 
Tambaknegara in Rawalo Sub-district. Carlan said only very few 
of them were still performing.

The origin of the word lengger is the subject of an ongoing debate. 
Some theorized that the word is made up of the word leng, which 
means hole, to symbolize the vagina, and the element ngger from 
jengger—a cockerel’s comb—which represents masculinity. In 
the Bausastra, a dictionary of the Javanese language compiled 
by S. Prawiroatmojo and published in 1957, the word lengger is 
defined as a male dancer.

Pigeud in his book Javans Volksvertoningen (Ivone, 1986: 
34-35) wrote that Banyumas was known for its lengger, an 
art performance characterized by parody, involving male 
transvestite dancers. The dancers were effeminate men who 
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enjoyed wearing women’s dress and make-up. The dances they 
performed were typically staged by women. 

AGNES, DARIAH’S HEIR

It was a sunny day in Somakaton Village. Cooling wind blew 
from the Serayu River into every corner of the remote village in 
Somagede sub-district, still a decidedly rural scene with flocks of 
birds flitting from tree to tree.

In one corner of the village, people had built a ten-centimeter-
tall stage out of planks of wood. Woven mats were spread on 
the ground. Others hauled calung instruments and checked 
the sound system speakers. They were setting the stage for a 
performance by Dariah, Banyumas maestro of lengger lanang.
The calung was played. Among the calung percussionists, a 
sinden—a singer trained in the special vocal techniques for 
Javanese songs—began to softly croon the Banyumasan gendings 
(traditional songs): Ricik-ricik, Eling-eling, Gunungsari, and 
Sekargadung. The locals began to turn up to gather around 
the courtyard of Petilasan Manggisari, a location of sacred 
significance in Dariah’s journey as a lengger dancer.

Dariah walked into the arena, supported by Agus Widodo. She 
looked regal clad in her red sampur—the long gauzy fabric 
tucked around her waist to trail gracefully to the ground—
picked out in green and gold. Slowly, her hands began to move 
in harmony with the beat of the calung. The crisp flick of her 
wrists, the snap of her hands, embodied what was beautiful 
about her performance. 

“That was two years ago,” recalled Agus Widodo, a lengger 
lanang dancer from Binangun Village in Banyumas, in an 
interview at his home in early March 2016. “It was the first time 
I saw Mbok [Javanese for mother] Dariah dance.”

To be a witness to a performance by Dariah and to have the 
opportunity to dance alongside the maestro was a special 
experience for Agus. At the time, her advanced age had made 
it difficult for him to communicate with Dariah. “Mbok Dariah 
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was losing her hearing. When you talk to her, her replies were 
sometimes incoherent. It was very sad,” said Agus. Two years 
after the performance, on February 12, 2018, Dariah passed away 
at the age of 98.

Agus Widodo, who was born on August 14, 1987, said he often 
visited Dariah at her home in Plana Village in Somagede, before 
the latter passed away. He wanted not only to keep in touch with 
the maestro, but also to learn from the oldest lengger lanang in 
Banyumas. Agus believed Dariah still kept the spells, amulets, 
and heirlooms, objects known to contain the indhang lengger, 
the spirit that were necessary for a lengger lanang to retain their 
popularity.

It was fair to say that Agus was the heir to Dariah’s halcyon days. 
Nowadays, Agus, who goes by the stage name Agnes, was the 
most famous lengger lanang in Banyumas. He was often booked 
by patrons not only in and outside of Banyumas, but also out 
of Java. “I’ve often performed in Jakarta and Kalimantan. I’ve 
even been invited to perform in Timika [Papua], but my parents 
didn’t allow me to go,” said the winner of the 2005 Cilacap 
Transwoman Pageant and 2006 Best Drag Make-up Contest.

Agus had gone through a long and difficult road to get where 
he was. He had to first convince his family that dancing as a 
lengger lanang is a respectable and promising profession. “I was 
once invited [to perform] in Labok, West Java. I went there on a 
motorcycle with my relative. I was only paid 125,000 rupiah (less 
than US$ 10). Basically, I had to work really hard,” said Agus, 
who graduated from Banyumas Vocational School of Karawitan 
(traditional Javanese music).

Agus was now the highest paid lengger lanang. For a dance 
performance at family functions like a wedding reception, he 
would charge at least 650,000 rupiah (some US$ 46). But for events 
where he would be the main act, especially in venues outside of 
Java, he would charge up to ten times as high. “Different fees 
for different places. So far, for [shows in] Kalimantan I charge 
6 million rupiah [US$ 428.5], exclusive of accommodation 
and transport,” said Agus, who claimed to have received the 
revelation to be a lengger lanang from his great grandfather.
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Agus said that he believed the art of lengger lanang will continue 
to thrive. There are rituals in Banyumas that have been practiced 
and handed down for generations where the presence of a 
lengger lanang is required. The tradition ensures that people like 
Agus will continue to play an esteemed and indispensable role 
in the community. “In Kalitanjung in Rawalo Sub-district, they 
require that lengger be performed by a lanang [male], and not 
a woman. To go against this [tradition] is to risk disaster. So on 
every nyadran [celebration to welcome the Muslim holy month 
of Ramadan], they always book me [to perform],” said Agus.

Agus said he wanted to become another Didik Nini Thowok, an 
internationally-recognized Yogyakarta-based dance artist. Agus 
wanted to travel the world to introduce lengger lanang. He was 
a gifted make-up artist. He never let anyone put his make-up 
on before every performance. He could transform himself into 
a beautiful woman, enough to fool a lot of men into thinking he 
was a real lady. Agus in full stage regalia looked as if the spirit of 
indhang lengger had truly possessed him.

THE MAESTRO

Mbok [Mother] Dariah was a legendary name in Banyumas, 
particularly in the art of lengger. She was over 80-years-old at 
the time this piece was written. At the time of her birth, she had 
been given the male name Sadam.

Lengger, the dance performance to which Dariah had dedicated 
her life, was a centuries-old art form originating in Banyumas. 
In classic tomes like Serat Centhini and Raffles’ The History of 
Java, this dance had been mentioned as an important part of 
Banyumas culture.

The lengger lanang, which had managed to survive to this 
day, had been recognized as a transgender art form as far back 
as the early 19th century when Serat Centhini was written. A 
similar phenomenon involving transgender performers was 
also observed in ebeg, another performance art in Java, where 
women played the men’s part in ebeg wadon. 
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Another version explained lengger lanang as the manifestation 
of indhang lengger, a kind of transformative inspiration or 
revelation. To this day people believe in the existence of indhang 
lengger, which is rumored to be capable of possessing a woman 
or a man, young or old. Once the person is possessed by the 
indhang, they will turn into a lengger, a dancer. 

However, speculatively lengger lanang might be explained as a 
manifestation of transsexual tendencies on the part of the dancer. 
This might be the case with Mbok Dariah, who identified as 
female till the day she died.

Yet another explanation for the evolution of transgender 
performance art in Banyumas was to see it as a psychological 
phenomenon that arose from the fact that in the past, lengger 
dancers in Banyumas were associated with more privileged 
socioeconomic status. They did not have to work in agriculture, 
which was associated with hard labor in the muddy rice fields. 
It is therefore understandable why many young women and 
men desired and decided to pursue the social status that came 
with lengger dancing. The dream of growing up to be a lengger 
dancer became not only the monopoly of girls, but boys as well.

This article was published in Satelit Post, Wednesday, March 30, 2016.
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PARENTS NEED
EDUCATION ON
SEXUALITY TO PREVENT
LGBT VIOLENCE

In Indonesia, sex education is only considered important for teenagers, 
while for parents or adults, it tends to be neglected.

Bambang Muryanto, The Jakarta Post

Tripeni, a 55-year-old housewife, could not hold back her tears as 
she recalled her struggle to turn her first child, Andy Setyawan, 
32, into a “normal” man. Among her efforts, Tripeni said, she 
organized long-distance prayer therapy for Andy, hoping that 
her son, who was a first semester student at Gadjah Mada 
University’s (UGM) School of Law at the time, would recover 
from his same-sex behavior.

Tripeni shared her story when I visited her family at the end 
of March. Her youngest daughter, 27-year-old Inay (not her 
real name), accompanied her during the interview. She calmly 
rubbed her mother’s shoulder and handed over tissues each 
time a tear rolled down to be healthy and happy with his sexual 
orientation.

Tripeni said she had been aware that her son was gay since he 
was a teenager. Tripeni said she was at first surprised to find that 
Andy collected photos of handsome men. She did not reprimand 
him for doing so. Instead, she let her son lead his life and patiently 
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waited for him to talk openly about his gay identity. “Finally, he 
disclosed it by introducing his lover, a man. I was not surprised,” 
said Trip

Andy, who overheard our conversation, smiled. He expressed 
gratitude to his mom for support. He said, however, that he did 
not know whether his dad, who passed away when Andy was a 
teenager, had known that he was gay.

Tripeni’s family is different to many other Indonesian families, 
which are sometimes to be physically, psychologically and 
economically abusive to family members who are lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT).

Research commissioned by Arus Pelangi, an advocacy group for 
LGBT people, carried out Jakarta, Yogyakarta and Makassar in 
2013, showed that family members were the main perpetrators 
of physical, psychological and economic violence against LGBT 
people. Violence leads some LGBT people to suffer depression, 
with a proportion experiencing suicidal thoughts.

“I could not hurt my own son,” said Tripeni, who is also a 
skillful cook. Aware of her guilt Tripeni started to learn about 
sexual orientations from Andy’s friends, who often visit home. 
Her open and friendly personality made it easy for Tripeni to 
associate with her son’s friends.

She also read a lot, helping her to understand that homosexuality 
was not a disorder. Her belief was supported by her extended 
family members, who she said were open, pluralist did not tend 
to force their beliefs on other people. Tripeni said she had an 
uncle with feminine tendencies but it was not a problem for 
other members of her family.

“I just want to give him the message that he must be responsible 
about his life choices blame me as his parent [for anything that 
happens in the future],” said Tripeni.

Andy’s siblings do not have a problem with their older brother’s 
sexual orientation. A relationship with them is quite close, 
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especially with his youngest sister Inay. Andy smile when Inay 
said she knew he was gay after she found photos of men and 
pornographic movies on his laptop. “He is no different to a 
heterosexual. He is smart and prays five times a day,” said Inay.
Inay said she was never disappointed with Andy. She added that 
she was ready to defend brother from anyone who insulted him. 
Because of her insistence, Inay was once threatened by members 
of a hard-line religious organization.

One of Andy’s ex-boyfriends currently lives at Tripeni’s house. 
Tripeni said she considered Andy’s first boyfriend to be like her 
own child. Although the pair has broken up, they partnering to 
manage a Japanese restaurant where Andy works as a chef. “I 
inherited my mom’s cooking skills,” said Andy.

Not only a culinary businessman, Andy is also known as an 
activist for the LGBT right movement. He was among hundreds 
of prodemocracy activists involved in a clash against police 
personnel who prevented the group from staging a peaceful 
rally around the T monument in Yogyakarta in March. “I 
unexpectedly fell when we [the protesters] and the police officers 
pushed against each other,” said Andy.

Andy said the support from his family had given him a sense 
of relief. With his family share stories about his boyfriend or 
discuss the LGBT rights movement. “I’m relieved now. Coming 
out to our families is the biggest task for us, LGBT people, Andy.
He said violence or discrimination perpetrated by families 
against LGBT people would stress and loneliness, as well as 
damaging family relationships. “If our families force us to build 
a relationship with a hetero partner, it would be psychological 
violence against our partner,” said Andy.

Is it some people’s destiny to be born LGBT? I tried to get 
the answer from Ignatius Praptoraharjo, a public health and 
sexuality expert from UGM’s School of Medicine. Praptoraharjo 
said experts had yet to find the answer about why people 
identified as

“The conclusion is that heterosexual and homosexual people 
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play roles just like the right hand and left hand. Their functions 
are the same but the social meaning surrounding the role they 
play is different, just like our perceptions of the right hand 
and the left hand,” said Praptoraharjo. In Javanese culture, for 
instance, using the left hand for eating is considered impolite, 
most activities are carried out with the right hand, he added.

Praptoraharjo, also a researcher from the HIV/AIDS Study 
Center at the University of Jaya in Jakarta, further said that 
families needed time to be able to wholeheartedly accept LGBT 
relatives. Unfortunately, he said, only a few institutions provided 
a place for parents to learn about the complexity of sexuality.

“In Indonesia, sex education is only considered important for 
teenagers, while for parents or adults, it tends to be neglected,” 
said Praptoraharjo. He hoped that institutions providing sex 
education for teenagers would also start to offer services for 
adults. If adults were willing to learn about sexuality, they could 
have a better understanding of different sexual orientations as 
parents. Such understanding would them from being violent 
or discriminatory or taking measures to “cure” their family 
members, he added.

On a bright morning, I visited Andy at his restaurant. Japanese 
food lovers had begun the seats. It seemed that his family support 
had made Andy comfortable, enabling him become a successful 
restaurateur. All his family members have been involved in 
promoting his culinary business.

I asked Andy about the meaning of tattoos on his arms. On 
his right wrist is a tattoo “Nullius In Verba”, meaning “take 
nobody’s word for it”. Andy wants to encourage people to 
educate themselves about various matters, include LGBT issues. 
He does not want them to simply believe what other people say. 
“We have read to learn things,” he said, smiling.

*This article was originally published in The Jakarta Post on Monday, 
May 23, 2016
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HE IS GAY AND HE IS 
MY SON

Ngainten was a woman with a heart as wide as the ocean. She could 
accept her son’s choice of loving a man.

Fira Abdurachman, Kompas.com

Ngainten, a 75 year-old woman, told her story and feelings, 
saying that she accepted her son’s sexual orientation—loving a 
man. “I am not ashamed of my gay son,” she said. Ngainten, 
who lived in Surabaya, East Java, had eight children. 

Despite her trembling voice, due to age, Ngainten still radiated 
confidence and power. Even her wrinkles could not conceal her 
beauty—typical Javanese women. “Whom should I be ashamed 
of; If people ask, I will say it is none of their business. He is my 
son,” she said.

Ngainten did not have a fancy university degree, nor she was 
someone with a position. She used to own a humble eatery in 
Surabaya. Her eminence was her kind heart, a mother of a gay 
man. 

Gunawan Wibisono or Gunn, as his close friends called him, 
was the fifth child of eight siblings. He was cared for and loved 
since he was a small kid until now, a professional with a Master’s 
Degree from Psychology Faculty of the University of Indonesia. 
Gunn, Ngainten’s favorite son, ran several companies in the 
hospitality business in Jakarta and Bali.
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“Since he was just a small boy, he always helped me. When I ran 
my eatery, he also helped me. His friends came to our restaurant 
a lot. That’s why, in the beginning, I didn’t suspect that he was 
like that,” Ngainten told KOMPAS.com, referring to Gunn’s 
sexual orientation.

ABOUT GUNN AND HANS

Gunn Wibisono firstly opened up when he introduced his partner 
Hans, a Dutchman. They told Ngainten about their intention to 
get married legally. Ngainten cried, she could not hide her shock 
and sadness. 

What did Ngainten do at the time? With a tone in her voice and 
eyes glared, Ngainten said, “I did not have the heart to push him 
away. I wanted to hit him, but he is my child. I gave birth to 
him,” she said.

Gunn Wibisono and Hans got married in the Netherlands in 
2014. “I did a lot of thinking. I asked him, does he think about 
his future, old age, because he won’t be able to have children,” 
Ngainten said.

However, Gunn convinced his mother that he would be fine 
and happy with Hans. Gunn and Hans’ wedding went festively, 
attended by Gunn’s mother and younger sister. The joyful day 
started in the morning, when the couple registered their union at 
the Netherlands’ authorities, followed by a party in the evening.

Today, Gunn and Hans resided in South Jakarta area. They 
maintained a good relationship with Ngainten and the rest of 
the family members. They were all opened and accepting. “Hans 
is like my own son. He really cares for me,” Ngainten said.

Ngainten said that her son’s happiness was also hers and vice 
versa. “My son is a gift from God. Everything happens because 
of God’s will. I won’t disown my son,” she said.

The article was published on Kompas.com, Wednesday, March 30, 
2016.
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LGBT DI LENGAN 
PULAU SULAWESI

There are various reasons LGBT in Central Sulawesi decide not to 
come out of the closet.

Kristianto Galuwo, DeGorontalo.co

They were forced to conceal their identity. Some were forced 
to have heterosexual marriage. Many LGBT in Gorontalo and 
Manado were afraid to exhibit their sexual identity in the face 
of public rejection. Their choice is limited to pretending to be 
straight and marry the opposite sex.

Dody (not his real name) owned a salon in one of the busiest 
meeting points in Gorontalo, Central Sulawesi. A gay man 
who had successfully built a beauty salon business, Dody now 
employed a staff of three transwomen. Though technically the 
boss, he still found time to occasionally serve the customers.

Dody insisted on identifying himself as gay, claiming that while 
he was effeminate, he was not a transwoman. He said he never 
dressed like a woman, ever since he started to come clean about 
his sexual orientation until he was forty years of age now. He 
usually dressed in t-shirts and denim shorts. He kept his hair 
short. Without much of a preamble, he began to speak about his 
life as a gay man.

“I know I have a different sexual orientation when I was in Grade 
9. I began to like guys, but at the time I was still trying to figure 
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out if I was really into men. In my first year in high school, I hit 
puberty and started having crushes on men,” he said.

Dody, who had a great sense of humor, was born and raised in a 
village in the provincial border of Gorontalo. He chose to move 
to the city because he often felt discriminated in the village. “I felt 
oppressed in the village, so I went to the city. I wanted to see the 
difference between the village and the city. [People] in the city 
are more openminded and the social life is an eye-opener. I felt 
very discriminated against in the village. And I wasn’t free [to be 
myself] because I was still living with my parents,” he went on. 

Once he moved to Gorontalo and worked in a beauty salon, Dody 
learned to support himself. With the money he saved up from 
his salary, once he felt he was skillful enough, he decided to open 
his own salon in 1999. Then he thought about getting married. 
To a woman, obviously. “I decided to get married in November 
2013. I thought it was about time for me to settle down. I couldn’t 
have gone on living the way I did, could I?” he said.

Though it was hard, Dody tried to go through with the marriage. 
Being married, in the heteronormative fashion, to a woman, 
went against his own sexual preference for men. “I thought that 
now I was a married man, I would change. But at heart, I was 
conflicted.”

Dody said when they were married his wife knew that he 
preferred men. But his wife said that she was content to accept 
Dody as he was. “I came clean to her. I also told her of my life, 
how I enjoy the night life and have a boyfriend,” Dody said.

Even after this confession, Dody’s wife chose to go through with 
the marriage and decided to stay with her new husband at the 
salon. Dody said that his wife had been married before. She 
became pregnant with her first husband, but had a miscarriage. 
Her first marriage only lasted three months.

When his wife became pregnant with their child, Dody’s 
marriage began to crumble. “I felt there was no compatibility. 
Maybe because I was too used to living with a man. I could not 
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lie to myself. I only love men, not women. I cannot deny that,” 
he said.

In Gorontalo there was no place where married couples with 
problems like Dody and his wife could go for counseling. He 
finally decided to get a divorce. Nevertheless, he continued to 
provide for his former wife and his child. They kept in touch. 
Even their two extended families remained in good terms with 
each other. 

Though a child had been born from the union, Dody did not 
see it as a reason to keep his marriage. The internal conflict 
he experienced had been too great. He believed that it was 
impossible for the marriage to go on because he did not have 
any sexual desire for women.

“The conflict was too great. When I had sex with my [former] 
wife, I did not feel pleasure or love. There was only compassion, 
because as a husband, I have to take care of her psychological 
wellbeing too,” he said.

Following the divorce, Dody’s wife decided to move outside of 
Gorontalo. Dody began to have relationship with men again. 
Though he said he did not yet have a live-in male partner, he 
had had several sexual relations with men. And these were 
heterosexual men.

“They just like it. Maybe [they were introduced to it by] their 
associates. Usually when they see people like us, they think we 
would buy them drink. So, mostly there’s a financial aspect. We 
buy them a drink and they will do whatever we want. That’s the 
usual approach,” Dody explained.

Now living on his own. Dody said that he was more honest with 
himself. He felt more comfortable with his life, because he was 
no longer weighed down by sexual guilt to his wife. He only 
focused on his business now, given that he had three staff to pay. 

***
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Unlike Dody, Riko from Manado decided to stay married to his 
wife of twenty years. Riko, a gay man who had been a public 
figure since 1988, finally agreed to be interviewed at the residence 
of a close friend of his. To protect his wife and family, he asked to 
be referred to with a pseudonym in the story.

“I was married when I was still living in my hometown [a city in 
Sulawesi] in 1992. We were MBA [married by accident, a phrase 
often used to describe a wedding where the bride is already 
pregnant]. Well, you know, the usual high school hanky panky,” 
he said.

His job had brought him to Jakarta, Surabaya, Samarinda and 
Batam, before he finally decided to return to Manado. His career 
was quite brilliant. He earned a sizable income and lived a 
comfortable life. With his job he could support his family and 
put his three children through school.

Riko was a heavy smoker though his profession demanded that 
he maintained a healthy lifestyle. Throughout the conversation, 
he kept lighting up one cigarette after another. “In middle school 
I started to realize that my sexual orientation was different,” he 
said.

To avoid being ridiculed by his friends, Riko chose to keep his 
sexuality a secret. He tried to live like other male teenagers at 
school. The middle-aged man said that he used to be bisexual, 
attracted to both men and women. “But I prefer men,” he said 
firmly.

There are numerous reasons why members of LGBT community 
like Riko are reluctant to come out about their sexual orientation. 
Riko said they are afraid of getting discriminatory treatment at 
work or in public. He said that it was not necessary to advertise 
one’s sexual orientation. After he got married and had children, 
he chose to keep busy with his career. “I just concentrate on 
doing the best I can.”

Riko said that he was the only one with different sexual 
orientation in his extended family. He thought his parents and 
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siblings might be aware of it, but to this day he chose not to tell 
them. “If I had been depressed or had some kind of problems, 
then I might have come out to them. But so far, everything is 
fine.” 

Riko had a good relationship with his wife. However, when their 
marriage was going through some rough patches five years ago, 
Riko found out that his wife had had suspicion about his sexual 
orientation. It began when for a long time was having problems 
having sex with his wife. “Women are more sensitive. Maybe she 
noticed something different,” he said.

Riko told her that he was only human, with his own strengths 
and shortcomings. “[I told her] this is my weakness. She can 
choose to leave me or stick around,” he said, loosening his collar. 

His voice dropped. He lit another cigarette. Across the lighter 
flame, his eyes were filmed with tears. “I told her that if she left 
me because of my weakness, then if she remarried, she would 
simply come across other issues with [her new husband]. So, was 
she going to start a new life or look for solution to [our] problem? 
The choice was hers. Also, we needed to consider the fact that we 
have three grown-up children.” He looked down for a long time.

He heaved a deep breath and continued: “I have to fight for this 
marriage, for the sake of the children. Even when it ultimately 
is a torture because you have this sexual urge that you need to 
satisfy, but you can’t. In the end we were forced to settle for, 
quote unquote, what we have available.”

After his wife found out about Riko’s sexual orientation, their 
marriage went on exactly as it had been before. Riko said it was 
all a matter of how they dealt with problems as they came. There 
was no need to bring up a sensitive topic on a daily basis if it only 
would trigger a conflict.

When the urge to have sex with men struck and he needed to 
satisfy it, Riko would not say anything about it to his wife. In 
return, she never asked him about it. The issue would remain in 
their respective private domain. “I take special care, that is if I am 
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going to have sex with a man, I would make sure that my wife 
wouldn’t find out. Not that I am afraid [of her], but it’s a matter 
of minding each other’s feelings and protecting her dignity in 
front of her friends.”

The ashtray on the table had overflowed, but Riko still lit another 
cigarette. “[It’s not a question of] if I were to be reborn would I 
want to stay the way I am, or not? The fact is I was born like this. 
So, the milk has been spilled, so to speak. So, my job is to make 
sure that it had not been spilled for nothing.”

Riko said that to be a LGBT is a God-given destiny. He said it 
was difficult for him to tell if he was normal or not, because 
normalcy only applies to the general public. He also said that in 
Manado there was no marriage counseling agency specializing 
in problems like the one he and his wife had. He also never tried 
to see a psychologist to talk about his marriage. For him, life is to 
be accepted as is with a glad heart. “I was born like this, so I have 
to accept it. It’s another thing to give up. Giving up is locking 
yourself up in a room and feeling sorry for yourself.”

All his life, he said, it never crossed his mind to live with another 
man. He said he much preferred the life he had now. He even 
saw his current life as an adventure. To satisfy his sexual urges, 
Riko said he often had sex with other men. He usually chose 
heterosexual men, not gay ones.

The long conversation ended with anecdotes about Riko’s hobby. 
He was fond of movies that depicted the life of gay people. He 
said he watched them to gain insight into how a person could 
turn gay and how it affected the way they navigated life.

Community
When people from the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) minority gather to establish a formal group, many 
would tend to get offended and accuse them of scheming to 
turn everyone into homosexuals. LGBT communities, however, 
are founded with the purpose of accommodating the members, 
providing a consoling and supporting atmosphere for those 
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besieged by discrimination.
 
These communities also initiate counseling and organize forums 
to discuss and educate on LGBT rights as citizens, provide a 
forum for discussion and education on the rights of LGBT as 
citizens. They also actively collect data on LGBT population and 
launch education campaigns on the dangers of HIV/AIDS.

The LGBT community Sanubari Sulawesi Utara (Salut), which is 
based in Manado, North Sulawesi, was chaired by Rajawali Coco 
(31), a homosexual man.  In an interview at Rumah Kopi Sario in 
Manado, Coco spoke about how the group came to be founded. 

Coco said that Salut was established in July 7, 2012. Initially the 
community boasted a membership of some 200 to 300 LGBT 
individuals from across North Sulawesi. Over time, similar 
organizations were founded in other regions, particularly in 
Bitung, Tomohon and Manado.

At the moment Salut membership numbered in the forties, 
with only 10 of them still active, consisting of representatives 
of lesbians, bisexuals, gays, and transgenders. Despite the 
dwindling numbers, their efforts to advocate for the rights of 
LGBT endured, especially support for fellow LGBT victims of 
discrimination, in addition to public education on the risk of 
HIV/AIDS.

“Our community weren’t disbanded. But as new communities 
were founded, they set up new network to do data gathering,” 
said Coco, who was accompanied by a transman and a 
transwoman at the interview.

Coco said that a 2012 census showed the number of LGBT in 
the area had dropped because some had chosen to commit to 
a heteronormative marriage an option taken by people from 
various socioeconomic backgrounds.  “Many gays and lesbians 
decided to get married. They came from various walks of life. 
They were very secretive, not even their spouse knew of their 
sexual orientation. And yet, they still come to us for consultations 
on sexual orientation,” he said. 
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He also said that as a friend he never pressured those LGBT 
individuals who chose to get married to continue with their 
pre-marital habit and lifestyle. “[Getting married] is their choice 
in life. We support them. What we do is making sure that they 
really want a heteronormative marriage, because if they do, they 
need to be aware of the many risks that they will have to live 
with. We also warn them against abusing their spouse, and by 
abuse we mean having an affair with a same sex partner. [We 
advise them to] be faithful to their spouse and their marriage 
[commitment], and to be responsible,” he said further.

Many of those who decided to get married did so to conform 
with sociocultural and religious pressures. Coco expressed his 
concern about the fact that many of these marriages were done 
due to parental pressure. “We categorize parental pressure 
under social pressure. My friends opted to marry because they 
felt pressured.” 

And yet, Coco said, many of those who decided to marry 
continue to have sexual relations with partners of the same sex. 
“They still have same sex relations behind their spouse’s back. 
Because, after all, their sexual preference remains with people of 
the same sex.”

While the Manado community accommodated all four of the 
LGBT groups, in the neighboring province of Gorontalo, the only 
community available for gays and transwomen was the Binthe 
Pelangi Gorontalo (BPG) which was chaired by Melky Hardy 
(35). Melky explained the reason why the community defined 
itself as an organization for transwomen and gays, rather than 
using the blanket term LGBT.

“The local community have a different perception of the word 
transwomen or gays, compared to the word LGBT. The word 
LGBT has always had a negative connotation for the public. In 
addition, our members comprise of only these two groups at the 
moment,” Melky said at the community secretariat in Gorontalo 
City.

He said that as yet the organization had no bisexual and lesbian 
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member because these groups were more reluctant to come out. In 
the beginning BPG had been established to cultivate camaraderie 
among the minority groups. “[But] the lesbians and bisexuals 
are still reticent. And in the beginning, the gay [members] 
were uncomfortable making friends with transwomen and vice 
versa,” he said.

BPG was conceived in September 2013 and was formally 
established in October. New members began to trickle in 
and greater solidarity began to develop between the gay and 
transwoman communities.

“After the Special Queen event in 2013, the two communities 
became closer. In the beginning, BPG had some 50 members. 
Currently, there are only eight active members remaining 
because the rest are busy with their own businesses,” Melky said.

In addition to their internal activities, BPG had shared similar 
missions with Salut. BPG strove to educate their members on the 
risk of HIV/AIDS. They also focused on advocating members 
who were discriminated by their neighborhood or family. 

Melky said that in Gorontalo City—which had been dubbed 
the Veranda of the Holy Muslim City of Medina—members 
of the community were often discriminated on the basis of 
religious norms. However, the public seemed to be able to 
accept transwomen more readily than they did homosexuals. 
“It’s probably because transwomen are more actively involved 
in government programs like HIV/AIDS mitigation. In contrast, 
when people heard the word gay or lesbian, they became 
uncomfortable,” he added.

Melky said he had already lost a number of close friends—whom 
he had known through the community—to AIDS. “Three of my 
friends had died [from AIDS],” he said. For this reason, BPG had 
put more emphasis on health issues. They became more involved 
in public education on the use of contraceptives.

When asked about homosexual men who chose heteronormative 
marriage, Melky said he knew friends who had opted for that 
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sort of life. However, it was difficult to ask those who had 
already chosen to marry to share their experience. They tended 
to be more guarded, even with members of the community. 

Some of those who had chosen heteronormative marriage came 
from affluent family. “They do confide [in me] on a personal 
basis, not in [my] organizational capacity,” Melky said. Some of 
his gay friends who had agreed to commit to a heteronormative 
marriage often suffered from lack of confidence in their ability 
to go through with it, especially when it comes to making love. 
“The main issue is the first night. They often wonder if they will 
be able to perform”

Melky said he had always tried to encourage these men and 
boost their confidence. “This year, another gay friend of mine 
os getting married. He used to talk to me about his life. He said 
he had decided to get married because his parents kept pushing 
him to,” he said.
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In response to the increasing discourse on lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT), Manado intellectual Amato 
Assagaf gave his views on the issue. Amato was the author of 
Merenungkan Libertarianisme (Contemplating Libertarianism) 
and served as Director of AMAGI Indonesia, a public policy 
research and advocacy institute based on the principles of 
individual freedom, free market, and limited government. 

AMAGI came from a Sumerian word that meant freedom, a 
principle that serves as the basis for civilization and is believed 
to be a workable conceptual foundation for Indonesian 
development.  DeGorontalo journalist Kristianto Galuwo had a 
chance to interview Amato in late February 2016 at his residence 
in Manado, North Sulawesi:

What is your view on the recent LGBT controversy in Indonesia?

I think LGBT will remain a controversial issue in Indonesia as 
long as we retain the current mindset that is far from mature. 
By mature I meant able to accept moral autonomy on individual 
level. The problem is, it seems it will be some time before the 
struggle to uphold moral autonomy will bear any result, while 
in the meantime the problem will persist and continue to claim 
its victims, particularly from members of LGBT community. If 

LGBT, MORALITY, 
RELIGION AND
THE STATE
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the public cannot be expected to respond in a wholly favorable 
manner, the LGBT community must take it upon themselves to 
be creative in adapting to the situation. 

Why so?

Because no other group is better placed than LGBT community 
to educate the public on acceptance. However, on certain levels, 
the current situation is far better than in previous years. Certain 
groups in the community, at least the intellectual and educated 
sets, have come to learn to accept LGBT.

In your opinion, are the people who are opposed to LGBT 
community’s demand for equal rights wrong?

Of course it is wrong to deny the reality of diverse sexual 
orientation and lifestyle choices that may depart from the general 
idea of “normalcy”. But our problem at this point is not limited to 
defining what is wrong or right, because those who are opposed 
to LGBT will continue to believe that they are in the right. Our 
focus, at least for now, is to see to it that the opposition will not 
lead to social persecution of LGBT community, and especially to 
prevent the state from getting involved in such persecution.

Why are some people opposed to LGBT while others are in 
support of them?

I think there are a number of answers to that question. But all 
those answers will boil down to one fascinating facet: diversity. 
And they will always remain so. So I say again, the issue is not 
rejection or acceptance but how that opposition—and I can add 
acceptance to that as well—should refrain from reinforcing 
their stance using violence of any kind. This includes refraining 
from inviting the state (as the only authority entitled to commit 
violence) to interfere more than is necessary. I would also say 
that to expect acceptance from every member of the community 
means indulging in a dangerous utopia. However, it is not a 
utopia to expect those who are against the existence of LGBT 
community to learn to be comfortable with their stance without 
constantly needing to obstruct the right of LGBT individuals to 
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feel safe with their own choice.

Why is it difficult for people to accept LGBT?

In the context of our community, their opposition may be 
based on a number of factors. But if I have to focus on a single 
answer, I would prefer to point out the connection between 
two factors. First, our inability to accept others who “deviate” 
from the “normal”. In this framework, LGBT are people who 
“deviate” from our collective knowledge of what constitutes 
“normal” sexual relations. Secondly, there is the moralization 
of sex and sexuality. After all, we know that LGBT issue will 
always be—though not limited to—a matter of sex and sexuality. 
By perceiving sex and sexuality as moral problems, LGBT issues 
will also be perceived as a moral problem. It means that as long 
as LGBT are perceived as “deviation” from “normal”, they will 
continue to be viewed as moral transgression. So if you ask me 
why it is difficult for the people to accept LGBT, it’s because 
from the moral point of view, LGBT community have committed 
moral transgression. As such, they are considered dangerous for 
the survival of the society.

Under social pressure, some members of LGBT community 
have opted for heteronormative marriage. What is your opinion 
on that?

You have to understand that in this country, such pressure can 
be very harsh. These people are cornered and, in the end, have 
to choose to conform with societal norm. On individual level, 
there is not much we can say about this. But on social level, this is 
obviously a dangerous disease, because it may have far-reaching 
consequences. There might be divorce, acrimonious relations, 
especially when there are children born from the marriage. 
These are all likely outcome of such marriage. The marriage 
itself is another case of normalization, which derives from our 
understanding of what constitutes “different and deviant” and 
our need to normalize it, which in this case, means self-execution 
by the victim regardless of whether it is only a ruse in an effort 
to appear “normal” or a genuine effort to achieve “normalcy”. In 
this case, it is obvious that heteronormative marriage by LGBT 
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is but the effect of an underlying problem of public rejection 
of LGBT having a well-rounded existence. It means that if 
this problem is to be addressed, we need to tackle it at a more 
fundamental level.

Do you think heteronormative marriage of LGBT may be 
construed as a forced marriage, which is forbidden in our 
culture?

It may be construed as a tacit forced marriage, yes. But I think 
that, no matter the risk, LGBT should continue to fight for public 
acceptance of their existence, using appropriate strategies. 
Maybe on individual level one of those strategies is to refuse the 
forced marriage.

Is such marriage worth-keeping?

I have already told you that in this country pressures against 
minority groups is strong and comes from every direction. So I 
don’t have a simple answer to that. There is no straightforward 
polarization between “worthy” or “unworthy”. Again, LGBT 
problem is complex in terms of the consequences that they have 
to live with in the society. But I am optimistic that we are heading 
toward a continuously improving condition for members of 
LGBT community, so long as they themselves fight for their 
rights and existence. Remember that their fight in these two 
domains will serve as a valuable lesson for the society in general.

What do you think would happen to children who are raised in 
such a household, where it can be said that there is no mutual 
affection? What should be done about them?

If I’m to give a straightforward answer to this as I had with the 
previous questions, then the marriage shouldn’t have taken 
place in the first place, because it will result in more harm than 
good. But, again, considering the enormous pressure that is put 
upon them, we cannot dismiss the possibility that such “faux 
marriage” is a tactical decision made to protect themselves from 
persecution. Indonesia needs to protect its LGBT community in a 
more organized fashion through an extensive program network 
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that spans the entire country if we are to avoid the problem of 
pressure and persecution against these individuals.

You have children of your own. How will you explain the 
existence of LGBT community to your children?

If this question is asked to me personally, I would say I will 
not have anything left to explain because I have already 
communicated the issue to them early on. I raise my kids with the 
perspectives and way of life which, I think, are socio-culturally 
liberal. So any verbal communication comes with practical 
example. As far as I can remember, I taught my children about 
respect for every individual’s moral autonomy more than, say, 
specific normative morality. And with every discussion, there is 
a concurrent practical application. It doesn’t specifically apply 
only to LGBT, but also in all matters concerning the existence 
of various kinds of people. My wife and I have friends that my 
children recognize as LGBT. And they are as comfortable with 
our LGBT friends as they are with our straight friends. Of course, 
I have anticipated the possibility that other people be passing 
anti-LGBT ideas to them—or other anti-plurality ideas for that 
matter—so I think it is important to impress upon them respect 
for individual choices, especially a person’s moral autonomy.

LGBT community are often faced with religious opposition. 
Do you think it is appropriate to analyze LGBT issues from 
religious or moral standpoint?

As far as sex and sexuality are concerned, I think there is no 
viewpoint, be it based on faith, religion, ideology or science, 
even the science of sex itself, that can be deemed an appropriate 
basis of analysis of LGBT issues (as well as other issues related 
to sexuality, like open marriage lifestyle, prostitution, etc.) as 
long as it is still imbued with morality bias. Religion, with all 
due respect to this institution, in many respects often becomes 
the source of this morality bias. It takes the willingness and 
capability of the learned people in each respective religion to 
use an unbiased interpretation in any analysis of LGBT issue. 
Personally, I doubt that this is possible.
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What are your opinions on the state, which, as has been widely 
reported recently, have explicitly rejected the existence of 
LGBT community?

This is what I am most afraid of about LGBT issue, government 
interference. And yet, as far as I know, there is no such thing 
as government rejection of LGBT. There are only silly ideas like 
the recent one from the Minister of Research and Technology 
and Higher Education. And even that had been met with 
criticism from intellectuals and various discerning communities, 
indicating that the state/government should never have intruded 
upon LGBT issues or other similar issues. As much as we do not 
wish LGBT opponents to use the state to enforce their agenda, 
we also cannot ask the state to be involved in acknowledging 
the existence of LGBT community. The state is only supposed to 
protect the rights of every citizen. Sex, moral, faith, and so on are 
private issues into which the state cannot run interference, both 
through affirmation or negation.

Various factions in the society are obvious in their opposition 
of LGBT, which they often associate with nothing but certain 
sexual practices. Do you think it is appropriate for a person’s 
sexual domain to be interfered with?

They did not say this is only a matter of sex, but they always 
assume that anything sexual will involve moral. This is what I 
call moralism. With LGBT it is more or less a sex and sexuality 
issue. But it should not have been a problem if sex and sexuality 
are not viewed through the lens of moralism. To view sex and 
sexuality with moralism is like looking at an object through a 
mirror: anything that is on the right will appear to be on the left. 
And this is not only wrong but dangerous as well. The mirror of 
moralism is murky and distortive.

Do you think the Indonesian society will ever be ready to 
accept LGBT community?

I am among the people who are highly optimistic of this nation. 
Though I offer a lot of criticisms on various issues that we are 
now dealing with, my optimism about Indonesia and its people 
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is not in the least diminished. Especially in terms of LGBT issue. 
Acceptance of LGBT rights and existence in Indonesia is only 
a matter of time, but to get there sooner, the LGBT community 
need to take advantage of all their creativity to win that hard-
fought acceptance.

The article was published on DeGorontalo.co in March 2016

Kristianto Galuwo
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“WE’RE HUMAN 
FIRST, TRANSWOMEN 
SECOND.”

Community health center (Puskesmas) and hospitals tend to be biased 
in their treatment of transwomen patients. Medical professionals often 

stigmatized transwomen as HIV/AIDS carrier.

Mei Leandha, Kompas.com

Her name was Setiadi, a male name, though she went by the 
nickname Tia, a woman’s name. When she met Kompas.com at 
her beauty salon in Marelan, Medan City, the tall, slender, fair-
skinned transwoman said she was not feeling well. Tia was the 
coordinator of the North Sumatra branch of Organization for 
Social Change Indonesia (OPSI). The nationwide network united 
female, trans, and male sex workers. OPSI had been present in 
20 provinces across the country, a step forward that signaled 
the sex workers’ preparedness to unionize and network for 
empowerment.

Tia said she herself had never been stigmatized or discriminated 
by medical professionals. She had never run into any problem 
when she asked for the healthcare she was entitled to. However, 
she said, she knew of other transwomen who were treated 
differently. Tia said other transwomen knew what it felt to be 
looked down on and given a different treatment, especially from 
medical professionals, while in need of healthcare services. 

Mei Leandha
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“Right from the start, [the health workers] were yelling, ‘Ew, 
you’ve got HIV/AIDS, haven’t you?’ in public. What happened 
to [doctor - patient] confidentiality? When I last met her, my 
friend said she was getting worse, but she did not want to go back 
and get treated. Now she’s dead. But every transwoman knows 
she’s got HIV. Who revealed this secret if not those doctors?” Tia 
said on Wednesday, March 30, 2016. 

HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus) is the virus that causes 
AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome). HIV may 
drastically reduce a person’s immunity, allowing bacteria, 
viruses, and other causes of infection to attack the body.
Tia had tried to bring the issue to the attention of North Sumatra 
AIDS Mitigation Commission and North Sumatra Health Office. 
She said in addition to the HIV positive or even AIDS diagnosis, 
in the face of various discriminatory treatment, the transwomen 
she was assisting had refused to get medical checked up at any 
of the two agencies. They found the cost for the medical checkup 
too burdensome for their meagre income.

“You can say that most of us are lost and adrift. In the end people 
simply choose not to get treated and just accept their condition. 
There are places where people can get ARV [anti-retroviral 
drugs to slow down virus replication] for free, but you need to 
do medical check-up on your own [expense] first. This might 
cost up to hundreds of thousands [upwards of US$ 10], and they 
couldn’t afford it. So a lot of fellow transwomen just lost interest 
and gave up. A pity, really,” Tia said with dismay.

The situation had left her in quandary. She had no skills or ability 
whatsoever to help ease her friends’ suffering. “I’ve been asking 
myself how I might carry out this responsibility. What would 
happen to my friends? Never mind my friends, how about my 
own future? Because it feels as if [we] had been abandoned. To 
tell you the truth, my seniors, the [older] transwomen, are all 
gone,” she said quietly.

In years past, Tia had been the youngest transwoman in her 
network. She had gone everywhere with her “motherhens”, to 
the organizations’s activities and meetings. Now the oldest, she 
had been voted Chair of OPSI since August 7, 2015, a post she 
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had refused multiple times because she felt that she was not 
competent enough for the job. However, her friends had insisted 
and trusted her to lead them.

When asked if her transwomen friends had access to the national 
health insurance from the Social Security Administration Agency 
(BPJS), Tia’s features were drawn into a picture of misery. She 
said that for the most transwomen are runaways. Never mind 
a Family Registry—a required document for applying for state 
health insurance—most of them did not even have a valid 
citizen identity card (KTP). This had long been an issue when 
the transwomen were caught in police raids. None of them had 
identification of any sort.

“I myself live with my own family. But what about my friends? 
Most of them are runaways. In all my travels and association with 
transwomen, [I found that] they rarely have KTP, let alone BPJS 
[insurance card]. [North Sumatra] OPSI had planned on issuing 
membership cards, the way they do in other OPSI branches. But 
we cannot do that yet in Medan. It is not as easy as it seems. 
Transwomen can be difficult to talk into making changes,” Tia 
said with a laugh.

Tia, who was always a top student during her school days, 
denied the stigma that blames transwomen for the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic. She argued that nowadays, transwomen were already 
well-educated in safe sex practices, including the use of condoms.
Data from the latest surveys revealed that men are responsible 
for most of HIV transmission, passing the virus to their stay-
at-home wives. Consequently, a lot of innocent housewives 
turned out to be HIV positive. “You can’t tell me that it’s always 
transwomen who spread [the virus], when those who catch it are 
decent women. Where else did the husbands get it from, if not 
from having something on the side [meaning having sex with 
a prostitute]? And prostitutes aren’t all transwomen. So stop 
labeling us, stop discriminating us. We are human beings first, 
transwomen second,” said Tia.

To deal with the stigma and discrimination, Medanplus HIV/
AIDS Division Project Manager Erwin said that on the one 
hand, transwomen must be made to understand that they need 
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to remain civil in their interaction with the public. Of equal 
importance, he said, the public need to be educated on the 
current HIV/AIDS situation. 

Erwin said for transwomen the most common problem is the 
hostility and condescension exhibited by medical professionals 
in community health centers (Puskesmas) and hospitals to trans 
patients. “Transwomen [patients] are often made uncomfortable 
by the body language of the medical professionals. [On the other 
hand] the transwomen often came dressed up to the max, as is 
their habit. This, in turn, makes the medical team uncomfortable. 
In essence the key here is to keep each other comfortable,” Erwin 
said.

For Medanplus HIV/AIDS Division, the groups that required the 
most assistance were housewives, high risk men, children, with 
the occasional adolescent men who have sex with men (MSM). 
United North Sumatra Alliance (ASB) founder Veryanto Sitohang 
further confirmed that health facilities like community health 
centers and hospitals were found to exhibit certain bias against 
providing medical services to transwomen. Veryanto surmised 
that the bias was prompted by the stigma that transwomen made 
up the key population that tested positive for HIV/AIDS.

The stigma was reinforced by the perception that transwomen 
were included in the HIV/AIDS high risk group. In fact, 
Veryanto said, survey revealed that housewives and girls were 
the most vulnerable groups when it came to HIV/AIDS. “In 
reality, everyone is at risk, so our perspectives must be changed. 
Particularly when these transwomen are in need of medical care. 
Often they are subjected to patronizing advice because their 
behavior are perceived as deviant. They are also discriminated 
when it comes to ward placement,” he said, adding that when 
transwomen were placed in the women’s ward, the other patients 
complained that sharing a room with transwomen made them 
uncomfortable.  

Very few transwomen had valid identity card. Consequently, 
it was hard for them to access medical services that required 
patients to have identity card, let alone apply for BPJS state 
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health insurance. “[The problem with] BPJS is worth exposing, 
I think,” said Veryanto. “Ministry of Health is in charge of this. 
They should make sure that every citizen, especially members 
of marginalized groups, is able to access adequate and humane 
medical services. Nurses and doctors must be able to explain 
and educate the other patients [who share the room with a 
transwoman] while providing medical services in a welcoming 
atmosphere.”

Dokter Pirngadi General Hospital Public Relations Edison 
Peranginangin said that the hospital had never discriminated 
any patient. He said he was surprised to hear that lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) who were in need of healthcare 
services had been getting discriminatory treatment from medical 
professionals.

“We don’t even [acknowledge] what LGBT is. We only know 
women and men. That’s the only options available [in the 
registration form]. Which hospital did they go to? Where did they 
get discriminated? We never decide who can and can’t come to 
the hospital. Pirngadi General treats everybody the same way,” 
confirmed Edison.

Similarly, Dr Khairuni Siswi, a doctor from Medan who was 
currently stationed at Gedung Karya Jitu community health 
center, in Tulang Bawang District, Lampung Province, reported 
that she did not feel odd or uncomfortable when she had to see 
a transwoman patient. “It’s business as usual. After all they’re 
people too. As to stigma, well, that’s people for you,” she said.
Khairuni said that everyone who came to any health facilities 
deserved proper and equal services. However, if they were found 
to be showing any symptoms of HIV infection or AIDS, their case 
would require further consultation and must be reported to the 
local Health Office. “HIV/AIDS is not only transmitted through 
sexual intercourse. Even though [LGBT community] are a high-
risk group, most of them [who came to the health facilities] came 
down with a cold or upper respiratory infection. In fact, most of 
the people who come with venereal disease are non-LGBT,” she 
added.
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Khairuni said that as a normal person she did feel apprehensive 
about catching the virus. But, she said, when standardized 
protective equipment and dedicated examination room were 
available, the only recourse was to provide the best services 
possible. And if such amenities were not available, the patient 
may be referred to another better-equipped health facilities. “In 
Medan there are Pirngadi General and Adam Malik General 
Hospital,” she said. “Basically, everyone deserves to get good 
medical services regardless of their background. I hope we can 
all understand this,”

University of Medan Human Rights Center (PusHAM Unimed) 
researcher Quadi Azam regretted the government’s lack of 
independence in understanding a person’s basic human rights. 
Such practice, he said, was in contravention of the ethics 
and principles of applicable laws. He said that according to 
international and national instruments, priority should be given 
to the principles of non-discrimination. “Especially since the 
right to health is a basic right that the state must fulfill through 
its government and officials,” he said.

Law No. 25 of 2009 on public services had specified a clear 
guideline on the rights and responsibilities of various agencies 
to ensure legal protection and certainty. According to this 
law, transwomen are entitled to report to the Ombudsman 
any discriminatory treatment they received from medical 
professionals at government hospitals or related agencies.

Law No. 36 of 2009 on health also specifies the principle of non-
discrimination in achieving the goal of developing the highest 
state of public health. The law stipulates that everyone has the 
right to access safe, quality, affordable health services. 

“Law No. 39 of 1999 on fundamental human rights classifies 
transwomen as vulnerable group due to their minority status. 
The state must oversee the fulfillment, protection, and respect 
of their basic rights, including the rights to health, which [the 
law mandates] they should get in equal measure as with other 
citizens,” Quadi added.

Mei Leandha



69Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

Presidential Regulation No. 75 of 2015 on National Action Plan 
on Fundamental Human Rights 2015 – 2019 requires every region 
to design breakthroughs and programs that conform with the 
pillars of recognition, protection and fulfillment of fundamental 
human rights through education and dissemination, as well as 
procedures for services to the public. Health Offices are included 
as part of the local committee on National Action Plan on 
Fundamental Human Rights.

The Presidential Regulation required all Regional Government 
Special Units, including hospitals, to recognize, observe, and 
fulfill the fundamental right of every person based on the 
mechanism, standards and norms specified by local, national, 
and international human rights conventions. “Unfortunately, 
the National Action Plan committee in Medan has proved to be 
ineffectual so far. The committee itself had been established, but 
they have yet to come up with any activity. The Medan human 
right committee had in fact been established [earlier] during the 
third wave of the plan, based on Presidential Regulation No. 23 
of 2011 on 2011 – 2014 National Action Plan on Fundamental 
Human Rights. And yet no implementation has been evident,” 
Quadi said.

Quadi said that among the seventeen goals specified in the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 2015-
2030), the third focuses on ensuring healthy living and improving 
the wellbeing of people of all ages. 

The goal implies that every government is responsible for 
fulfilling their citizen’s right to health as an important aspect of 
life. “As long as there is still discrimination in health services 
and poor management of health facilities, I think Indonesia in 
general, and Medan in particular will find it difficult to meet the 
targeted goal set by the UN,” Quadi concluded.

Chair of Commission A of North Sumatra Regional Parliament 
Sarma Hutajulu said that it is the right of every citizen to access 
health services, regardless of sex, ethnicity, and religion. Every 
citizen is entitled to non-discriminatory and non-prejudiced 
health services.
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“We condemn hospitals and medical professionals that 
discriminate patients who are in need of health services. Health 
services should be based on humane perspectives that disregard 
gender and sexual orientation. We ask the Health Office to 
take firm action against medical professionals who engage in 
discriminatory practices, to ensure that the public right to healt 
may be fulfilled without any disruption,” Sarma said.

*This article was published on Kompas.com, March 31, 2016.
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EQUAL COEXISTENCE 
FOR THE TAYUKS

LEBONG:

Puskesmas dan rumah sakit cenderung bias dalam melayani waria. 
Petugas medis kerap menstigma mereka sebagai penyebar HIV/AIDS.

Phesi Ester Julikawati, Tempo.co

Talking about Lebong District is to inevitably bring up the topic 
of transwomen, which the locals call tayuk. Unlike most areas in 
Indonesia, Lebong allows transwomen to enjoy social, cultural, 
and political acceptance. In this district, the transwomen live 
alongside heterosexual individuals in equal coexistence.

Transwomen in Lebong led a normal social life like any other 
men or women. They could enroll in schools, run for government 
office, or get involved in social activities. Some had even been 
appointed village chief and won a seat in the local parliament. 
“This is Lebong. Like it or not our existence is inseparable from 
that of the transwomen, since they had been here since the very 
beginning,” said Head of Lebong District Rosjonsyah at his 
residence in late March 2016.

Lebong population numbered approximately 124,000, with 
around 800 transwomen. They were well-organized, their data 
meticulously recorded. They organized various routine activities 
from volleyball matches to arisan (lottery club). They were also 
actively involved in community events, for example helping 
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Phesi Ester Julikawati

out at neighborhood functions. “In this we are unique. Our 
acceptance of transwomen is different, unlike in other regions,” 
Rosjonsyah said.

That transwomen were accepted as equal, Rosjonsyah said, was 
attributable to their close family relations with people of the 
area. Family relations was instrumental in creating tolerance. “It 
is impossible, I think, to force a transwoman to leave, or to shun 
her, if she is still related to my family,” Rosjonsyah said.

University of Andalas professor of communication Yesi Puspita 
said that there are several versions of transwomen history in 
Lebong. In one version, the transwomen were linked to gold 
mining industry in the area during the Dutch occupation. At the 
time, the center of gold mining activities was located in Lebong 
Tambang Village, some two kilometers away from Lebong City. 
In the village, transwomen were stationed near the gold mines, 
for miners—who were mostly males—who needed to satisfy 
their sexual urges. “There are a lot of versions of transwomen 
history in the area, but none of them is backed by scientific 
research,” Yesi said.

Yesi’s study indicated that the only scientific research into the 
history of Lebong transwomen had looked into the possible link 
between local food and the number of surviving sperm cells that 
carry Y chromosome, the chromosome for male sex expression. 
High acidity in lemea, a local food made of fermented bamboo 
shoots, might be responsible for the increase in vaginal acidity, 
which would kill off the more acid-sensitive chromosome Y 
sperm cells. “But there has not been any scientific study into 
the possible impact of this phenomenon on children born in the 
area, as to whether their gender expression was dominated by 
the female-determinant X chromosome,” Yesi elaborated.

Tempo interviews with Halimah (83), an elderly resident of 
Semelako Village, revealed that Lebong had always seen a 
lot of transwomen. As boys, they would already have shown 
effeminate behavior. “They already look like a tayuk since they 
were little boys,” Halimah said. “Their parents would try to train 
them to behave like boys. Some were successful, some weren’t.” 
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THE LONG-EXPECTED TRANSWOMEN PARTY

A bride and her bridegroom sat on a throne, all happy faces 
and smiles as they welcomed the wedding guests. Not far from 
their seats stood a stage, where a transwoman was singing, 
accompanied by a number of dancing transwomen and loud, 
ear-splitting music.

Before the stage, hundreds of transwomen in nightgowns in 
kaleidoscopic colors sat demurely enjoying the entertainment. 
Their lipsticked mouths were set in an almost perpetual smile. 
As if they were participating in a pageant, they had put on a lot 
of make-up to try and look as beautiful as possible. Meanwhile, 
the locals kept coming, gathering around them, to watch and chat 
with them. The transwomen had been invited to the wedding 
as both party guests and entertainers. They had come from 
every corner of Lebong District to attend what was dubbed the 
transwoman party, which commonly lasted until the wee hours 
of the morning.

Talang Bunut Village leader Meron Julendra said special 
appearances by transwomen at a wedding were usually the 
most anticipated highlight of any event in Lebong District. The 
transwomen were usually present to provide entertainment. 
“Those with enough money will usually hold a special event 
for transwomen at weddings and such event will draw a lot of 
crowd, because in Lebong people will come out to watch any 
transwoman gathering,” Meron said.

The people of Lebong loved to come to transwomen parties, 
where transwomen of all ages would arrive in full drag in all 
their outrageousness. They would sing and dance to entertain 
the guests. Meron said that such transwoman parties were some 
of the most highly anticipated event for the people of Lebong. 
To this day, there had never been any incident where such party 
was banned. “While pretty raucous, the transwomen are well-
behaved and never cause any trouble. That’s why people love 
to go to transwomen parties,” he said. “The transwomen are 
[considered] guests, who were invited to entertain the host and 
the people in the area.”
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The harmonious coexistence could be traced back to the past. 
Sari, a senior transwoman from Talang Bunut whose male name 
was Sarifuddin, said that as far as she could remember, Lebong 
had always embraced transwomen into their social life. “Lebong 
has always been like this. The people had never discriminated 
us,” said the 80-year-old transwoman.

Talang Bunut Village had one of the highest populations of 
transwomen in Lebong. A Talang Bunut resident, Andi, said that 
transgender tendencies could already be discerned as early as 
when a child was still in elementary school. “They would seem 
more effeminate, more diligent, and play with the girls more,” 
he said.

Children with transgender tendencies would usually find the 
courage to flaunt their identity once they were out of school. 
Andi said there were several types of transwomen in the village, 
starting with those who were merely effeminate, to those who 
completely modified their physique to become a woman. On 
average, however, the transwomen in his village were married 
and had children and opted to be bisexual.

University of Andalas professor of communication Yesi Puspita 
said that in addition to genetic factor, patterns of relationship may 
have contributed to the high number of transwomen in the region. 
Interfamily relationship creates a more accepting atmosphere. In 
turn, this acceptance may bolster the transwomen’s courage to 
express their identity.

“There might not be that many transwomen in Lebong, compared 
to other regions. But they appear to be more numerous there 
because they are out in plain view as part of the community,” 
she said. On the positive side, this acceptance gave transwomen 
more opportunity to participate in society.

NOTHING WRONG WITH TRANSWOMAN TEACHER

In front of the class, a teacher was excitedly talking about electrical 
energy. The students, 25 sixth graders in SD 06 elementary school 
in South Lebong sub-district, were avidly listening. At a glance 
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there did not seem to be anything out of the ordinary about the 
scene. Until the teacher invited the students to answer a question. 
The students raised their voices, yelling “Pick me, Mother, pick 
me!” as they vied for a chance to answer the teacher’s question.

The form of address was odd because the teacher was clad 
in batik shirt and a pair of trousers, a typical male outfit. But 
Syahrial, 52, was called Mother not only by the students but 
also by fellow teachers at the school. It was a form of address 
that acknowledged her femininity and the fact that she was a 
transwoman.

The people of Lebong call people like Syahrial tayuk or 
transwoman, although she might be described as a bisexual as 
well, since she was technically married to a woman who bore 
her children. “They call me that way because to them I am like a 
mother,” said Syahrial softly when interviewed at her home in 
Mubai Village, South Lebong, in late March, 2016.

Syahrial, whose name as a transwoman was Eifel, had been 
teaching for decades since she finished her education at Teacher’s 
Training School in Bandung. She had always looked and behaved 
like a woman. When not at work, she often wore women’s dress. 
Syahrial had never been shunned by the society.

The Lebong society was able to accept her both as Syahrial 
the teacher and Eifel the transwoman who did bridal makeup. 
Syahrial had been appointed headmaster for a few years. In 
classroom, she tried to behave well and refrained from wearing 
women’s dress. However, she wore lipstick on her lips and her 
speech was effeminate.

Sanuludin, a parent of Syahrial’s student, said that he had no 
problem with the teacher’s appearances and identity. “So he’s a 
transwoman, what’s wrong with that? He is good at teaching,” 
Sanul said.

Badarudin, current headmaster of SD 06 elementary school 
in South Lebong, said that teachers and students alike were 
welcoming toward Syahrial. “We are actually thankful to have 
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a teacher like Mother [Syahrial]. He is not only experienced, but 
his motherly personality makes him a role model for the other 
teachers,” he said, adding that Syahrial was not the only tayuk 
who teaches school in Lebong, and that no one had ever fussed 
about it.

Lebong District is indeed unique. The district people welcome 
the presence of transwomen with open arms. In Lebong, unlike 
in most other places in the country, transwomen are not denied 
job opportunities because of their gender expression. “Here it’s 
not unusual to see transwomen teaching school. We even have a 
transwoman in the local parliament,” said Badarudin.

Not only her acquaintances at school, everyone in Syahrial’s 
neighborhood knew that she was a transwoman, and they did not 
alienate her at all. The same could be said about her family. Her 
daughter-in-law Wiwit said frankly that she was not ashamed to 
have a transwoman as father-in-law. She had found out about 
Syahrial before her wedding. “It’s as if I have a mother-in-law [in 
Syahrial], instead of father-in-law, because she usually cooks for 
us and irons our laundry. We never ask her to do it, but she does 
it anyway,” said Wiwit, who worked for a private bank.

There were many Syahrial-like stories in Lebong. Dalimi, a 
54-year-old transwoman, had been voted Bungin Village leader 
in Bungin Kuning sub-district. The sturdily-built transwoman 
was voted head of the village for the 2010 – 2016 term, winning 
more than half of the ballot cast in the local election. Dalimi also 
served as advisor to Lebong Transwomen Association (IWL).

The entire Bungin Village knew Dalimi was a transwoman. 
She had spent most of her youth at IWL events and activities. 
She was also an active participant in transwomen parties. She 
had no trouble running the village. She even managed to cut 
down criminal rate in the area. “For me the important thing is to 
properly carry out this mandate. Many women are voted village 
leaders, why can’t I?” Dalimi reasoned.

David, a Bungin Village resident, said that he was pleased to 
have Dalimi as village leader. She showed greater sensitivity and 
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concern toward the villagers. “When it’s time for medical check-
up at the Posyandu, she would go door-to-door to remind the 
villagers to bring their children to the Posyandu,” said David.

Like Syahrial, Dalimi was married to a woman. Jusmi, Dalimi’s 
wife, said that she knew her husband was a transwoman since 
before they were married. Their marriage had been arranged in 
the hope that Dalimi would turn into a man again. “That’s why 
after we were married, I tried to keep him from doing house 
chores, even though he enjoyed doing them,” said Jusmi.

University of Andalas professor of communication Yesi Puspita 
said that based on her research, there are a large number of 
transwomen population centers in Lebong. There are villages 
with high number of transwomen. Like most village women, the 
transwomen were employed as rice field or plantation laborers. 
“Transwomen laborers are more sought after, because while they 
may get paid the same amount as the women, they are perceived 
as better and faster at their job compared to women,” Yesi said.

The article was published on Tempo.co, April 8, 2016
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AGAINST THE CURRENT 

Character building and sexual orientation identification must be done 
in early childhood.  

Rudiyansyah, Lampung Post

Vanessa Febiyola Patricia (20) had a vivid memory of the last 
night of 2012. She was not even seventeen then. Like teenagers 
her age, she loved trying on make-up. Out in public that night 
with her face made up, and in a dress and a pair of high heels, 
she was shocked when someone pulled her hand from behind. “I 
was caught red-handed that night. I was taken home and court-
martialed by the family,” she told Lampung Post in mid-March, 
2016. 

Although she was born a boy by the name of Fr, Vanessa had 
chosen to dress like a woman. From a very early age, she said, 
she was attracted to people of the same sex. “I would say I am 
comfortable with who I really am,” she said. 

Her unusual behavior, Vanessa said, had been noticeable since 
childhood. While boys her age loved playing outdoors, she 
enjoyed playing with her dolls alone. She considered boy’s 
games rough. She grew up an effeminate adolescent. 

After finishing high school, Vanessa decided she did not want to 
go to college. It was difficult to find a job with only a high school 
diploma, so Vanessa said she decided to become a sex worker. 
At the time of the interview, however, she had started to learn 
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beauty salon skills and hoped to leave the world of prostitution 
behind. 

Another young transwoman, AS, had decided to identify as a 
woman and chose the name of Aurel. Her uncle had spotted her 
while she was dressed as a woman in Saburai, Bandar Lampung. 
The 20-year-old said her family had offered to buy her a 
motorcycle if she would try to behave like the average man. She 
told them, “I don’t want anything. I just want to express myself 
by being true to my soul.”

Her family gradually came around and started to accept her. 
She no longer concealed her activities from her family and the 
neighbors. AS had even invited her male friends home, to be 
introduced to her mother as her boyfriend. 

Jf (26), on the other hand, was still unable to come out as a gay 
man. Jf said that he grew up straight and had even dated girls 
till he was in college. However, he said he got not satisfaction 
from those relationship and found comfort instead in same sex 
romance. “I thought at the time that I just wanted to have a 
relationship, any kind of relationship. But I’ve found my comfort 
zone now and I made my choice. I have no more feeling for 
women by now,” he said.

Yayasan Peduli Sahabat founder and counselor Sinyo Egie said 
that character building and sexual orientation identification must 
be done early on before the age of five, “There are a number of 
causes [for non-binary sexual orientation], but the main factor is 
faulty role model in a child’s character building: male character 
and female character,” Sinyo said during a parenting seminar at 
Hotel Emersia on April 2, 2016.  

Male characteristics, said the author of Anakku Bertanya Tentang 
LGBT (My Child Asked Me About LGBT), must be learned from 
a father figure while female characteristics must be modeled after 
the mother. Changes in sexual behavior might be attributable to 
anything from one parent dominance over the other during a 
child’s upbringing, to parental overprotectiveness toward their 
sons and overpermissiveness toward daughters.
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When a child has already exhibited effeminate or tomboyish 
tendencies, Sinyo advised parents to keep communication 
channels open. Do not hurt the child’s feeling by calling them 
names like sissy. Putting the child under constant pressure will 
only reinforce the unwanted characteristics.

Lampung University sociologist Berthoven Vivit Nurdin said 
that the public should not discriminate LGBT community, 
including subjecting them to bullying and condemnation. 
As human beings, everyone is entitled to healthcare services, 
education and decent job. 

He said that he had never witnessed firsthand the kind of 
discriminatory treatment received by lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender (LGBT) individuals, such as denying them access 
to education, health, and decent jobs. “What usually happens in 
public is social rejection,” he said on Monday, March 28, 2016.

FROM EXORCISM TO ASSISTANCE

A family would do anything to revert a child’s sexual behavior 
that may be perceived as aberrant. These efforts may include 
spiritual approach. AS said she had once given in to her father’s 
wish that she submitted to a rukiah (Islamic exorcism) therapy. 
The request had been made after the family found out that AS 
had gone out dressed as a woman, despite her male physique. 
The twenty-year-old Bandar Lampung resident said that her 
family had insisted on turning her back to normal. Several rukiah 
sessions later, there was still no sign of the desired effect. 

Another transwoman, whose birth name was Fr, said that her 
family had planned on enrolling her in an Islamic boarding 
school after they found out that she had dressed herself in 
women’s clothes. “They performed the rukiah on me too,” said 
the Bandar Lampung resident. 

She said she refused the family’s idea of putting her in the 
Islamic boarding school and stuck to her decision because she felt 
comfortable in her feminine appearances. “Why force someone 
to change when it goes against their heart and will only be a 
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torture,” said the twenty-year-old, who also said that she was 
attracted to men.

Lampung University sociologist Berthoven Vivit Nurdin said 
that while the public might be opposed to LGBT individuals, as 
the smallest unit of the society, the family should continue to 
accommodate their family members who were exhibiting these 
tendencies. “It is not right for a family to shun or exile [these 
individuals]. The family should embrace them and help them 
put their life in order,” he told Lampung Post.

Vivit said it is the family that influence and shape a person’s 
characters. LGBT might be the result of dysfunctional broken 
home or economic hardship. 

Yayasan Peduli Sahabat founder and counselor Sinyo Egie said 
that cases of non-heterosexual orientation were very common, 
citing a research that revealed that one in nine people might be 
harboring homosexual tendencies.

Through Yayasan Peduli Sahabat which was established in 2014, 
Sinyo had provided parents and other interested individuals a 
chance to obtain information and assistance to deal with these 
problems. Access to consultation services was provided free of 
charge and according to Sinyo was mostly done online through 
Facebook or Peduli Sahabat website. “We don’t provide a cure. 
We simply want to help them return to their natural state. This 
takes a lot of time, and whether they will be able to return or not 
depends on the individual determination,” Sinyo said.

Author of the bestseller Anakku Bertanya Tentang LGBT (My 
Child Asked Me About LGBT) said that he always advised 
non-heterosexual individuals to live like their heterosexual 
counterparts. His organization did not seek to cure non-
heterosexual individuals, but instead taught them how to live 
properly by getting married, treating their spouses well, and 
curbing their belief in their sexual identity to keep them from 
reverting to non-heterosexual orientation. 

Sinyo said that some individuals had managed to lead a normal 
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life, raise a family and have children from their marriage, and 
leave their past behind.

Chair of the Lampung branch of Islamic organization Nahdlatul 
Ulama Soleh Bajuri said religions do not condone homosexual 
behavior. Nevermind having sexual intercourse with a same 
sex partner, he said, men are not even allowed to appear like a 
woman, and vice versa. Soleh said that the public must also look 
for a solution and never stop urging homosexual individuals to 
revert to their natural gender orientation.

FORCED TO DROP OUT

Some members of LGBT community in Bandar Lampung had 
chosen to join Gaylam, where they took part in HIV/AIDS 
outreach activities while others were involved in designing 
carnival costumes. Since its establishment in 2008, the community 
membership now stood at 45. The community sought to empower 
and organize homosexual and transgender individuals as HIV/
AIDS vulnerable group. 

Gaylam initiator Rendie Arga said that on average members of 
LGBT community are poorly educated, with most of them having 
only middle-school education. The condition is attributed to a 
number of causes, including lack of family acceptance. “It is still 
hard [for the family] to accept [LGBT]. Some of them were forced 
to leave the house when they were still of an age when they are 
entitled to education and other [nurturing],” Rendie said at 
Gaylam Secretariat in Pahoman, Bandar Lampung, on March 24, 
2016.

He said that many LGBT had been forced to drop out of school 
and only very few managed to continue their education to 
university level. They were also subjected to frequent bullying at 
school, and this, along with many other factors, had made them 
decide to quit school and join the work forces. 

Even if the family is more welcoming, social stigma and 
discrimination continued to be a problem and offered its 
particular challenge. To date, Gaylam had networked with a 
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number of legal aid agencies in Bandar Lampung. “Some of us 
are being trained as paralegal, so we would know what to do 
when we get discriminated,” Rendie said.

At the secretariat, Gaylam members shared stories, offered 
mutual support, and trained each other in positive things. Rendie 
said they supported and encouraged each other to return home. 

He added that opposition against LGBT rights advocacy was 
often overridden with political agenda. Case in point was the 
issue of legalization of same sex marriage, which Rendie said 
was not among Gaylam’s list of demands. “We understand that 
from moral and religious perspectives, no law on matrimony has 
any provision on same sex marriage. We are not pushing for that. 
The most important thing is [recognition of] our rights,” he said.

The article was published on Lampung Post on Sunday, April 3, 2016.
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WE ARE PAID LESS THAN 
STRAIGHT WORKERS

Many LGBT people in Medan experienced discrimination at work. 
Some, however, were appreciated for their excellent performance.

Truly Okto Purba, Tribun Sumut

Bobby smiled happily when his colleague showed a job vacancy 
advertisement by Inqilabi-Ink on oxl.co.id on March 26, 2016. The 
company, located at Jalan Besar Tembung, Deli Serdang district, 
North Sumatra, was looking for a salesperson for its marker 
ink products and said would pay up to Rp4 million. Bobby was 
excited and wanted to try his luck.

But Bobby’s face suddenly turned sour after he read the job 
requirements. Of the nine conditions, number one said that 
candidates should “not involved” in any Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
and Transgender (LGBT) activities.

It was discouraging for Bobby—who identified himself as a 
transman—because he was sure he would not get an interview 
if he applied.

“With this look of mine, I think they could tell I am part of the 
LGBT group. I don’t need to announce that I am a transman,” he 
told Tribun in March 2016.

At a glance, Bobby—was born female—looked quite mainly. 
His hair was short, and he pierced his left ear. He had a deep 
voice, and his posture was rather sturdy. Bobby said he was let 
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down by repeated discrimination at his workplace because of his 
sexual orientation. 

Working at a furniture factory in the Sunggal area, Deli Serdang, 
Bobby stated that he was paid less than his straight, male 
coworkers. 

“Our boss often looked for someone macho, like me. Because I 
look like a man, they usually assigned me for jobs that are done 
by men, such as machinery and cutting job. But I got less wage, 
they paid me the same as the women workers,” he said.

According to Bobby, there were five departments in the factory: 
operating machine, cutting, arranging, drilling and wrapping. 
Men commonly assigned in the machinery operation and cutting 
department—considering the heavy workload and risks.

Bobby said that three other transmen worked in the factory. Two 
of them worked in Bobby’s department. The workers were paid 
daily, except for Sundays. The male workers got Rp47,000, while 
the female earned Rp40,000. The latter is the amount Bobby and 
the other three transmen received.

“I feel that the factory took benefit on our sexual orientation, while 
the risk of our job was pretty serious. In the cutting department, 
for instance, if we wrongly cut the material, we could lose our 
fingers. Last year, the cutter hurt four of my right fingers. Thank 
God the machine did not cut them. But what I am saying is, the 
risk is high,” Bobby said.

He also said that the factory did not offer health insurance (BPJS) 
or pension fund (BPJSTK) benefits for most of its workers. If the 
workers got sick, they had to pay the medical bills themselves. 
Bobby said there were around 500 workers in the factory, “only 
those who have been working here for over 15 years can enjoy 
the benefits,” he said.

Bobby said the workers once protested the factory regarding the 
discrimination. However, the bosses turned a deaf ear. 
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“The bosses said if we want to work, just do what we are told. 
If we do not want the job, then just leave. Because many people 
would queue for our jobs.  So that was it, we stopped protesting,” 
Bobby said.

Bobby said he came out as a transman after he graduated from 
high school. He said he felt trapped in a female body. But now, he 
said he was comfortable with his sexual orientation. His friends 
never ridiculed his gender, he added. 

Before working in the factory, Bobby worked in other places. He 
was once a waitress, a sales representative at a mall and machine 
operator at a gelatin factory in Kelambir Lima, Deli Serdang. 

Bobby and his transman fellows once tried to apply for a job in 
another factory nearby. But they were turned down because they 
were transmen. “The management thought that we were prone 
to fights with other fellows. While honestly, we just wanted to 
work.” he said.

Back to the job advertisement, staff at Inqilabi-Ink told Erwin 
from Tribun in April 2016 said that at first, the company did not 
put the non-LGBT requirement. However, two days after the 
first advertisement was announced, two women who looked and 
dressed up like men came to apply. 

 “Both of them are female but looked like men. I know that they 
are partners,” he said.

Erwin said that before working for the company, he worked 
with NGO that focused on HIV/AIDS issue and was assigned in 
Parapat. “I know them quite well,” Erwin said.

He said that religions forbid LGBT. Therefore, anyone “involved” 
in any LGBT acts could not work in the company. 

“That’s the main reason why we rejected them. After the two 
women applied, we revised the advertisement, adding the non-
LGBT clause,” said Erwin.

***
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An R&B song by Rihanna played loudly from Adinda Didi 
Rusdianto’s personal computer at her working room—a known 
retail company in Medan. Rihanna’s song after song, such as Let 
Me, Break It Off and Umbrella, was played to accompany Didi 
designing promotional posters for his company. Sometimes her 
head moved following the music. She donned long, blond hair. 

“I love R&B music. Besides Rihanna, I also fancy Lady Gaga and 
Taylor Swift. When I have a lot in mind, I usually listen to R&B 
songs to boost my mood. Even when I work at the office, I listen 
to the same songs. They lift my mood and give me inspirations,” 
Didi told Tribun in March 2016. 

Didi said Rihanna’s hairstyle was also an inspiration for her to 
look more feminine. She worked as a graphic designer in the 
company since 2008. Started in 2012, she decided to change her 
look gradually. She kept her hair long—just like Rihanna, wore 
semi-feminine clothes to the office—sometimes a long shirt and 
pants. 

She also put on red lipsticks, eye shadow, blush on and 
occasionally trimmed her eyebrows. 

“I am going to that direction [becoming a woman], and intend to 
achieve it. I show my transition because I want people near me, 
including my family, relatives and colleagues, know my sexual 
orientation. I do not want to lie to myself or other people,” said 
Didi.

Born in 1988, Didi graduated from the Computerized Accounting 
Diploma program in a private university in Medan in 2005. Right 
after college, she worked as a layouter and graphic designer for a 
publishing house in Medan. 

Didi moved from one publishing company to another, until 2008. 
The fifth company was a national publishing house that had a 
representative office in Medan, where she worked until now. 

Also in 2008, she was offered a job as a graphic designer at a retail 
company in Medan. So, she decided to take the two jobs. From 
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morning to the afternoon, she worked at the retail company, and 
from the afternoon to the evening, she worked at the publishing 
company. 

Didi said as a transwoman she did not experience any 
discrimination from managements her companies. Some of her 
colleagues, on the other hand, often offended her. “How can you 
be so effeminate!” “You’re getting hideous,” or “Didi, you are a 
sissy.” Some of her male colleagues even went further saying, 
“Go repent” or “I’ll take you from behind to shut you up.”

She had to deal with verbal bullying at the office. “I just told 
them, I have my rights. This is me, and I have made peace with 
myself. What matters to me is that I am working to earn a living, 
for my family and me. I have the same rights as you do,” Didi 
said.

Didi said once someone changed her PC’s wallpaper with a 
text in red that read “Strongly Reject LGBT Lesbian, Gay, Sissy, 
Transgender! They Destroy the Future Generations.”

“I know who made it. To me, the wallpaper was a form of hate-
speech to divide us all. However, like what I said, I kept calm. I 
want to continue what I am doing and make a living to achieve 
my dreams,” Didi said.

Another transperson Ame shared a similar story. Born in 1988, 
Ame worked in a securities company in Medan as a financial 
advisor. He said his bosses and colleagues accepted his identity. 

“From the very start, my managers never fussed about my sexual 
orientation. I am quite masculine in the look, and I am comfortable 
that way. I wear a suit and tie and express my feelings as I see fit. 
I also introduced my girlfriend and recommended her to work in 
the company,” Ame said in March 2016.

For the bosses, he said, the most important thing is his 
professionalism. He resigned in September 2014, three years 
after working there.
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The company told him that he was badly missed, because he 
always did his job well. “They asked me not to quit. But because 
I really needed to work on something at the time, I went on with 
my decision. But in March 2016, I went back to working with this 
company again,” he said.

Ame also said that he did not need to declare that he was a 
transman. People can tell by his look, he said. 

“I am indeed lucky. I can work in a formal field, and still can 
express myself without pressure from the company. Everyone 
was friendly to me, the superiors and my colleagues,” he said.

***

Lala, an English teacher at a leading English language center in 
Medan, said she also did not receive inadequate treatment. She 
graduated from Medan State University, majoring in English 
Literature. Lala said what had made her comfortable with herself 
was a statement from the World Health Organization (WHO). 
Quoting WHO, Lala said that LGBT is not a disease.

“It means that are the same as other normal people,” Lala said.

Born in 1987, Lala had been working for five years with the 
language center. She said that she did not see any necessity to 
open up about her sexuality to everyone. And although she 
never told her friends openly about her identity, almost all of her 
colleagues knew that she went to a club, dressed up as a woman, 
on Saturday nights. 

Sometimes, her friends said that she was beautiful and that they 
wanted to kiss her. But Lala took it as a harmless joke. “Life is 
too good to be missed. I just enjoy what I can achieve,” Lala said.

Although Lala worked there for only five years, she was trusted 
with more classes compared to other senior teachers—even 
those who had been teaching for around twenty years. Lala, 
for example, was asked to handle Test of English as a Foreign 
Language (TOEFL) classes for doctors and lecturers from a 
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leading state university in Medan who were preparing their 
overseas educations. 

Lala was chosen because “I think I am qualified. I have proved 
my work, and I am a competent teacher, that is why the 
course assigned me to teach the lecturers. It is solely about 
my performance, the company does not judge my sexual 
orientation,” Lala said.

The article was published on Tribun Sumut, Tuesday, April 19, 2016
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LGBT STAKING A CLAIM 
IN THE FUTURE

A person’s sexual orientation has no bearing on their profession and 
work ethics.

Winahyu Dwi Utami, Liputanmerahputih17.com

At a glance nothing about the way the two young men looked 
set them apart from their peers. That night they both wore jeans 
and t-shirt, the universal sporty male outfit. But on closer look 
certain features stood out, like the thin application of lipstick on 
their mouth.

Their body language was far from effeminate. But in conversation 
they appeared soft-spoken, even feminine. At least, that was the 
impression given by Nino and his friend, who preferred to be 
known only by his initials DW, who openly declared themselves 
bisexuals to people they felt they could trust. 

Nino and DW claimed that it was hard to come out to their 
parents and family. “We’re both still in the closet before our 
parents. But we’ve come out to the LGBT [lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender] community,” Nino said during an interview at a 
café on February 5, 2016.

“I was active at the Pekanbaru AIDS Mitigation Commission 
(KPA) but I am currently taking a hiatus to finish my studies,” 
said Nino, who was in his last year of graduate studies at a state 
university in Pekanbaru, Riau Province.
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He was, however, still actively involved in Lembaga Swarna 
Lentera (LSL—an acronym that shared the same letters with the 
Indonesian abbreviation for men (who have) sex (with) men or 
MSM). Nino and a few bisexual acquaintances had established 
the organization, one of three LGBT organizations in Riau, 
several years ago with the aim of eliminating unsafe/risky 
sexual behavior.

Nino believed that education is important. He was determined 
to finish his education, in hopes of landing a decent job that 
matched his passion. “It isn’t easy for a high school graduate to 
find a job now. We LGBT deserve a [promising] future as well,” 
he said.

Even though he was aware that his sexual orientation was 
“unconventional”, Nino was not pessimistic about his chances 
of getting his dream job. “A lot of my bisexual acquaintances 
work for the government, or at state-owned enterprises, banks, 
and private companies. Many are teachers and lecturers. 
However, most of them remain in the closet [about their sexual 
orientation],” said Nino, who also claimed that he already had a 
romantic sexual partner.

“I think that as long you [can prove yourself able to] achieve 
things at work, people will have no problem with your sexual 
orientation. That’s what our friends said. Some of their colleagues 
are gay but they have no trouble working with them,” Nino said.
DW concurred, saying that he encountered no issues in his 
work place, a state high school in Pekanbaru, “As long as I work 
well and am able to score accomplishments.” Nevertheless, he 
conceded that not all his fellow LGBT were welcomed at the 
work place. They were usually made to feel uncomfortable at 
work so that in the end they would be forced to leave.

Both DW and Nuno were of the opinion that on average 
members of the gay community in Pekanbaru were well-
educated and worked in respectable professions that aligned 
with their education. The trend, they surmised, was an effect of 
the province’s thriving economy. “The economic boom might 
account for the fact that many of our LGBT friends are well-
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educated,” said DW who finished his graduate studies at a state 
university in Riau.

However, DW said that not all LGBT individuals had enrolled in 
universities in hopes of securing a more brilliant future. “Some 
of my gay friends went to college just to be able to experience 
urban social life and find a gay partner in the city,” he said. 
“Others only do it to please their parents, even majoring in 
subjects they weren’t passionate about,” said DW who was also 
an accomplished performer of traditional Malay dance.

DW, who belonged to the same organization as Nino, said that 
he knew a lot of LGBT in Pekanbaru, especially gay men.  Their 
data collecting indicated there were at least hundreds of them 
in the city, though only about a hundred were willing to be 
registered in the organization’s database. The list included men 
from various background, professions, and age groups. “There 
are actually quite a lot of LGBT in Pekanbaru. But in general, 
they remain in the closet about their identity,” said DW. Nino 
agreed with this observation.

DW and Nino each had a male partner. They said that they 
started to become attracted to others of the same sex when they 
were teenagers. In high school, Nino said that he was attracted to 
girls, but that: “In college I began to get attracted to men. I found 
that I admired their intelligence and attitude.”

Following this discovery, Nino started to look for communities 
where he might meet others like him. He began to get involved 
in LGBT organizations, which led to his becoming HIV/
AIDS counselor at Pekanbaru AIDS Mitigation Commission. 
However, he said that it was at Ikatan Payung Sehati (Ipas) that 
he first learned more extensively about LGBT perspectives and 
information.

Nino and DW claimed that it was not difficult to determine if 
another person shared their sexual orientation. They could find 
out from eye contact made when they met other men. “I can tell 
whether a man is gay or not based on eye contact alone. There 
are signals that only us [homosexuals] know,” Nino said. 
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Although he claimed to be bisexual and was at the time in 
relationship with another man, Nino said he still planned on 
marrying a woman. “If I have to get married someday, I want to 
marry a woman. Once I make that commitment, I will stick to it,” 
he said, while DW smiled as he looked at Nino from the corner 
of his eye.

Winahyu Dwi Utami



99Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

Her name was Virginia. It was not the name her parents gave 
her at birth. But it was the name that Iwan went by now in her 
professed identity as a transwoman. It was not clear how she 
became she was better known as Virginia, rather than Iwan, her 
original name.

In her day-to-day activities Virginia looked just like any other 
man, in her clothes and body language. She did not wear make-
up. But her curly hair was allowed to grow down to her shoulders 
and her voice was softer than the average men’s.

Virginia was an LGBT activist in Pekanbaru. She often 
accompanied people who wish to be tested for HIV at the Arifin 
Ahmad General Hospital and the Voluntary Counseling and 
Testing (VCT) facilities in Pekanbaru. She also reached out to 
other transwomen and members of other communities to educate 
them on the dangers of HIV and AIDS. She had been involved in 
this activity for quite a long time.

Outside her activism, Virginia worked as a teacher. A job in 
the formal sector, however, had not been especially welcoming 
toward her and most of LGBT in Pekanbaru. Transwomen found 
it difficult to get a job, not because they lacked the education, but 
due to their sexual orientation.

A transwoman’s appearances, their gender expression, often 

VIRGINIA LOST 
HER JOB
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made them the subject of derision and rejection, even when the 
transformation was only partial. This was the case with Virginia, 
who may appear as a long-haired man dressed in male clothing 
in her daily life. As a transwoman, Virginia only dressed in 
women’s clothing when she had to take part in certain activities, 
for instance when she was booked to appear in a show or when 
she was trying to reach out to other transwomen in nightclubs.
“I dress as a woman when I work in the outreach program for 
HIV/AIDS vulnerable groups, including transwomen. It’s when 
I try to reach out to transwomen in nightclubs that I wear a 
woman’s clothing, and that usually takes place after midnight,” 
Virgini said, punctuating her narratives with feminine 
gesticulations. “My appearances are those of a man, even though 
I grow my hair long. I am a transwoman even though my family 
still think of me as a man,” she said.

She said her mother often helped her with makeup whenever 
she had to appear on stage as a dancer. “My mom often helps 
when I have to go on stage to dance, while I actually can do my 
own make-up,” she said with a smile.

PRE-SCHOOL TEACHER

Virginia, who had been educated at an Islamic boarding school 
(pesantren) had worked as a teacher at a pre-school in Pekanbaru 
since 2008, when the school was first opened. She said that in 
the beginning the pre-school did not pay the teachers any salary, 
because it had been established to cater to under-privileged 
children. The school also did not require the students’ parents 
to pay any fee. The teachers had worked on voluntary basis. The 
only compensation they received was 200,000-rupiah (some US$ 
14) worth of monthly transportation subsidy.

A few years down the road, a few of the teachers became 
qualified for government benefit for pre-school teachers. They 
also took part in trainings to develop their capacity. Virginia had 
done her job with pleasure. “As time went by, the school became 
more commercialized. Parents had to pay to have the children 
enrolled there,” she recalled.
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Four years since she started working there, problems began to 
occur that threatened her continued employment. Parents of a 
student came to find out about her activism.

The information was passed to the school authority. As pressure 
from students’ parents continued to mount, the headmaster, 
citing parental concerns, had asked Virginia to resign from her 
position as teacher at the pre-school. “The parents were afraid 
something bad would happen to their children,” said Virginia, 
repeating what the headmaster had told her.

As a certified Islamic pre-school teacher who had qualified for 
government benefit, Virginia did not take the request sitting 
down. She tried to give logical argument to the school authority 
as she did not think she had done anything wrong in the 
classroom.

“When I was in the classroom teaching, I looked like a man. I 
arranged my hair in such a way so that it did not [seem long]. 
When I was teaching, I did not wear any make-up and I never 
smoked in the school area. So what did I do wrong that they told 
me to cut my hair, which was their way of pressuring me into 
resigning from the school,” said Virginia.

In the end, even though she was still convinced that she had 
done nothing wrong, Virginia tendered her resignation. She 
decided to leave teaching pre-school, a job that had given her 
tremendous enjoyment before. “Since then I’ve concentrated on 
social activism at a number of non-government and government 
agencies. I’ve founded Warna Gaung (WarGa) community along 
with a few acquaintances,” said the 37-year-old transwoman.

Virginia was not the only transwoman to have experienced 
rejection from their work place. Others had similar experience 
albeit with different twists. “Transwomen who have some 
[professional] skills can survive by putting their skills to use. But 
those with no skills to speak of might be forced into prostitution 
either at nightclubs or on the streets,” said Virginia, who said 
that she was now in relationship with a bisexual man.
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Transwomen who were exceptional at make-up or singing may 
find jobs that corresponded to their skills or hobby. “But those 
without any skills usually have no other choice but to resort to 
prostitution,” concluded Virginia, who was now active in the 
gay, transwomen, and MSM network.

PRIVATE DOMAIN

Riau Province Board of Education Member Junaidi said that the 
pre-school had taken the right step. He said that a teacher is on 
duty not only inside, but also outside of school. “A teacher must 
become a role model. So for a transwoman to be a teacher, even 
when he only dresses like a woman outside of school hours, is 
inappropriate,” he said.

He added that it would be better for a transwoman not to pursue 
a career in teaching. “A teacher’s main duty is to be an example, 
so it’s unseemly for [Virginia] to work as a teacher,” said Junaidi, 
who taught at a private university in Pekanbaru.

Pekanbaru-based sociologist Rawa El Amady, held a different 
opinion. He believed the school had taken excessive, unnecessary 
measure against Virginia. “As long as she was professional, 
there should have been no problem with Virginia working as 
a pre-school teacher. The parents’ rejection was inappropriate,” 
he said.

Rawa said that a person’s sexual orientation is individual 
in nature and constitutes part of their private domain. If the 
transwoman teacher does nothing to encourage others to shift 
their sexual orientation, or otherwise engaged in criminal offense, 
there should not be a problem. “If she tries to persuade others to 
be like her—which the public feared would happen—only then 
it would be an issue,” said the University of Indonesia graduate.
“It is an exaggeration to associate a person’s professionalism 
with their individual orientation. I see a lot of LGBT with talents 
in academics or entertainment. They are not discriminated 
against in their line of work in the formal sector,” said Rawa. He 
said that everyone has the right to an occupation. Fulfillment of 
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this right should be granted to anyone, regardless of their sexual 
orientation.

*This article was published on liputanmerahputih17.com, March 21 
and 24, 2016
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THE TRANSWOMAN’S 
LOVE SONG

Ladies and gentlemen;
Indonesian media attention is currently focused on lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, and intersexual (LGBTI) issues. They live all 
around us. One of them might a member of our family. 

Taufik Hidayat, RRI Sintang

Music Opening
Atmosphere: a lounge song by Bunga  

Her name is a Bunga. She is 27-year-old. Very popular in Sintang, 
Bunga is the public relations officer in a nightclub in the city. Her 
job requires her to appear in various events, not only in Sintang, 
but in other cities in West Kalimantan as well.

One evening at a café, Bunga was on duty as MC in a talent show. 
During the interlude, she performed this song.

Insert song by Bunga: Pernah denganmu, etc.

Her feminine voice was flawless. It’s this voice that makes Bunga 
the flower among transwomen in Sintang.

Insert song by Bunga: Cinta sudah tinggalkan, etc

Bunga was reluctant to talk about lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender, or LGBT, issues with RRI. She said she wanted 
to fight for her future without media interference potentially 
tripping her up later in life.

Taufik Hidayat
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Bunga realized that this is a cop out, but she said the public often 
discredit members of LGBT community without any awareness 
of what life as LGBT is really like. 

Insert Voice Bunga: Well, I would love to talk about it, but…. Well, 
nevermind.

Often condemnatory, the media had not been kind to LGBT 
individuals. To look at how media in Sintang treated stories 
involving LGBT, it would seem that they would home in on 
cases of sexual harassment perpetrated by LGBT perpetrators, 
while dismissing accomplishments made by LGBT individuals. 
In fact, many sexual harassment cases had involved heterosexual 
individuals, or homosexuals who pretend to be of heterosexual.

Insert Voice Bunga: Many of the perpetrators are actually normal 
[heterosexual], or pretend to be normal while they are actually attracted 
to the same sex…. Etc.

Bunga said she had been sexually harassed by men, but had no 
power to take action, let alone report the incident to the police. 

Insert Voice Bunga : Of course. Quite often, in fact….

Bunga said she identified as female since birth, although she still 
had a male physique. She said she had never come across any 
serious problems with it.

Insert Voice Bunga : I have to go to Jakarta a lot. When I book a flight, 
I would only get into trouble if I say that I’m a man. They wouldn’t 
believe it. So I decided to get my identity legally confirmed, just to make 
things easier. Etc.

Bunga’s father is a police officer who knows how to raise a 
daughter and is fully supportive of Bunga’s hard work, even her 
decision to get legal recognition of her female identity.

Insert Voice Bunga: Since I was a kid, my family have been very 
accepting. Since I wasn’t even born, even. They have prepared girl baby 
clothes for me. Etc. 
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Bunga does not doubt the support she is getting from her family 
and friends. At the moment Bunga is preparing herself for a 
talent show on a national private television station, where she 
will try to prove her capability.

Insert Voice Bunga: Until my dream of becoming a famous singer on 
national level finally comes true. And if it doesn’t come true, well, I’ll 
just start a business then. Etc.

Music.

Deva, 16-year-old, had a different story. We met at her boarding 
house one afternoon. Sitting in the veranda that overlooks the 
Kapuas River, Deva was wearing short-sleeved sports outfit, 
her fair skin turned pink by the heat of the midday sun. Her 
naturally beautiful face was highlighted with a thin dusting of 
face powder and lip-gloss. Her teacher had convinced us that she 
was pretty. It was the same teacher who firmly told Deva not to 
take part in a transgender beauty pageant.

Deva said she had accepted the prohibition without 
disappointment. But her misty eyes spoke of sadness as she said 
she felt the event would have given her a chance to showcase her 
talent and abilities.

Deva did not understand why, at the age of 16, she did not 
share the same physical development and feelings as her fellow 
students at a prestigious high school in Sintang. Deva preferred 
to hang out with girls, who she thought understood her better 
than the boys, who tended to be crude.

Deva said she was happier when people use the adjective pretty 
to describe her, rather than handsome. Such feeling began 
to develop when she was in middle school. She said she felt 
tormented and wanted to come out to her parents, but she felt 
she was not ready.

Insert Voice Deva: It was not a sudden change, this desire to appear 
more feminine. Etc.
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Deva’s parents, who worked for the government, had noticed 
the difference in their child. Her father had asked her to behave 
in a more masculine way, even though he used to wish for a 
daughter.

Insert Voice Deva: Sometimes my parents would tell me off, saying, 
“Don’t do that. That’s just in your head [in other words, not natural]….

Despite her difference, Deva was well-received among her 
friends, especially her female friends who claimed they were 
jealous of Deva’s beauty. Her teachers, however, did not see 
her as different and still required her to wear male uniforms at 
school. 

Music. Bridging.

SMA Negeri 1 Sintang high school headmaster Edy Sunaryo said 
he firmly forbade students to wear the clothing of the opposite 
sex. To dress like the opposite sex is forbidden in Islam, he said.
Insert Edy Sunaryo : The school will give a strong warning. It’s 
different if it’s just the way they walk. Etc.

Edy Sunaryo said that the behavior is attributable to two factors: 
hormones, and an environment that is permissive about such 
tendencies.

Insert Voice Edy: The social background plays an important role in a 
child’s education. Etc.

We met with M. Mahyudi, a psychologist from Mercu Buana 
University in Yogyakarta, at his residence in Bumi Asri Sintang. 
Mahyudi said that he was of the opinion that love and passion 
for same sex individuals grow out a person’s upbringing. Gene 
or hereditary factor have no part in it.  

Insert Voice Mahyudi: In psychology we would say that the person had 
run into some obstacle when they come of age. A person goes through 
five phases of life, from oral phase, anal phase, etc. The way a person 
would behave when they come of age is determined during the golden 
period, between the age of zero to five years old. Etc.
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Parents may not have been aware of these environmental causes 
and only noticed the result when their children are old enough 
to go to school. Yudi said he had studied a teenager who had 
grown up in the company of transwomen who had influenced 
him so much that he wanted to get contraceptives injection to 
stimulate development of female physical characteristics.

Music.

There are no precise data on LGBT population in Sintang, 
but their existence is close to the pulse of the city. Ade, a man 
who is familiar with the LGBT community said that there is a 
large number of homosexuals in Sintang, who work in various 
agencies, even in religious ones like Islamic boarding schools or 
pesantren.

Despite their ubiquitous existence, Ade said that the LGBT 
community is still very much a marginalized group that are 
often subjected to verbal and physical abuses.

Insert Voice Ade: We still tend to bully people who exhibits even the 
slightest sign of strangeness.

Aware of this drawback, the LGBT community had tried to 
compensate by maximizing their accomplishments,

Insert Voice Ade: They try to prove to the society that even marginalized 
people can be the best, otherwise they will simply be dismissed.

Music In Closing
Song By Bunga.

That concludes this in-depth report by RRI Sintang. I am Taufik 
Hidayat, until we meet again.

Music Fade Out

*Date of broadcast March 28, 2016, RRI Sintang.

Taufik Hidayat



110 Perbankan dan Fintech | Aliansi Jurnalis Independen

Girindra Wardhana
Inews Jateng



111Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

THEY’RE LONGING FOR 
GOD

Longing for God, a group of LGBT people in Semarang initiated 
a fellowship. They had to resist people’s negative views and 

unpleasantry over their religious activities.

Girindra Wardhana, Inews Jateng

OTS: We are also longing for God (Semarang)

A Christian praise and worship song could be heard faintly 
from a beauty salon in a housing complex Semarang Indah in 
Semarang, Central Java. Inside the beauty salon, two transwomen 
and a gay man were praying together. They sang worship songs 
for Jesus Christ.

They were members of Hidup Baru and Kudus Fellowship, or 
PHBK, a forum for Catholic and Christian transgender people, 
lesbians and gays.

Chyron: Jeanette Haksomo/Jonathan (Chairperson of PHBK)

CG: PHBK, LGBT Fellowship (Semarang)

For Vivi Silviana, owner of the beauty salon and a member of 
PHBK, to praise God together with members of PHBK is part 
of the manifestation of her faith. The 61-year-old transwoman, 
who used to be called Hari, said that she could often feel the 
presence of God—even amidst hardship, stigma and public’s 
scorns against transgender people like herself.

Girindra Whardana
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Girindra Whardana

Chyron: Vivi Silviana (PHBK member)

OTS: The church did not entirely accept them (Semarang)

The church’s lack of acceptance of the LGBT groups was 
confirmed by Father Luhur Prihadi, a Catholic priest. The 
priest—that for several years had assisted the group—said 
that for certain matters, the church was open to the group’s 
involvement. However, on many other issues—based on church 
law—it could not accommodate the transgender people’ choice. 

Chyron: RM. A. G. Luhur Prihadi, PR (Catholic Priest)

OTS: LGBT people have the right to worship (Semarang)

Although some Christians, Catholics, and the church, couldn’t 
accept the group, Vivi and Jeanette did not feel discourage or 
shut themselves off. PHBK’s involvement in several religious 
activities in the past years had strengthened their belief. That as 
humans, they also have the rights to long for God, just like other 
worshipers, they said.

*Date of broadcast February 26, 2016, News Jateng.
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TRANSGENDER PEOPLE 
AT THE INDONESIAN 
UNIVERSITIES

The minister of Research and Higher Education Mohamad Nasir, in 
January made a statement about banning LGBT people on campuses. 

As the minister made his statement, the Indonesian Transgender 
Communication Forums said that up to 300 transgender people were 
studying at universities across Indonesia. A question then surfaced, 

how do transgender people manage their studies? KBR journalist Rio 
Tuasikal met with a transgender student and a university graduate. 

Listen to their story.

Rio Tuasikal, KBR

SFX Campus

Ienes Angela studied law at the Islamic Attahiriyah University 
in Jakarta. She shared her experience studying at the university 
as a transwoman.

Ienes Gazed

I had almost zero unpleasant experience; just some people stared 
at me. I was thinking, [they might have wondered] why does 
that sissy study here? Did I hear someone say that straight to 
my face? No. I just assumed, judging from their gaze. Or, maybe 
they were amazed that a transwoman studied there.

Rio Tuasikal
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SFX Campus

In the beginning, it was quite awkward for her. However, as time 
went by, the campus—that took Islam as its basis—could accept 
her presence. Her lecturers even allowed her to put on makeup. 

Ienes Put Her Makeup on

‘If you want to wear makeup, please do.’ Maybe because she 
looked at how I dressed up. She thought I was shy or afraid of 
others. I replied, ‘no, ma’am, I don’t like wearing makeup on. 
I prefer to go like this.’ Also, it’s not always about the makeup 
with us transwomen.

At campus, Ienes liked to keep her makeup in the minimum. She 
just put lipsticks on, donned a batik top or t-shirt, jeans and flat 
shoes. Also, Ienes usually only tied her hair.

Ienes said there were almost no boundaries between her and her 
classmates. That included when they copied each other works.

Ienes on Cheating in Class

My classmates were fun. We used to copy each other answers 
hahaha. It really broke the ice.

SFX Campus

Ienes was not the first transgender person to experience it. Many 
other also studied in universities. 

However, problems came when Minister of Research and 
Technology Mohamad Nasir stated that campuses are no place 
for LGBT people like Ienes.

Nasir had corrected his statement, saying that the government 
only banned LGBT groups from showing their sexuality through 
inappropriate actions, such as kissing—an act that’s also possible 
to be done by heterosexual students.

Rio Tuasikal
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SFX Campus

Nasir was heavily criticized because his statement could 
trigger violence against LGBT groups, especially transwomen 
on campuses. Arus Pelangi chairperson Yuli Rustinawati said 
transwomen are very easy to spot because of their appearance. 

Yuli about the Difficult Situation

The condition did not allow them to study comfortably. It made 
our fellows, between brackets, forced themselves to be strong to 
face the condition that they couldn’t change. Because aside from 
their classmates, their lecturers also treated them the same way.

Arus Pelangi noted that nine out of ten LGBT students 
experienced violence. Also, the minister statement would 
discourage transgender people who wanted to pursue higher 
education. 

Yuli on Transgender People Dropping out of School

Many gave up. The consequence was a decline in their academic 
performance, and they became lazy to go to school. Because they 
already had a fear of violence if they continue to study.

The Indonesian Transgender Communication Forum noted there 
were up to 300 transgender people studying for their bachelor 
degree in various cities in Indonesia.

Thankfully, no violence cases against them were reported after 
the minister made a statement. 

Yulianus Rettoblaut also shared her experience. Yulianus, or Mami 
Yuli to her friends, was finishing her doctoral degree at Jayabaya 
University. She said she did not experience discrimination from 
her friends and lecturers after the controversial statement made 
by the minister.

Rio Tuasikal
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Mami Yuli

I don’t receive different treatments. It’s fine. He fussed about it 
himself. It does not affect us, because our friends are all okay 
with us.

Her professor and head of the law school for graduate students 
at the university Sinaulan agreed with her. The professor said 
there should be no discrimination against transwomen, and that 
education is open for everyone.

Sinaulan ‘Education for All’

If other people said they couldn’t accept them, that’s their 
business. I solely judge their scientific capability. Jayabaya, as a 
nationalist university, doesn’t discriminate [students] any race, 
religion, or anything—the important thing is their academic and 
administrative responsibility are fulfilled. 

That was SAGA KBR, thank you for listening.

Rio Tuasikal



118 Perbankan dan Fintech | Aliansi Jurnalis Independen

Ummi Hadyah Saleh
Suara.com



119Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

POOR HEALTH 
ACCESS FOR ELDERLY 
TRANSWOMEN

As policy-makers turn a blind eye, aging transwomen looking after 
their own

Ummi Hadyah Saleh, Suara.com

The problems faced by aging transwomen are complex, 
particularly in terms of getting adequate health services. Not 
many of them are able to receive proper medical services at 
hospitals or clinics. 

The issue was related by a transwoman who lives at a shelter in 
Gang Golf, Pancoran Mas, Depok, West Java. Mami Ita (47) who 
used to work as itinerant beautician claimed that she was not 
registered with the state health insurance BPJS Kesehatan. For 
help with access to health services, the transwoman who was 
born with the male name Suhada had always turned to the Chair 
of Forum for Indonesian Transwomen Community Yulianus 
Rettoblaut or Mami Yuli.

“I don’t have BPJS [access] because on my ID card I’m listed 
as domiciled in Surabaya. For elderly transwomen who do not 
even have ID cards, Mami Yuli takes care of everything from 
administration to transport to Puskesmas [community health 
center] or hospital,” Mami Ita told Suara.com on March 2016.

Similar concerns were voiced Mami Ita’s associate Oma Yoti 
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who said that she did not have access to BPJS Kesehatan because 
she could not afford to pay the monthly dues which amount to 
about 60,000 rupiah. “I’m not registered with BPJS because the 
process is time-consuming. When I’m sick I usually just use the 
medical card from the church,” Oma Yoti said.

Mami Yuli said that elderly transwomen take care after their 
own. The shelter facilitates their medical access once they submit 
required documentation including ID card and family registry.  
The shelter, Mami Yuli said, also helped with medical expenses 
by requiring its occupants to make a monthly 10,000-rupiah 
payment. “We also work with the Puskesmas and collect dues to 
cover [medical expenses],” she added.

In response to the issue, Head of Minority Affairs and Head 
of Ministry of Social Affairs Department of Social Services for 
Minority Groups Enang Rohjana said the government assists 
people with medical problems by providing them access to 
Puskesmas. With no exception, everyone including transwomen, 
“will be assisted when they are ill,” he said.

Humanized

Not many people are aware of the shelter for elderly transwomen 
at Gang Golf, Pancoran Mas, Depok, West Java. The shelter 
housed eight elderly transwomen. At the two-story house 
guests are treated to a display of trophies and photographs of 
transwomen in various activities. A sofa sits in a corner of the 
house.

The shelter was established by Chair of the Forum for Indonesian 
Transwomen Community Yulianus Rettoblaut, better known 
as Mami Yuli, in 2010. The shelter has since assisted 831 
transwomen by providing them with more comfortable living, 
free of discrimination. The shelter treats everyone like family.

This was the sentiment shared by Yopi Uktolsye (73), or Oma 
Yoti to her friends. In a tell-all to Suara.com, Oma Yoti shared 
what it was like to live as a transwoman. 
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Oma Yoti was banished from her home by her own father in 
1960. Her face took on a sorrowful expression as she came to this 
part of the story. She had been banished from the family after 
she was caught hugging with her father’s assistant. Oma Yoti’s 
father was a police officer and had a stern personality.

“My parents thought I was a man. So I was hugging this man 
[her father’s friend]. [But then] my mom saw [us], my dad saw, 
we were caught [hugging in bed]. I was beaten with a broom and 
told to leave. My family are Ambonese and we are very strict,” 
she said with tears running down her face.

Oma Yoti left with just the clothes on her back. She decided to 
move to Jakarta. In the capitol she met a woman selling food 
under a bridge. Since then she came out as transgender. “I was 
lucky to have met this lady in Jatinegara, who offered me to stay 
with her and help her sell fritters while I was looking for a job,” 
she said.

While living under a bridge, Oma Yoti met another transwoman 
who asked to join her for work. In total, before she came to live 
at the shelter, Oma Yoti had lived for 31 years on the street. In 
all that time she had been to various places including Papua, 
and had even been asked to live in Malaysia and Singapore. “In 
Papua I started out as a cook, but then I was forced to go back 
to [solicit on] the streets. My friend and I went overseas with the 
intention of finding an honest living, but were lured again by life 
on the street,” Oma Yoti said.

She had been through so much, from being dirt poor, 
discriminated against, and mugged by her customer after 
providing sexual service.

Encounter with Mami Yuli

In time, Oma Yoti met with Mami Yuli. The two hit it off and 
Mami Yuli appointed Oma Yoti the shelter’s housekeeper. At the 
shelter, Oma Yoti said, elderly transwomen are empowered and 
treated as human beings.

Ummi Hadyah Saleh
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The shelter assisted many transwomen in their old age by 
providing them with marketable skills. They were given training 
in sales, or how to be on-call beautician and masseuse. At the 
shelter Oma Yoti also makes baked goods for sale at the market. 
In the morning she makes fritters to sell by two of her elderly 
transwomen friends.

“You can’t be idle here; you need to have some activities. Me, I 
fry sweet potatoes and bananas that my friends can sell at the 
market. Basically, there has to be an activity, you can’t just laze 
around. Not that we cannot feed everyone, but if you don’t do 
some work you will get sick,” Oma Yoti said.

A similar story was shared by Mami Ita (47), whose birth name 
was Suhada.  Mami Ita said she was grateful for the shelter 
established by Mami Yuli. She said the shelter made her feel like 
a human being. She was trained and given some business capital. 
She is now a skilled beautician with her own salon. Mami Ita said 
the shelter provided various trainings for elderly transwomen, 
from running shops and salons to floral arrangement and baking.
To Suara.com, Mami Ita recalled her past, which was similar 
to Mami Yoti’s experiences on the streets. Mami Ita decided to 
stop soliciting on the streets in 2010. She said she was afraid of 
contracting venereal disease. “I’m thankful that at the shelter I 
was taught to be a beautician by Mami Yuli and the Ministry of 
Social Affairs. I also learned how to run a salon by myself,” she 
said.

The shelter made her feel again the bond of a family. At the 
shelter she started to develop the confidence that she would 
get an honest job, which led her to opening her own salon in 
Meruyung, Depok. “I used to be a call-beautician when I was at 
the shelter. Lots of the people in the neighborhood paid me for 
my services,” she said.

Suara.com had the opportunity to meet the ever extremely 
busy Mami Yuli. She said that establishing the shelter had been 
a struggle, but now, “We have short term trainings in baking, 
beauty skills, and floral arrangement for the members,” she said.
She added that the members had agreed to pay a monthly 
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10,000 rupiah toward the shelter operations. “The dues are for 
themselves, for living expenses and to help in case anyone gets 
sick,” she said.

*The story was published on SUARA.com, Tuesday, March 29, 2016.
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INTERSEX CHILD AND 
THE STRUGGLE WITH 
BIRTH CERTIFICATE 

Dear listeners, the next section will focus on an intersex child, that is, 
a child with the sexual characteristics of both male and female. Born 

in Pontianak, Kalimantan, the child had been fighting for recognition 
in the sex of its choice. While such recognition had already been won, 

the legal process to change the child’s assigned sex in the state registry 
is still plagued with problems of funding and delays in court sessions. 
The full story of this in-depth report is written by reporter Reinardo 

Sinaga and narrated by Agustini Panggabean.

Marhasak Reinardo Sinaga, RRI Pontianak

“In education, a student is not discriminated because of their gender. Boy 
or girl, they are God’s creation that we must love and teach. Everything 
is destined by God, and so every child deserves an education.” 

Rida, a guidance and counseling teacher who also teaches social 
sciences at an Islamic middle-school in Pontianak, explained how 
the school had aided and supported one of its students, DA. Rida 
believed that DA had been born with the sexual characteristics 
of both sexes, a condition referred to as intersexuality. DA was 
different from the average students. Not physically, but in the 
spirit that had won him sixth place in Grade 8. Nevertheless, 
DA’s condition is known only to Rida and the boy’s three other 
teachers. Even his classmates aren’t aware of it.

“Only a few teachers know about it, because it’s confidential. As a 
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guidance and counseling teacher I have to keep what goes on during 
counseling sessions a secret. I didn’t even tell his friends, because I was 
afraid it would trouble his mind.”

A brief introduction to DA. He was born from father RMA and 
mother the late NA. DA was born with both male and female 
genitalia. However, around 2012, RMA decided to have DA 
undergo a sex operation at Dokter Sudarso General Hospital 
in Pontianak. Based on various considerations, including the 
findings of the medical team that studied the case, the family 
decided that DA was to be male. The operation then proceeded, 
led by specialist surgeon Hermanto,  

“When he finished elementary school in 2012, DA, whose name then 
was DI, told me that he was actually a boy. He said his father did not 
understand him. On the basis of this conversation I took him to a doctor, 
and it led to Devin having the surgery.” 

Following the sex operation, DI, who chose the name DA for 
his new identity, began his transformation. All his clothes were 
donated to his relatives and new ones were bought at Pontianak’s 
central market for secondhand clothing. They bought clothes 
that matched his new chosen sexual identity after the surgery. 
DA’s father said that to enroll his son to a middle school he had 
contacted a number of teachers. Luckily, some of the teachers 
said they would be happy to welcome DA, who is now a Grade 
8 student.

“He was in tears once, begging me to buy him [male] clothing. In the 
end I bought some at the secondhand shop. Thankfully, he doesn’t care 
about what people say about him, even when a lot of people are mocking 
him, including his playmates.”

Interestingly, DA’s teacher Rida, also spoke about her student’s 
attraction to girls. This development had obviously made 
his parent and teacher happy, though they were also a little 
disappointed on finding out that DA had skipped school to go 
on a date with his girlfriend.

“He has a girlfriend from a state middle-school. From psychological 
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standpoint I am happy that he is progressing toward normalcy. Devin 
just wanted to actualize himself [to prove that he is] normal. So long 
as he is in the right direction, we will continue to guide him. After all 
[having a girlfriend] might give him more motivation to study.”

Apart from the issue, Rida acknowledged that DA is an 
accomplished student, even in physical education. He cannot 
take part in a number of sports extracurricular activities, for 
instance athletic. He had decided to choose marching band 
instead, despite admitting that athletic is one of his passions. 
However, the extracurricular requires him to submit his birth 
certificate. The requirement had dashed his dream, because the 
birth certificate still listed his old name and sex. 

“I can’t join athletics. I love it, but they asked for my [birth] certificate. 
I switchede to marching drum instead, because they didn’t ask for my 
birth certificate to join.”

DA’s struggle to choose and express his male identity had given 
rise to not only questions but ridicules from his peers.

“Usually when we’re just fooling around, they tease me. There’s 
nothing I can do about it. Once, when I was anxious, we nearly came to 
blow, but so far we never fought.”

DA hopes that his birth certificate may be revised to reflect his 
current gender. The wish stems from his dream of becoming a 
soldier, as well as the diffidence that has kept him from talking 
back when his friends are making fun of him. RM Ali, his father, 
said that every effort has been made to revise his son’s proof of 
identity, but it has constantly been delayed as Pontianak District 
Court keeps postponing the hearing.

“The issue here is the birth certificate. I have already paid the court 
fees—it wasn’t much, but we do have to pay. But the court keeps 
postponing the hearing without giving us the reason.”

Pontianak District Court spokesperson Sutarmo, who declined 
to be interviewed directly, finally responded to a telephone 
inquiry. He denied the notion that the district court judge did 
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not have time to hear DA’s case on identity change. The case 
has been postponed several times possibly because there are not 
enough witnesses to testify in the hearing.

“Once a case is registered, they just need to wait for a summons. It 
takes a week at most before the first hearing, depending on whether all 
the parties are available. The doctors who are named in the witness list 
must also be heard, because they’re the ones who know [the condition]. 
Usually [the whole proceedings] just take two or three sessions. But 
it all depends on the plaintiff, whether or not they’re ready to present 
their witnesses. The judges are always ready. There is no judge that is 
unprepared [to hear the case].” 

Devi Tiomana is the director of Nanda Dian Nusantara 
Foundation in West Kalimantan, a child-protection agency 
that advocates children’s rights. Devi said that her foundation 
is planning to advocate DA’s case. She said that the Pontianak 
government cannot excuse themselves from the case, especially 
since the city, which once won the child-friendly city award, 
had long ago passed a local law that waives off all fees for 
application for proofs of identity, including birth certificate and 
family registry card. There was no reason, therefore, for the city 
government to wash their hands off the issue. 

“The city government has already helped with the medical expenses 
for the sex operation. This should have been done in conjunction with 
the granting of new identity. The [sex change] is official and confirmed 
with expert statements, in this case the doctor’s. So why didn’t the city 
government follow it up with court hearing for the new identity?” Devi 
said.

She said that the government has the responsibility to give a fast 
response to the case. Identity change and the issuance of new 
birth certificate are not two separate issues, especially when they 
concern a child, like DA, which the city government is mandated 
to help. 

“The city has a law that states that any change to the birth certificate 
should be made free of charge. This is therefore the government’s 
responsibility, especially for a child like this, because we’re concerned 
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about potential discrimination now that he is in school.”

Asked if there is a special designation for intersexual child, Devi 
said, “No, every child is registered as child. But they have to 
have a registered identity, and when necessary this registration 
may be changed.” 

In response to the issue of postponement of hearing, due to 
absence of expert witnesses, Devi said that the government, the 
court, and Ministry of Law and Human Rights through their 
legal aid posts should resolve the issue by calling in the expert 
witness. If there are expenses involved, it is the government’s 
responsibility to pay for them, not RMA, DA’s father who lives 
under poverty line. 

“The government had guaranteed free legal counsel from the Ministry 
of Law and Human Rights. The court also has legal aid post. Make use 
of those. I think there is no excuse for not prioritizing and facilitating 
this case. We cannot wait until the child grows up, because changing 
his identity will be more complicated then.” 

DA’s is the first case in West Kalimantan where an intersexual 
child requires a revision of his proof of identity. However, in 
this age of administrative correctness, a birth certificate is a 
requirement in everything from enrolling in schools to applying 
for a job. But what exactly is intersexuality? Is it a disease or a 
congenital condition? Obstetrician and gynecologist Manuel 
Hutapea gives the following explanation. 

“Intersexuality is congenital chromosomal anomaly. It is a very rare 
condition, but we now have the wherewithal to manage it. But first we 
need to examine the child’s chromosomes to see whether it is more a 
man or a woman.” 

Dr. Manuel said that in most cases there will be more risks 
involved if the sex operation is done too early, for example in 
infancy. Ideally, such surgery is only done when the child is at 
least eight-years-old. 

“To get a clearer picture, [examination] must be made when the child 
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is over a year old. But, again, we need to see if the internal sex organs 
consist of ovaries or testes, before we can determine the child’s sex.” 

With regards to intersexuality, Dr. Manuel Hutapea spoke about 
the health and medical perspectives of LGBTI. While the issue 
has always been associated with fundamental human rights, 
for medical professionals, he said, he and his colleagues are 
neither pro nor against LGBTI, focusing rather on what medical 
treatments are necessary in every situation.

“There are a lot of transgender issues now that are linked to fundamental 
human rights concerns. This makes things complicated. From medical 
standpoint, we are not going to dabble with the human rights aspect, 
and just stick to what is presented in the body.” 

Back to DA now. DA said he does not ask for a lot, just an 
adjustment to the name and sex that were written on his birth 
certificate and family registry, so he can continue his education 
and engage in his favorite activities, just like any other kid.

“It’s a hassle when I want to join anything, especially when they’re 
collecting data and I have to show them my report card. And to go to the 
next level you need to show them the family registry, where my identity 
is not corrected yet. It makes me feel ashamed.”

*Date of broadcast April 21, 2016, Buletin Malam, RRI Pontianak. 
 

Marhasak Reinardo Sinaga



131Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

Hartatik
Suara Merdeka



132 Perbankan dan Fintech | Aliansi Jurnalis Independen

TRANSWOMAN’S LONE 
ACADEMIC JOURNEY (1)
- CONTROVERSIAL CAMPUS BAN

Minister of Research, Technology, and Higher Education Mohamad 
Nasir once issued a statement that created a buzz among the education 

community when he declared that lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender (LGBT) individuals are banned from entering campuses.

Hartatik, Suara Merdeka

The former Universitas Diponegoro (Undip) rector’s statement 
snowballed into a long-drawn-out controversy before Nasir 
finally issued a clarification at a press conference in Jakarta, in 
addition to offering public explanation on social media.

Nasir emphasized that what was banned from campuses was 
public display of affection among LGBT.

“While as Indonesian citizens LGBT community are entitled 
to equality before the law, this cannot be construed as state 
legitimation of LGBT. Only that their rights as citizens should 
be guaranteed by the state,” Nasir said on his twitter account @
menristekdikti on January 25, 2016.

Nasir said the existence of LGBT groups required fundamental 
academic analysis. Furthermore, he said, universities will 
welcome any kind of analysis and education within the scope of 
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a growing scientific framework.

Nasir acknowledged each campus’s autonomy to organize 
classes on LGBT issues. He said that he would not intervene in 
this domain. He also clarified that the ban had not been intended 
to restrict the academic rights of LGBT individuals. 
 
“There is no problem. Every citizen has the right to get education. 
[LGBT community] have the same right as other citizens, 
including in getting education,” Nasir said.

Lingering stereotypes
 
But is the Minister’s statement enough of a reassurance for 
LGBT community, especially those who aspire to get university 
degrees? Some members of the transgender community 
expressed their concerns.

Carlo (21), a transman student transitioning from female to male, 
was studying at a renowned university in Semarang. He said 
that the statement was the worst that Minister Nasir—with his 
history of making controversial declarations—had ever made. 
 
“Regardless of their sexual orientation and gender, everyone is 
entitled to education. Why [ban anyone] based on their different 
sexual orientation? I think that’s excessive,” said the third-year 
student.
 
Joana (31), a transsexual post-graduate student at Universitas 
Indonesia also expressed her disagreement. She said that not a 
few students in her campus identified their sexual orientation 
and gender expression as different from the heteronormative 
majority. 
 
“In general, I think, it’s not only in UI that [LGBT students] are 
reluctant to open up, [choosing to] stay in the closet [about their 
sexual identity], due to a lot of concerns. They might be afraid 
that if they are transparent about it, they will only attract more 
opposition from those who are against them,” she said.
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Joana said she did not understand why a public official of 
Minister Nasir’s caliber should be afraid of LGBT.  However, she 
remained optimistic that it was all a process and that eventually 
the public will learn to be accepting, provided they stop acting as 
if they have the authority to police morality.
 
The main issue now was the fact that public received so little 
information on the marginalized LGBT groups. This inevitably 
led to the perception entertained by some of the public that LGBT 
tendencies are contagious. However, the academic community 
should have been able to look at this issue with more open-
minded perspectives.
  
To this day, the public still look askance at transwomen. 
The public have yet to be able to accept transgender women 
unconditionally. For the transwomen, this public resistance 
represents a major issue that leads many of them to withdraw 
from the community.
 
“Sociologically, each individual desire public recognition of 
their own existence. When their milieu refuses to accept them, 
these individuals tend to seek for communities that will truly 
acknowledge their existence,” Joana went on. “This is why 
transwomen are more likely to build exclusive communities, 
either by becoming sex workers or by working at a beauty salon. 
Why? Because they are not acknowledged in other [professional] 
sectors.”
 
The world of education should have treated the issue more 
judiciously, steering clear of any propaganda that discriminates 
people from enjoying their fundamental human rights. For 
example, Joana said, early on schools should teach students 
diversity, instead of expecting them to see everything from a 
unilateral perspective.
 
Such perspective will lead to bullying of children who are 
perceived as different. Bullying has a significant impact 
especially on introverted children. More importantly, however, 
there should be transparency in the family too.
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“The field of education should understand what to do with 
children who are different. I have once assisted a [transgender] 
student from Lampung who dropped out of a school at 15 years 
of age due to bullying and lack of acceptance, and chose to work 
as a prostitute,” she said.

Universitas Diponegoro gender communication expert Dr 
Hapsari Dwinintyas Sulistyani stated that cultural, moral, and 
religious values are at play in how the public socially perceives 
LGBT. At some level the public is so hierarchic and patriarchal 
that a human body is no longer perceived as belonging to an 
individual, but instead defined by societal norms.
 
“It is no longer [governed by] individual decision, and efforts are 
made to discipline us to ensure conformity with existing social 
construct. But these disciplinary measures, unfortunately, are 
done by marginalizing, bullying, oppression, insulting, and not 
tolerating those who are different.”
 
In reality, however, not everyone is able to conform to 
the standards for normalcy, including those defined by a 
heteronormative society. The mind-set that sees everything as 
a duality—either black or white—creates certain extremes that 
lead to marginalization of individuals that are perceived as 
different by a heteronormative society. 

In reality, gender is not limited to just male and female. But 
dualism in the way gender is perceived has caused those in the 
gray area to be considered nonexistent.  

Hapsari rejected the notion that LGBT is catching. “How do we 
know that if we never really listen to what they say and what 
they experience. There are certain conditions that limit the space 
in which they can engage in activities and discussions, because 
any discourses on this issue are closed,” she said.

Lack of study opportunity

Saniya (36), a transwoman who graduated with a bachelor’s 
degree in social and political sciences from Universitas Gadjah 
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Mada in Yogyakarta said that most transwomen are poorly 
educated. In terms of education, transwomen experience the 
most difficult challenges among the transgender community.
 
The public has no problem with women wearing pants. But 
people who are identified as males wearing skirts are seen as a 
social problem. 
 
“Never mind campuses, the local neighborhood leader would 
have something to say about that,” she said laughingly.

Chair of Semarang Transwomen Association (Perwaris) Silvi 
Yudi Mutiari said that there are approximately 130 transwomen 
in the city that is known for its delicacy lumpia. Most of the 
transwomen did not even have high school diploma. The number 
who continued their education to university can be counted with 
the fingers of one hand.
 
What had caused the transwomen to drop out of school? Silvi 
cited a number of reasons, from family rejection to the sumptuous 
lifestyle that they lead once they start living on the streets.
 
“When you ask fellow transwomen what they want to do after 
they finish school, most of them say they want to work in the 
beauty industry. Why do they only think of beauty salons? 
Because that’s the fact. The public have decided that transwomen 
only belong in beauty salons,” said Silvi, adding that she also 
tried to motivate Perwaris members to be upstanding and 
accomplished even if they work in beauty salon.

Chair of Rumah Pelangi Indonesia Orry Lesmana said that 
facilitating basic LGBT needs for access to education, healthcare 
and counseling is far more important than demanding public 
acknowledgment. He said that quite a few LGBT individuals are 
accomplished in terms of education, but they have yet to come 
out to their community about their sexual orientation.
 
Most transgender individuals run away from home at the age 
of 14 to 15 when they start to feel uncomfortable about their 
sexuality and become victims of bullying.
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“Some 93 percent of transgenders here are not from Semarang. 
They’re runaways from other cities. They do not have any 
[formal] jobs because no one wants to hire a person with a man’s 
body who dress like a woman,” said Orry.

*This article was published on Suaramerdeka.com, 4 April 2016.
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TRANSWOMAN’S LONE 
ACADEMIC JOURNEY (2)
- MY HIJAB, MY IDENTITY

In the recent month, Saniya (36) had been busy with her new role as 
social activist. She had been entrusted with the role of advisor to a 

humanitarian movement in her hometown in Kendal. The movement 
had been launched by migrant workers and focused on assisting the 
poor, the elderlies, and victims of disasters with the money donated 

from migrant workers’ earnings overseas. 

Saniya’s introduction to humanitarian movement began with 
her own concern with how vulnerable migrant workers were 
to certain influences, particularly from Islamic hardline groups. 
These groups appeared to have taken advantage of migrant 
workers by declaring that alms are mandatory, but without 
disclosing what the donated money will be used for.

Saniya was of the opinion that it would be more appropriate to 
channel the migrant workers’ immense economic potentials into 
ending generations of poverty in Kendal. The city had sent some 
8000 migrant workers overseas, to countries such as Taiwan, 
Hongkong, and Korea.

“I used to be actively involved in advocacy with BMI [Indonesian 
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Migrant Workers]. Then came the idea to initiate a humanitarian 
movement involving migrant workers, which has been running 
for the past year in Kendal and well-received,” said Saniya, who 
was dressed in a long batik gown and a headscarf or hijab, when 
she was interviewed at her home on Saturday, March 23, 2016.

It had not been easy for the public to put their trust in this 
multitalented transwoman. Not even with the degree that 
Saniya—the eldest in a family of five—had received from 
completing her studies in Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM), 
Yogyakarta.

Saniya was identified as a boy at birth and was raised in a 
religious family. She grew up like any other boys, until at four 
years of age, her grandmother, who she called Mbah Nyai, who 
ran an Islamic boarding school, declared that Saniya was a girl. 

“Mbah Nyai pointed at me and said, ‘This kid is a girl.’ My uncle 
was the only one who heard, and he said, ‘Come on, Mother,’” 
Saniya said, repeating what her uncle had told her father.

Her grandmother’s words could be seen as the seal of family 
acceptance of Saniya’s identity as she grew up as an effeminate, 
feminine child. When her father began to notice how different 
his firstborn was, the matriarch’s words served as a guidance.

“During the turmoil, my father consulted with my uncle, because 
by then my grandmother had passed away. My uncle told my 
father that Mbah Nyai once said that I was a girl.”

After receiving the information, Saniya’s extended family 
accepted that the child was a girl in a boy’s body. The acceptance 
was unconditional and came with the new name, Saniya, to be 
used in the family before the child was of school age. 

Saniya spent her childhood and adolescence with her aunt in 
Yogyakarta. She was determined to lead the life of a muslim 
woman by wearing hijab. She also took the university entrance 
test in June 2000. At one point, she was accused of taking the test 
for someone else, because the name and photograph on her test-
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taker card were those of a man.

“Who is this?” the proctor asked while checking her face against 
the photograph on the card.

“That’s me,” said Saniya firmly.

“Oh, really?”

“I can prove it,” Saniya said confidently, scribbling her signature, 
which was difficult to copy. 

After she scribbled her signature several times and they were 
clearly identical to the one on the test-taker card, the proctor let 
the issue pass. But was it the end of it? It turned out that proctor 
had informed the other proctors, and Saniya was asked to mark 
her signatures over and over until the allegation that she was 
rigging the test was disproved.

Saniya chose to major in Sociology. On the day of the test result 
announcement, she found out that she had beaten hundreds of 
thousands of competitors for the chance to study at UGM School 
of Social and Political Studies.

Her lonely journey toward a university degree began early in her 
freshman year. However, she was not overly concerned with the 
lack of acceptance by her fellow students who perceived her as 
different. 

“I didn’t care if they understand me or not. This is me. If they 
want to be my friend, then be my friend. If they don’t, then that’s 
not my problem,” she said firmly.

Saniya did not see herself—which her fellow students perceived 
as different—as abnormal. She shook hands with all of her 
classmates when they met. She did not care even when people 
laughed at her.

She also took discrimination in her stride, so long as it was still 
tolerable. “Once a staff-member in the student affairs office 

Hartatik



141Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

asked whether he should address me with [the honorific] mas 
[brother] or mbak [sister]. I looked at him and said, ‘If you don’t 
call me [with an honorific] I wouldn’t kill you. I have a name. 
Call me by my name.’”

In class, a student had labeled Saniya as abnormal. Did she also 
take this in her stride? 

“Every time I entered the classroom, I came to her and said 
‘Assalamualaikum, Sister Normal. Well, she said I’m abnormal, 
right? So, there’s nothing wrong in my calling her normal.”

“That really shocked her for days, because that was how I 
addressed her every time we met,” Saniya said laughingly. 

Saniya also said that no one was interested in partnering with 
her for assignments. This, however, did not stop her from doing 
every group assignment on her own. 

Until one day a professor asked her, “Why aren’t you working 
with a group?”

Saniya said, “No one wanted [to work together with me]. Maybe 
they’re afraid they would catch something from me.”

“How could they?” said the professor in disbelief.

Saniya was one of the active students who asked a lot of questions 
in class. She always turned in her assignments in time, giving 
a number of professors a positive impression of herself. Some 
professors even gave her an A without requiring her to take tests 
since they judged she had met all passing criteria. 

“That’s [the strength] that my fellow students saw in me. They 
saw that I consistently got good results, so in the second semester, 
they vied [to get me in their group],” Saniya said proudly.

As a person that was deemed abnormal, Saniya believed that she 
had a lot of strengths. “Normal people work for eight hours, but 
abnormal me can work up to 16 hours. Normal students read five 
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books per semester at most. I read five books for every subject,” 
she said.

“If I took nine subjects, that means I read 45 mandatory books, 
45 optional reading material, and many supporting textbooks. 
So I could read up to 500 books every semester. It’s good to be 
abnormal,” she said laughingly.

In college, Saniya was actively involved in press publication. She 
also took part in almost every student organization, left-wing 
or right, but refused to be given any post in the organization’s 
structure. 

“In the beginning they accepted me thinking that they had a new 
follower in me. Once I was in, they challenged me to debates. 
Once an HTI [Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia, an Islamic hardline 
group] member questioned me about my genitals. I told him to 
mind his own genitals. [I said] if they isolate your genitals, who 
knows what it would say you had done to it.” That silenced the 
other person.

“God is all forgiving. If I violated one of the laws, that does not 
mean I break all of them,” Saniya said. 

Her thesis defense day came. Saniya was faced with a bureaucratic 
issue regarding her photograph, which showed her wearing the 
hijab. She was asked to see the rector about her decision to keep 
the photograph with the hijab she had worn since she was first 
enrolled in the university. The university was concerned that the 
hijab would raise future issues. 

Saniya was asked to sign a waiver before the rector. The waiver 
was a basic disclaimer, indemnifying the university should any 
unpleasant consequences arise out of Saniya’s insistence to wear 
a hijab in the photograph.

“Maybe they did it out of concerns for my future,” Saniya 
reasoned. “Maybe they were afraid that after all the time I spent 
studying, I would not be able to use my diploma just because of 
this issue.” 
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Saniya was not sure that any other hijab-wearing women in 
her graduating class were required to sign a waiver. To her 
knowledge, such requirement was imposed on hijab-wearing 
students in the distant past. However, she took the policy as 
proof that the campus was prepared to let a transgender student 
graduate, with certain conditions.

On graduation day on December 1, 2004, Saniya did not go to 
a beauty salon. She did her own make up with powder and 
lipstick. She put on her graduation gown and her hijab. The day 
of joy that she had waited for for three years and two months 
had arrived. 

Though she had taken a one-year sabbatical, Saniya received an 
A from the examination board for defending her thesis, which 
was titled Public Response to Diversity in Transwomen Fashion. 
She graduated with honors with a GPA of 3.56. 

“That day I had proved to the critics who had hounded me for 
years that I am just like other people. I could even get a title 
that so-called normal people find hard to achieve,” Saniya said, 
looking at her father, Kusnanto, who was proud to have her first 
child graduated from UGM.

Kusnanto admitted that in the beginning the public of was even 
less accepting than today. He did not deny that parts of the local 
community viewed his child as abnormal.

On the other hand, he was proud of having been able to put 
his child through as prestigious a university as UGM, a feat not 
many parents could boast of. He saw Saniya as an accomplished 
child and a good sibling for her two younger sisters.

“When her sisters have problems, they don’t talk to me or their 
mother, but to [Saniya],” he said.
 
Joana (31), a fellow gender activist, said that Saniya was 
an extraordinary transwoman. This was all due to her own 
capabilities, including her ways of dealing with those who 
opposed her. 
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“Saniya shows that she is just as much a part of the community, 
as a muslim transwoman, in defiance of the negative stereotypes 
that associate transwomen with the prostitution,” Joana said.

Saniya had been able to prove that not all transwomen are sex 
workers. With the religious knowledge she gained from her 
education at an Islamic boarding school, she was also able to hold 
herself in debates and simplify Islamic laws in layman language.

Furthermore, Saniya had been able to create jobs by running a 
batik shop. She oversaw 70 batik crafters in Kendal, Batang and 
Pekalongan. She had even managed to market her batik designs 
overseas through a digital business platform that she ran herself.

On various occasions, Saniya had spoken in forums and seminars. 
She had also taken part in formulating the national issues to be 
addressed by the Gusdurian Network work program during a 
national conference in Yogyakarta on March 19 – 20, 2016.

*This article was published on Suaramerdeka.com, 5 April 2016.  
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TRANSWOMAN’S LONE 
ACADEMIC JOURNEY (3)
- DREAMS OF DOCTORAL DEGREE

“Personally, I’m not ready to talk about my private life.” With these 
words Joana (31) opened the conversation with Suara Merdeka at a 
meeting at Komunitas Salihara in Pasar Minggu, South Jakarta, on 

Wednesday, March 3, 2016. 

Three weeks previously, Joana, a transwoman who was pursuing 
her master’s degree at Universitas Indonesia (UI), had just 
returned from a trip to the Netherlands. She had gone to Europe 
to work on a project offered by a friend of hers.

“Good thing this windfall came up so I could use it to pay for my 
tuition fee. Especially since it costs over 12 million rupiah per 
semester to study for a master’s degree in UI,” Joana said with a 
satisfied smile.

Joana no longer relied on her parents after she decided to go for 
post-graduate study. By the end of the previous year, her father 
had passed away after suffering an illness. Her mother’s only 
source of income was her salary as a civil servant.

Joana had always dreamed of becoming a lecturer. The eldest 
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of four, she had plans to continue her study next year to get a 
doctoral degree. She wanted to study for a doctor of philosophy 
(PhD) in a European or American university.  

Joana finished her high school in Medan in 2004 and moved to 
Semarang to study psychology at a famous state university in 
the city. She was accepted through the talent scouting program 
for university admission, known as PMDK, on the basis of her 
exceptional report card. She managed to beat four of her fellow 
graduates who were also interested to study at the School of 
Psychology. 

“Initially I wanted to study dancing at IKJ [Jakarta Arts Institute], 
but Dad suggested applying for the PMDK program in Semarang. 
He said I could always study dancing on the side,” she recalled.

Living apart from her parents had emboldened the woman in 
Joana’s male body. She found the courage to alter her appearances. 
Nothing drastic, the alterations were made gradually. But 
unexpectedly, the expression of her feminine nature was met 
with controversy.

For Joana, her post-graduate studies were nowhere as difficult as 
her time as a graduate student in Semarang. The reason? Joana 
had to take a deep breath before she began her story. As a post-
graduate student her challenges were more of a personal nature, 
for instance in dividing time between school and work. Back in 
graduate school, most of the challenges were external. 

“To this day, whenever I have to go to the campus [in Semarang], 
it still makes me cry. I was traumatized,” she said.

Hard Times

Joana still remembered the traumatic bullying she experienced 
in campus. 

“It’s like being raped. You may heal, but the trauma will still be 
there,” she said.
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She believed the traumatic treatment she received was a 
reflection of the campus character and its unpreparedness to 
accept differences, specifically the fact that she was a transsexual 
who perceived and carried herself fully as a woman.

“So I was very discriminated against back then, even outside the 
campus,” she said after a brief pause.

“I still remember everything. For example, when I was on a 
public transit minivan, none [of my fellow students] would go 
on it,” Joana said.

But being cast out only strengthened her. She learned a lot from 
the past, including from one particular incident where she ran 
into problems with professors all the way to the rector, though 
she refused to speak in details on why she had issues with them.

“It was a painful period in my life. I decided to repress it so I had 
nothing from the past to remember,” she said, her face darkened 
by sadness at the memory.

Role of family

For Joana, her father was the epitome of a good parenting. She 
still remembered how her father, staggering from Parkinson’s 
disease, came to visit her in Semarang, having flown all the way 
from Medan with her mother, to see her as she was having a 
difficult time in campus.

The family played a significant role in helping Joana survive the 
trying times. Her family had responded wisely to the problem, 
and even managed to calm Joana down as she was still very 
unstable.

“They only asked me to be strong and to focus on my studies. 
They told me not to think about anything else. It was what kept 
me going.”
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From that point on she no longer entertained the ambition to 
graduate with honors. Her dream was simple: graduating, and 
then concentrating on getting a job. She finally finished her 
graduate studies in five years with a GPA of 2.9.  

“I only think of my parents. I just wanted to finish school. I 
wanted to start a career,” she said.

Joana still clearly remembered his father’s words before he 
passed away: “You are a charming girl, you are an elegant girl. 
You will motivate others.”

She disagreed with the commonly held belief that those who are 
born different are like that because they do not receive adequate 
religious education. Joana was born and raised in a religious 
family. She studied at Islamic kindergarten TK Bustanul Atfal 
before continuing to SD Muhammadiyah, an Islamic elementary 
school. 

Her parents routinely had teachers coming to the house to help 
Joana and her siblings learn to read the Quran. Joana’s father 
graduated from the School of Tarbiyah (Education) from state 
Islamic university Sunan Kalijaga in Yogyakarta and worked in 
a religious institute in Medan. 

“Dad taught me to self-evaluate to see if I have conducted myself 
properly, before I start gossiping about other people. From when 
I was little, he had viewed each of his children as individuals 
with their own special uniqueness,” Joana said.

Joana’s parents had instilled perspectives on diversity since their 
children were very young. Her father often took Joana to work 
and introduced her to his colleagues.

Joana started to show effeminate tendencies in middle-school, 
though back then they were hardly as pronounced as when she 
went to college. The family had not made a big deal out of it 
because Joana was always an accomplished student at school.

Nevertheless, her parents had not immediately accepted her 
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condition and her interest in things that are normally preferred 
by girls. In the beginning they were in denial, refusing to 
acknowledge the feminine behavior of their eldest child.

“They once took the religious approach to deal with it, to ensure 
that I wouldn’t have a problematic future. But they have always 
been aware that I am a gift from God, the way some parents are 
gifted with autistic children.”

Today, Joana had fully transitioned into a woman. She no 
longer ran into administrative problems when she applied for 
her master’s degree in UI. There was no trouble with her fellow 
students in campus either.

“No more problems. Everything, including my identity, is new. 
Everything had been resolved at the court,” said Joana, who now 
dated a German citizen. 

Academically, she was brilliant. In her second semester she 
scored a GPA of 3.4 with only a single C. At the time of the 
interview she was preparing her thesis, hoping to graduate with 
honors.

Joana’s resolve in transitioning had won the sympathy of fellow 
gender and sexuality diversity activists, including Silvi Yudi 
Mutiari and Orry Lesmana.

Silvi, chair of Semarang Transwomen Association (Perwaris) 
said she admired Joana’s courage to express herself when she 
was still studying in Semarang. Her issues with the unwelcoming 
attitude of a campus unprepared to accept her gender expression 
had drawn the sympathy of other social workers.

Orry Lesmana, at the time chair of Komunitas Sobat Semarang, 
had offered his assistance when Joana ran into trouble. He tried 
to keep her spirit up, to ensure that Joana continued to believe 
in herself.

“Psychologically, she was unstable. She even attempted suicide 
because a professor had asked her to remove her hijab in front 
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of her fellow students,” Orry said. “The professor threatened 
anyone who helped Joana with an E.”

In response to the incident, Orry had reached out to the university 
to open up a dialogue, regardless of whether they would accept 
the offer or not. Fundamentally, though, the argument is that 
Joana was not a mentally ill or deviant person, but was capable 
of accomplishments, as she had amply demonstrated in her post-
graduate studies.

*This article was published on Suaramerdeka.com, 6 April 2016.
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TRANSWOMAN’S LONE 
ACADEMIC JOURNEY (4)
- GO WITH THE FLOW

Mala dan Carlo were luckier than Saniya and Joana. A more tolerant 
atmosphere in campus had protected the two transgender students 

from hostility. This is their story.

Mala was 31 years old. She was a transwoman who hailed from 
Lamongan. East Java. She had the delicate features of a woman, 
with a pointed nose and a clear and light complexion. Her black 
hair cascaded down her back and was usually left untied. 

Mala was finishing her graduate study at a law school in one 
of Semarang private universities. She used to major in English 
letters at a diploma program in a renowned state university in 
the same city, but she did not finish it.
      
“I used to take a diploma program in English letters in 2003, but 
only up to the seventh semester. It was a shame really because I 
was about to do my final assignment,” Mala said quietly during 
an interview at a café on Jalan Pleburan Barat on Friday, March 
25, 2016.

Mala’s academic advisor regretted this decision. Mala had been 
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an exceptional student with a GPA of 3.5. But for Mala, it was her 
peers that was to blame for the decision.
         
“Well, I was young, I just did whatever my friends were doing. 
My thesis got neglected,” Mala said, muttering about how she 
was fatter now than when she was a diploma student.
         
A friendly, sociable person, Mala was well-received at her new 
campus. Every week she studied on Saturday and Sunday. Most 
of her fellow students were professionals.
         
Mala was not overly concerned about the fact that at the student 
affairs office she was still registered under her birth name 
Iskandar, a male name. After all, the law school community, 
from lecturers to administrative staff were aware that she was a 
transwoman.
         
“They call me mbak [sister]. My professors call me Mala instead 
of my birth name. One professor—her name is Ms Wati—even 
told other professor to call me Mala,” she said proudly.
         
In class, she had been appointed treasurer and was in charge 
of coordinating photocopying of course material and textbook 
purchases. This explained why she was closer to the faculty 
compared to other students.

When the grades were out, professors would not hesitate to text 
her to let her know. “Mbak, the grades are out. Your GPA is so 
and so, congratulations. When are you going to fill out your 
semester plan?” she said quoting the message, adding that her 
latest GPA was 3.92.

Since starting college again, Mala admitted that she was very 
much enjoying the comforts of her identity as a woman. For 
her, self-acceptance was a key point before a transgender person 
opens up to the public.  
         
Above all else, she believed in letting the process happen 
naturally, by refraining to make too many comments and being 
too defensive. “It’s risky being this way. Just be reasonable,” she 
said.
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Family support

One of Mala’s motivations to go on with her study was her 
family. She wanted her parents to be proud of her. “So now I do 
this with my own money. [I want to] make my parents happy 
because I once disappointed them,” she said with a note of regret.

The middle child of five siblings, Mala began to be uncomfortable 
in her own body at age four. As a boy, she turned out to be more 
diligent than her sisters.
         
“I love my mother very much. When I woke up, I immediately 
began to sweep the floor, wash the dishes, clean the whole place 
up.’’
         
She was certain her mother was aware of how she was different 
since she was very young. However, growing up she had 
experienced no repression from her parents. She admitted to 
being perplexed by the way her family accepted her. They were 
different from the families of other transwomen who were 
rejected by their own flesh and blood. 
         
“My parents knew I’m like this from my older sibling, because 
[it began when] I lived away from the family in college. [And 
yet] when I came home, they treated me as usual,” Mala said. “I 
do feel sorry for them sometimes, though. Maybe inside they’re 
crying,” she added breezily.

Mala said she was thankful that her family accepted her 
unconditionally and treated her with none of the discrimination 
experienced by other transwomen. “The important thing is to 
know how to conduct yourself, to do good, and not break the 
law,” she said.

Job in the formal sector

Mala disagreed with the belief that it was difficult for transgender 
individuals to secure jobs in the formal sector. She said that 
without having tried to apply for one, there was no way tell if 
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you would be hired or not. The same goes for the opportunity to 
get college education.

However, she said she could not deny that transwomen do 
wonder what job to get after finishing college, considering their 
gender expression.

Mala herself was born to a prominent family. Her parents owned 
a restaurant and the family was financially well off. Still, the 
situation did not mean Mala could afford to be idle.

With her siblings, Mala had established a grocery store and run 
a brown sugar wholesaler business. She provided the capital and 
her siblings ran the business in Lumajang.

Mala said she had tried her luck for six years in the capitol 
before returning to Semarang to resume her college education. 
In Jakarta she had worked in the formal sector.
         
“I worked for a restaurant owned by a Canadian, starting out as 
a waiter, then customer service officer, before being transferred 
to the main office to be trained as supervisor,” said Mala, who 
spoke very fluent English.
         
For a year, she also worked at the secretariat of a political party 
chaired by former general Wiranto. Her experience taught her 
the importance of capacity building for transwomen.

She hoped that the public would stop making the sweeping 
statement that transwomen are incapable of competing with 
their heterosexual counterparts. And as to the transwomen 
themselves, she said they should be able to demonstrate that 
they are just as capable and as competitive. 

*This article was published on Suaramerdeka.com, 8 April 2016.
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TRANSWOMAN’S LONE 
ACADEMIC JOURNEY 
(5-end)
- CONCEALING GENDER IDENTITY 

At a glance, there was nothing physically different between Carlo (21) 
and other male university students. He had an athletic body, hair that 
grew to just below his ears, strips of sideburns, and a thin mustache. 
Looking at him, who would have thought that the third-year student 

of a state university in Semarang was a transman.

Ever since he was little, Carlo was aware of a sense of confusion 
that he felt within him. Born as a girl, he realized he was more 
comfortable doing everything as a guy. In college, as he began 
his third semester, he decided to transition physically and 
emotionally into a man.

“I decided to transition when I started college, because in high 
school we were still bound by rules like [wearing mandatory 
uniform] skirts. In college, you’re free,” Carlo said at an interview 
at a café on Jalan Pleburan in the middle of last month.

Luckily, Carlo enjoyed a more pleasant campus experience 
compared to Saniya, a transwoman alumna from Universitas 
Gadjah Mada (UGM) or Joana, a transwoman currently studying 
for her master’s degree in Universitas Indonesia (UI). While 
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Saniya had been subjected to discriminatory treatment at the 
beginning of her freshman year, Joana had been shunned by 
fellow students and a number of professors until just before her 
graduation, simply for expressing herself as a woman.

Saniya had received plenty of derogatory treatment, from being 
perceived as abnormal to getting rejections from fellow students 
when it came to partnering for group assignment. Joana, on the 
other hand, was harassed when she wore a hijab in campus.

And yet, acceptance of minority groups appeared to have 
changed. This was apparent in the fact that many in Carlo’s 
campus—including students in his year who were in different 
classes—were unaware of his gender identity. 

Only seven of his classmates were aware that Carlo was 
transitioning from a tomboyish girl into a man. These seven 
students were Carlo’s closest friends, his “squad”, and all of 
them were women. Carlo confided in them, including when he—
the second child in a family of five—started to see a psychiatrist 
as a initial step toward his transition.

“In campus, I have an all women squad of eight. I tell them 
everything, so they know every step of my struggle to this day,” 
said Carlo, who had a 3+ GPA.

His friends did not make an issue of Carlos’ decision to transition 
into a man. The more relaxed attitude toward gender diversity 
in the campus helped minimize the potential for conflict. This 
atmosphere also involved acceptance from professors and 
campus administration.

Carlos said he was lucky to have met open-minded people in 
campus. Once when he submitted his study plan, a student 
affairs staff-member questioned him about his identity.

“Is this your name? Why is it a girl’s name?” the staff-member 
had asked.

“Beats me,” Carlo ventured to reply.
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“Well, all right. I’ll just change [your sex in the form] into male, 
okay?” the staff-member said, adjusting Carlo’s registered sex 
from female to male. 

Name change

Carlo’s last name was the decidedly feminine moniker Puspita, 
which often led to professors wondering about his identity. 
During roll call by one particular professor, Carlo had even 
exchanged names with a female student in the class, a girl who 
happened to have a masculine name.

“My friend’s name is Andika Sakti, but she’s a girl in hijab. So 
when the professor called my [feminine] name, she raised her 
hand. And vice versa,” Carlo said with a giggle.

His friends, when they found out what happened, could only 
laughed about it. Outside of class they did not fuss about the 
incident. Carlo himself worked up the courage to come out 
to one of his professors after attending a class on gender 
communication.

The professor was now Carlo’s advisor for the thesis he was 
preparing on autoethnography. Carlo had intended to write 
a thesis on the subject of himself as a unique transgender 
individual.  

“Why should I study other phenomenon when I myself is no less 
an intriguing subject to analyze,” he said. 

Carlo said that he had not to this day been able to be frank about 
his gender identity as a transman. He let his transition process to 
come about as naturally as possible. Unlike Saniya, he avoided 
getting involved in student organizations in campus, since he 
did not want his too feminine name to cause any conflict.
 
Carlo’s transition was not without its share of ups and downs. 
Born in a devout Christian family, Carlo’s parents found it hard 
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to accept their son’s transition. However, Carlo realized that his 
parents’ rejection of his gender identity was simply an expression 
of their concern for his future if he insisted on becoming a man. 

“Maybe they’re afraid that I wouldn’t get any job, that I wouldn’t 
be successful. But I will convince them that I will still be able to 
succeed even in my condition,” said Carlo who now dated a girl 
who studied in UGM. 

To this day, Carlo’s parents were still unable to accept Carlo’s 
blossoming new identity. Often, his father would ask him to 
shave his sideburn and beard when they had gotten too bushy.

“Why don’t you shave your beard? [It would be embarrassing] 
if the neighbors see it,” his father would say. To this Carlo had 
nonchalantly replied that the current trend was for men to sport 
a healthy growth of beard. 

His parents showed similar attitude when Carlo introduced them 
to his girlfriend. His father had asked him to break up with the 
girl he had started dating four months ago. In contrast, Carlo’s 
girlfriend accepted his condition, as he had openly told her from 
the beginning that he was a transman.

“I told her, ‘My parents felt sorry for you for having me.’ But she 
still accepts me as I am.”

Debate after debate colored Carlo’s conversation with his 
parents. When he wanted to join them in church for mass, his 
parents had responded with a snide remark. “Why would you 
go to church? There’s no point when you’re like this,” his father 
had said, implying that it was pointless to go to church if Carlos 
insisted on his choice, which was perceived as a going against 
God-given nature.  

In response, Carlos argued that God is omniscient and thus knew 
what he had felt since birth. 
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Hormone therapy

The process to become a “real man” is not an instantaneous one. 
Carlo had visited a andrologist in Semarang before deciding to 
get hormone therapy. 

The doctor did not immediately approve of Carlo’s wishes, even 
after he confessed to a suicide attempt prompted by the fear of 
being trapped in a woman’s body for the rest of his life if he 
could not work up the courage to affirm his identity.

Carlo underwent stages of treatment to get the desired result. 
For instance, it took him a year to start growing a beard. For this, 
he took a hormone shot every three weeks.

“But now I only have to do it once a month,” said Carlo, adding 
that he had spent a total of over Rp 5 million for the treatment.

The cost, he said, covered everything from growing facial hair, 
breast reduction, and stopping his menstrual cycle. To pay for 
the treatment he worked as a radio announcer after school from 
the first semester until his third year in college.

“I’ve now resigned [from the radio] to focus on KKN [mandatory 
community service]. I’m also preparing for legal change of 
identity, to ensure that there will be no questions asked after I 
graduate,” Carlo added.

Ratih (21), a close friend of Carlo, confirmed that the transman 
was in the process of obtaining legal approval for a change of 
personal identity documentations. As a friend, she viewed 
Carlo’s choice to transition into a man as something that was not 
worth fussing about.

“To this day, the eight of us still see him as we always do. As 
long as he’s comfortable with his choice, we will support him as 
his friends,” Ratih said.

Carlo’s professor Sulistyani said that the transman had come 
out to her about his gender identity last semester. An expert in 
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gender communication, Sulistyani saw gender and sexuality 
as a fluid concept that could not simply be polarized into two 
categories.

“[Gender diversity] exists. It must be understood that you 
cannot force an individual to assume a particular sexual identity. 
Carlo told me that he found his female physical and hormonal 
development growing up to be a torture,” she said.

In the campus, she went on, an academic environment that was 
more accepting of gender diversity had contributed to Carlo’s 
acceptance. Among the faculty member, his acceptance had 
come naturally as well.

“I had told other professors that this kid [Carlo] needed some 
understanding. It so happened that the academic climate here is 
influenced by some professors who teach classes on issues that 
the public perceive as different,” she went on.

Despite the absence of rejection of any kind, Sulistyani had 
warned Carlo that he needed to take care of legalities for his 
graduation. This included the fact that the name and gender on 
his diploma would possibly still conform to the ones registered 
upon his admission to the university.

In a separate interview, Dean of Universitas Diponegoro School 
of Social and Political Sciences Dr Sunarto said that it was 
important for the campus to focus on diversity and inclusiveness. 
The principle that minority groups are entitled to equality had 
been instilled in every element of the campus community.

Those that perceived themselves the dominant and normal 
group should not treat minority groups with contempt. This 
view should be taken into account before any policy was made 
by the campus to ban or prohibit certain activities like LGBT 
discussions.

“If we don’t understand [the nature of the activity] and we ban 
it outright without first trying to understand it, I think that it 
is not for the campus to do that. We still need to listen to their 
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perspectives. In every perspective there is always a certain grain 
of truth,” Sulistyani said.

She warned against lumping gender diverse individuals into 
certain group that the dominant majority considers to be right. 
However, when talking about sexual orientation and minority 
groups, Sulistyano said that social construct must be taken into 
consideration. 

“We shouldn’t easily dismiss a person as deviant and thus in 
need of a cure. These kinds of statements are demeaning, because 
these people are not sick,” she added.

Campus should serve as a sanctuary of tolerance and harmony 
against public opinions on certain stereotypes. In campus, 
professors are tasked with helping their students understand, 
which was the reason for Sulistyani’s decision to include gender 
communication in the list of elective subjects.

“The class not only focuses on the known sexual relations that 
are considered normal. This is the spirit that I try to instill in 
class, to give the students a more varied perspective, including 
in the way they regard their fellow students who are perceived 
to be different,” she concluded. 
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Dyah Ayu Pitaloka, Rappler.com 

In the Shoes of Marginalized People

“The negative stigma made me feel as if I have sinned, and all 
the sexual abuses that happened to me in my childhood were the 
punishment that I deserved for that sin.”

The above statement was made by one of the sources I 
interviewed for the article Behind the Scarlet Lips of a 
Transwoman, which was published following my sessions 
with Alliance of Independent Journalists (AJI) Indonesia LGBT 
journalism fellowship. In the beginning it was difficult for me 
to understand the kind of stigma that transwomen and LGBT 
in general have to live with. Previously, all my encounters with 
transwomen had always happened during raids by public order 
police (Satpol PP), trials of misdemeanor cases, and campaigns 
where members of Malang Transwomen Association (Iwama) 
distributed free condoms to the public. In their revealing clothes 
and silly flirtatiousness toward men, the impression that I got 
was that these transwomen were nothing but sex workers. They 
had willfully walked down that road, refusing to work hard like 
everybody else and choosing instead to become a prostitute.

My opinion began to change after my discussion with former 
Iwama chairperson Merlyn. The discussion began on WhatsApp 
before we finally met in December 2015, as a basis for my initial 
research for the LGBT journalism fellowship proposal. I was very 
excited about the fellowship, not only because I was interested 
in taking a closer look at the life of LGBT community, but also 
because the fellowship gave me a chance to visit Thailand, 
Indonesia’s neighboring country that are as rich in beaches, 
culinary delights, and transwomen.

Merlyn helped me to see transwomen from a different point 
of view. The negative stigma, especially, turned out to have a 
significant impact on the life of a transwoman. Their being kept 
ignorant and poor, their resorting to prostitution for a living, all 
of it is the result of the negative stigma that they had to live with 
since their childhood, simply because they had been born with 
different sexual behavior, which they can do nothing about. 
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While preparing the proposal I met other sources who were also 
instrumental in reframing my opinion of LGBT and transwomen 
in particular, but who did not make it to the article. They were 
university students who were transmen and transwomen, along 
with their partners; a gay couple, and a lesbian woman.

The Horror of Being Stigmatized 

Transwomen and LGBT community in general are continuously 
haunted by the horror of public stigma. Very few of my sources 
would speak openly about their sexual orientation. The article 
explained in more detail about the forms and impacts of 
stigmatization of transwomen. But there were other kinds of 
stigma that I discovered and felt during my research that did 
not make it to the article, including those that happened to my 
lesbian, gay, and transgender friends, as well as the responses 
that I got from my friends forwriting this piece on LGBT.

My lesbian friend only confided her sexual orientation to me, 
and did not want her other friends to find out about it. She has 
been attracted to women since she was in elementary school. She 
dresses in masculine outfits and travels everywhere with her 
girlfriend riding pillion on a motorcycle with her.

For most people who knew her, her sexual orientation was 
public knowledge that did nothing to change their opinion of 
her. However, she would immediately be stigmatized and 
people would behave differently toward her if she had come 
out and confirmed their suspicion. Her female friends would 
avoid her out fear, while the men would begin to bully her. Her 
supposedly more religious friends would cite holy books to her 
and she would be bombarded with questions about marriage. 

That had happened to her in the past, not because she had come 
out, but because she had the misfortune of picking the wrong 
woman to flirt with. Not only did the woman reject her, she had 
also exposed all the ways in which my friend had tried to woo 
her and the way my friend had behaved like a man out to win a 
girl’s heart. Many of our mutual friends had believed her story, 
though some had chosen to ignore it.
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No telling what her parents would have done if she had chosen 
to come out of the closet. She said she had never tried to. She only 
told them that she would be saving as much money as possible 
so she could live on her own as she got older and her parents 
passed away.

The gay couple I knew had only come out to others in their 
community, even though they now slept in the same bedroom. 
One of them, let us call him A, lived as a paying boarder in his 
partner B’s house, and the two shared the same bedroom. A 
worked as a waiter, while B was between jobs. Before he went 
to work, A got breakfast and hot drinks ready for B’s father and 
siblings while B’s mother was working overseas as a domestic 
helper. B’s father would often drove A to work on his motorcycle. 
But this lifestyle would not continue in the future for both of 
them. A hoped that one day he would find the girl of his dream, 
whom he would marry to make his parents dream come true, 
because it was impossible to live with the man he loved in this 
country. A and B never had the courage to speak openly about 
their sexual orientation, even to their immediate family, for fear 
of being stigmatized.

My other source, a transman who was born female, had it a 
little better. After going through verbal and physical abuses and 
coercion from her parents, he chose to come out to his parents 
and two siblings. In campus, however, he chose not to reveal 
his sexual identity and orientation, even to the owner of the all-
female boarding house he was currently staying in.

Responses on LGBT Issues

Over a period of four or five months while I was researching 
and writing this story, I also made some observation on how my 
friends, who were mostly Malang-based journalists, responded 
to transwomen and LGBT community in general. Some journalist 
friends—not members of AJI Malang—proudly declared that 
they thought it was legal and necessary to beat up homosexual 
men, or any men with effeminate tendencies, to the point where 
they would repent—a point of view that I found horrifying. One 
of them had even done it to an effeminate friend in the past, 
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and vowed to do it again should he run into anyone exhibiting 
similar tendencies. 

My male friends said they prefer to know lesbian couples than 
gay men or transwomen, because they thought a pair of lesbians 
look striking and hot when they are making love.
The vocally vicious ones are few in number and hardly the 
majority. For the most part my friends chose to remain quiet, 
expressing neither approval nor disagreement with the violent 
statement. Most of my female journalist friends said they were 
opposed to transwomen and LGBT in general due to religious 
reasons, even though they were not nearly as vehement as my 
male colleagues about it.

Returning from the training in Jakarta, I wanted to share the 
knowledge that I gained in a small-scale discussion with several 
members of AJI Malang. I was coordinator of education and 
training division in charge of organizing weekend discussions 
on various topics, which were usually attended by Malang 
journalists and university students. This time, I proposed a 
discussion on what I learned at the LGBT journalism workshop 
in Jakarta, because in reality not many people are aware of the 
difference between homosexuality and transsexuality, or the role 
of entertainers like Tessy, a man who often played the part of a 
woman on stage: basically, the difference between gender and 
sex. 

But responses from AJI members were lukewarm this time, 
nowhere as enthusiastic as with the topics on previous 
discussions. As I recall, only one had responded favorably to the 
idea. Other members and my senior counterparts remained silent. 
At the time, discussions on LGBT issues were being banned and 
canceled by rectors of a number of universities. Members of AJI 
had agreed to write about the ban for their respective media. But 
their stance on freedom of expression did not seem to extend to 
recognition of the rights of transwomen and LGBT community. 
Most fellow AJI members are of the opinion that LGBT is a 
curable disease, citing the names of several gay celebrities who 
have gotten married as example.
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The discussion on LGBT never came through. Personally, I 
believe an organization is more important than any one of its 
members. Someone had mentioned security concerns. I was 
worried that the discussion, held at AJI secretariat located in a 
military housing complex, would be broken up by the security.  

Post Publication

On March 25, 2016 my story was published on rappler.com. 
There was no problem during the editing process. My editor gave 
me full support throughout the writing and publishing process. 
The story was one of the most satisfying in-depth reports that 
I had written in my nine years of career in journalism. Though 
the story was far from perfect, the writing process had left an 
indelible imprint that changed my perspectives on minority 
groups.  The other memorable in-depth report was one I had 
done in collaboration with my editor in the Jakarta Globe daily, 
on the death of a freshman during orientation sessions at a 
private university in Malang. 

I would like to thank my mentor Hesthi and my sources in 
Jakarta for helping me write the story. I had followed Hesthi’s 
suggestion to open the story with an insight into the life of 
Yuri Hernanda, my source, and I think it had helped the story 
sound fresh and less stiff. Her idea was to put in Yuri’s dream 
of becoming a teacher, if only she could have continued her 
education once she graduated high school.

The story had drawn cynical responses from my friends in the 
Malang journalists Whatsapp group. A local journalist had 
shared a link to the story to the Whatsapp group. Immediately, 
disapproving reactions began to pop up. They were not directed 
at me but at transwomen in general and people who are attracted 
to others of the same sex. I remember someone writing that 
fake women are useless. Others made crude comments about 
transwomen. For a while the group members posted various 
memes on homosexuality, which were responded with more 
sarcasm. At the time, the issue of LGBT was a hot topic in the 
media, triggered by the establishment of the center for gender 
studies in the University of Indonesia, which had been mistakenly 
understood as an LGBT center. 
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I also received negative reaction from fellow journalists while 
on field assignment. A journalist with the reputation for being 
religious had muttered “God have mercy on me” when we ran 
into each other, before standing before me and looked into my 
face. Other journalists just looked at me, expressionless, then 
moved away from me. 

My family responded to the story differently. My mother said 
she felt sorry for transwomen in general. She remembered a 
neighbor who remained unmarried till he died. My mother 
said she felt sorry for him because he could not get it up (have 
an erection) around women. My father just listened in silence. 
Although he never explicitly voiced his support for transwomen, 
my father was opposed to violence and vigilantism. My younger 
brother disapproved of my putting a picture of me and Merlyn, 
one of my transwomen sources, as my BBM profile. But once I 
explained to him what transwomen are like and that it was not 
a choice for them, he began to understand. He also said he was 
going to start to respond when his childhood friend—now a 
transwoman who ran her own beauty salon in Gondanglegi—
talked to him. 

Understanding the Sigmatization and Discrimination of 
Marginalized Groups

Writing about LGBT had given me new perspectives, not only 
of LGBT people, but also in the way I viewed marginalized 
and minority groups in general. Those who are few in numbers 
are often marginalized, their voice unheard, their rights 
unrecognized. They are branded as different, alien, and excluded 
from any public consideration and calculation. They cannot be 
themselves because it would mean being too different from the 
majority. Confident in their number, the majority often behave 
in an arrogant manner, and while those who indulge in such 
behavior is small in number, they are still a source of concern 
for me. 

I used to tolerate people posting scriptural quotes on chat groups 
on Whatsapp or BBM, thinking that it was a common, trivial 
issue. Everyone would express their approval of the quotes and 
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proceed to forward them to other groups, though I was never 
tempted to either post or share any such quotes. At the time, 
though, I never considered other group members who did not 
share my faith. I did not think about how they must have felt, 
reading posts that were not only irrelevant for them, but might 
even go against what they believe in. There were few, or even 
hardly any, quote from the other holy books of religions posted 
by their adherents, which were in the minority. I hate to imagine 
how the majority group would react if such a quote were ever 
posted. I am not sure that they would take it as calmly as the 
minority group who were used to being marginalized.

In Malang there was also the case of discrimination against 
students from Eastern Indonesian regions. The misbehavior of 
a very few of them had left a stigma on the entire population of 
Eastern Indonesian students in Malang. In early 2016, hundreds 
of students from East Nusa Tenggara were evicted by their 
landlords. In a bid to prevent further disorder, the authorities 
had facilitated the students’ return to their hometowns by 
providing buses and other means of transportation. 

In the virtual world, as in real life, social media users, also 
known as netizens, are more likely to spread hate and pass 
judgment on anything that is different. The more support 
they get for their opinion, the taller the wave of condemnation 
would get. People are finding it too easy to condemn anything 
they have no knowledge about, simply because it is different 
or they disagree with it. Netizens had bullied a high school 
student in Medan for claiming to be the daughter of a general 
and yelling at a policewoman who gave her a ticket. The girl’s 
father was reported to have passed away shortly after news of 
his daughter’s behavior went viral on social media, as well as on 
national televisions, newspapers, and online media. 

When this was going on, I was in the process of applying for 
Ministry of Finance Education Funds Management Agency 
(LPDP) scholarship. In September 2015, I managed to secure the 
scholarship awardee letter, which required me to find a campus 
within the next year. My choice fell on Gadjah Mada University 
School of Social and Political Sciences international relations 
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major, focusing on global humanitarian diplomacy.What I 
learned from AJI Indonesia training on LGBT in journalism 
further cemented this decision. 

I do not know what my future holds for me. One thing is clear 
though: I hope that I can do more to chip away at the many 
conflicts that have caused untold harm to marginalized groups, 
and prevent schisms from appearing out of differences. We 
have the right to be different. I hope people will no longer be 
threatened or intimidated for expressing themselves freely and 
differently. 

Agus Setiyanto, Satelit Post 

Harder Than Writing My Thesis

Writing the story about lengger lanang gave me such a headache. 
It was much easier to write my final thesis in college. 

Do you know what made it so hard? 

First, I had to read books on the history of Banyumas and its 
culture. Then I had to learn essential theories on economy and 
the politics of identity. Two months’ time was barely enough to 
fully grasp all of it.

The customs of Banyumas are an amalgamation of Javanese and 
Sundanese traditions. Its arts and culture, therefore, inherit the 
spirit of the two great civilizations. Without this understanding, 
anyone would find it difficult to write about lengger lanang, an 
art form that has thrived in the Banyumas culture for centuries.

The next question to ponder is the origin of lengger lanang itself. 
Did it start as an art form that was performed by men, or by 
women? The question had baffled me even further. I spent over 
a month trying to find the answer. Each of the sources that I 
interviewed had offered different opinions. 
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Thank God, by the end of April I received enlightenment. One of 
my sources sent a quote from a thesis on the history of Banyumas 
arts. The thesis mentioned lengger, albeit very briefly, and 
helped to give me the fundamental understanding necessary to 
go on with my story.

I came to know the history of ronggeng, which is often mistaken 
for lengger not only by non-Banyumasan people but by the 
natives as well. My discovery of this fact was an encouraging 
development in the writing of the story.

I finally chose to open the story with the history of ronggeng. I 
hope that it would help the readers to tell the difference between 
these two legendary Banyumas art forms. I wanted to find the 
answert to why ronggeng as an art form has ceased to exist 
except for in the novel of literary author Ahmad Tohari.

Rendezvous with Dariah

Time to meet Dariah, the oldest lengger lanang that is the source 
and the heart of this story. In March 2016, I went to visit her at 
her residence by the banks of Serayu River, in Plana Village in 
Somagede sub-district in Banyumas. 

But then I discovered an upsetting reality. Dariah could no longer 
be interviewed. Her speech was nothing but slurred incoherent 
ramblings. All my effort to interview her had come to nothing.
I calmed myself down and was determined not to give up, for I 
believed that hard work would never go unrewarded. 

And it was true. My plan for an interview that afternoon had 
turned into an utter failure. But unexpectedly, I had the good-
fortune of being able to watch Dariah dance in her cherished 
costume and sampur, the trailing gauzy fabric that was part of a 
traditional dancer’s regalia. It was a priceless experience, a one-
of-a-kind event.

The camera came to my aid. Before I headed home, I pointed 
my camera at Dariah. Curiously, once she saw my camera, she 
immediately went inside her house through the back door. I 
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was baffled and concerned, thinking that in her senility she had 
decided to go to bed.  

I sat waiting in confusion for another thirty minutes. Then abruptly 
Dariah reappeared in full lengger make-up. Spontaneously, she 
started to dance as I captured her in the light of my camera flash. 
It seemed she loved to perform for the camera.

But her movement was not as animated as it used to be. After 
three minutes she gave up, gasping as she took a seat on the 
divan, trying to suck ragged gulps of air into her aging lungs. 

I took my leave. I had to find another source in lieu of Dariah.

Along came Agus Widodo (Agnes, who ended up becoming the 
main source of the story. Agus the lengger lanang, lauded as 
the reincarnation of Dariah in her halcyon days had helped me 
to flesh out the story. His accomplishments and hard work had 
inspired me to go on.

Rp 300,000 for an Interview

I thought about interviewing another lengger lanang to enrich 
the story with perspectives other than Agnes’s. Unfortunately, 
when making an appointment with the dancer in question, out 
of the blue the lengger lanang asked me to pay for the interview. 
He insisted on being paid 300,000 rupiah (some US$ 20) for his 
story. After some consideration, I decided to refuse to negotiate. 
I was afraid that if I yielded to his terms, he would do the same 
to other journalists in the future. It was not educational and it 
would certainly deplete the operational allowance provided by 
the fellowship. 

But even as I started writing the report, curiosity still niggled at 
the back of my mind. I finally decided to talk to two Soedirman 
University School of Social and Political Science lecturers: one 
an expert in the analysis of politics of identity, economy, gender 
and LGBT issues, while the other had done research on lengger 
lanang though not a lengger dancer himself.
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The first lecturer advised me to stick to simple things, factual 
information without emotional involvement, even curiosity. “If 
it gets too serious, you might as well write a dissertation out of 
it. Just follow your story outline,” he suggested.

He said that it would be impossible to fully explore the 
phenomenon of lengger lanang. He suggested looking at it 
from a single point of view, either the rational perspective 
of economic politics, or from the mystical, supranatural and 
irrational standpoint, by focusing on the indhang lengger. As my 
fellowship mentor had suggested, he advised against delving 
into lengger lanang from the perspectives of LGBT theories and 
discourses. He emphasized that transgender lengger lanang 
performers like Dariah are an exception rather than the norm, 
and that whole issue of gender in lengger is a complicated matter 
that requires further study.

The second professor gave me a free lecture on the marriage 
between Islam and the secular Banyumasan culture. He said 
that Islam contributed to the emergence of lengger lanang. 
Essentially, lengger lanang was born as a compromise between 
Islam and the artistic traditions of lengger. As Islam discouraged 
women to go out at night to dance, the solution was to have men 
in drag performing these women dances. 

The four-credit worth of lecture gave me even more headache!
The story stumbled onto yet another problem during the layout. 
Prior to printing, my story was found to be too long and had to 
be cut. 

SatelitPost layouter said that I had written enough for three 
newspaper pages. Unavoidably, we had to edit out large 
portions of the story. Huge chunks of the interview did not make 
it to print due to censorship, and these include parts of my final 
interviews with the Soedirman University lecturers.
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Fira Abdurachman, Kompas.com 

“So you support LGBTI, Fir? Aren’t you afraid of committing 
sin?” 

I started getting these kinds of questions when friends and 
relatives found out that I had won AJI and UNDP scholarship to 
write about LGBTI. At first, my replies to these questions were 
pretty heated because I was not sure what to say. For one, I never 
imagined what it would be like to be or have a close relative who 
is a LGBTI individual. 

“This isn’t about LGBTI per se. It’s about equality and protection 
of marginalized community,” I would say, which more or less 
served to explain my stance on LGBTI issues to my inquiring 
friends. 

I was determined. People could say anything they wanted, but I 
would take this challenge to write about LGBTI. For a journalist, 
it was quite an enormous challenge. It was not easy to find 
knowledgeable sources on LGBTI issues. And it was even harder 
to find sources who were willing to be interviewed. 

I was introduced to a gay man who, in my opinion, was strikingly 
attractive. Not only was he good-looking and fashionable, his 
story was quite an inspiration in itself. Born to a middle-class 
Jakarta family, he had impressive education, with a bachelor’s 
degree from University of Indonesia and a private university 
in Jakarta. He had also won a prestigious scholarship for post-
graduate studies from the government of the UK. We had long 
intimate conversations for the story I was working on, but the 
interview and the article itself did not make it to publication due 
to security concerns. 

To have my hard work and spent time scrapped just like that 
was painful. It had not been easy for me to meet this source. But 
security concerns are crucial for LGBTI community. He told me 
that he would receive so much intimidation and threats if the 
story was published. I told him it was alright. To find myself 
a new friend was enough of a blessing for me. To be able to 
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understand something that I previously had no knowledge 
about had also been a gift.  

Writing an article on LGBTI issue turned out to be more complex 
than covering religious conflict. There were so many sensitive 
issues to understand. For instance, I had to learn about sexuality 
and general psychology. That alone had been complicated. 

Next, with the help of a fellow journalist, I met Gunn Wibisono, 
or Mas Gun or Gunce to his friends. I met him at his home in 
Blok S, South Jakarta. The house was immaculately elegant. Mas 
Gun turned out to be different from what I had imagined him 
to be. I thought he was an activist, or a designer, or involved 
in other professions that are commonly associated with LGBTI. 
But I was wrong. Gunn was just like any other man. He had his 
own business and a master’s degree, and he was married to his 
spouse. “My mother and sibling attended my wedding with 
Hans in the Netherlands. I’ll show you the video on Youtube,” 
Gunn told me.

“Perfect,” I said.

I immediately decided that this was the story I wanted to write 
about. A story that shows that not all LGBTI lead a life of drama, 
violence, and oppression. They can live just like any other people, 
with whom they live side by side. 

Gunn told me that he had just returned from New York. He 
had just attended an LGBTI-themed Broadway play titled Fun 
Home. The play was adapted from a memoir of the same title 
by American author Alison Bechdel and told the story of her 
childhood home. 

In Fun Home Bechdel described a house that was always tidy 
and fun for her and her childhood friends. Bechdel’s friends 
described the house as a neat and amazing palace. 

But behind the perfection, Fun House concealed a tragedy. The 
house was always tidy because Bechdel’s effeminate father 
loved to do the house chores. He was a great father, but a dismal 
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husband. Bechdel’s mother was a miserable woman deprived of 
the happiness and satisfaction from her marriage. Her husband 
was known for his nightly forays to hook up with other gay men. 
Bechdel grew up in a household rife with conflict and repressed 
hatred between her parents. 

“This is where honesty is very important. Many LGBTI found 
it difficult to be honest due to public pressures. In the end they 
escape by gravitating toward the night life with its attendant 
violence and drugs,” Gunn told me. “If we [the LGBTI community] 
make a mistake, feel free [to report it]. But do it objectively and 
explain what we did wrong. Don’t be a smartass and write about 
us without any understanding of what LGBTI is all about. Don’t 
associate every crime with LGBTI practices. There are a lot of 
criminals who are non-LGBTI,” was his message for me. 

It actually was not too difficult to contact Gunn as a source. He 
was open and unafraid of judgment. But due to the rampant 
threat against LGBTI, I myself made the decision to suspend the 
investigation. For about a month I waited for the right time to 
continue with my LGBTI reporting. 

With Gunn’s approval, I went to meet his mother in Surabaya, 
East Java. En route to Surabaya, I still could not figure out 
how to get through to her, the mother of a gay man. It must 
be very difficult, I thought to myself. I had booked tickets and 
accommodation for three days and two nights in Surabaya, 
anticipating difficulties that might require me to stay longer to 
try and convince Gunn’s family. But I figured that if necessary, I 
could just return to Jakarta on economy train or bus, considering 
my dwindling resources.   

The reality was nothing like what I imagined. It was not difficult 
at all to communicate with Gunn’s family. They were very 
helpful. They picked me up from the hotel to meet his mother. 
“We didn’t want you to get lost,” they said. 

Finally, I got a chance to talk at length with Gunn’s mother, Mrs 
Ngainten. She was over 70-years-old but still spry despite the 
cane that she had to use to help her to walk after a fall in the 
bathroom. 
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One by one my questions were answered. The conversation 
flowed sweet and easy. No question about Gunn was too tough 
to answer for Mrs Ngainten. Every single one of my queries was 
replied with the logic of a mother speaking about her child. “He 
was born out of my belly. He is a gift to me from God. Why 
would I waste [such a gift]?” she said to me. 

Ngainten told me that Gunn was a good son who cared about 
his family. Since he was but a boy he had been helping out at 
the eatery where the family earned their living. Gunn had paid 
for the medical treatment needed by his younger sibling who 
suffered from hydrocephalus. He now supported his mother’s 
medical needs and daily expenses. 

It had not been smooth sailing all the way. Ngainten was often 
sneered and questioned by neighbors and relatives about Gunn. 
But to expect her to say anything cynical or sad proved futile. 
“He is my son. He didn’t ask you for food or money. Whatever 
he is, he is my son,” Ngainten said vehemently, recalling her 
fearless retort to other people’s scorn. 

Two hours went by unnoticed. The night grew late and so I made 
my farewell. Gunn’s brother-in-law took me back to my hotel. 
On my way there I reveled in satisfaction. My assumption was 
right then, that if all parents are able to accept their children as 
they are, with an open heart, without abuses and insults, the 
children will be able to peacefully and happily find their way in 
life. In the end, the root of all misery and every happiness is the 
heart of life itself: mothers.  

Phesi Ester Julikawati, Tempo.co

To get to know a transwoman is truly something. I used to only 
think of them the way public perception and opinion of them 
portray them: that they are a group of people who defy their 
destiny as a man, or worse, that they are potential cold-blooded 
killers. In short, sadists.
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I never knew if the stigma was true. I did not even have the 
courage to find out the truth, so I chose to avoid getting in touch 
or simply having anything to do with their issues, nevermind 
getting intimately acquainted with them.

My experience writing on LGBT issues gave me new perspectives 
on this community, especially the transwomen. I came to find 
that they were nowhere as ruthless as people made them to be. 
It turned out we have always jumped to conclusion without ever 
bothering to verify the truth.

I still vividly remember making my farewell to Syahrial, a 
transwoman who works as a teacher in Lebong District. She 
squeezed my hand and told me how glad she was to have spent 
the past two days with me.

“Don’t forget. If you’re ever in the neighborhood, come visit me 
at my house,” she said in all sincerity in her soft voice. Syahrial 
was nothing like what I imagined transwomen to be. She was 
straightforward yet gentle in her speech. People who knew her 
had endless praises about her.

It turned out that transwomen are no different from us 
heterosexuals. God has created them equal to us. Not all of them 
are criminals; just like not all heterosexuals are following the 
straight path, some of us do stray from the norm. A lot of sexual 
offenders are heterosexuals, after all. I came to the conclusion that 
a person’s sexual orientation and appearances are no guarantee 
of their behavior. 

This is an important lesson for me, particularly in my line of work 
as a journalist. The LBGT report taught me to not see anything 
from one-dimensional perspectives. The experience showed me 
how in the past my attitude could not have been said to be fair 
either. It was like the lesson to not easily sympathize, which if 
applied with certain sentiments, would render us irrational in 
our writing. 

Apart from this lesson, this investigation and its writeup had 
taught me a great deal about how to respond to public reaction 
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to my writing. Especially since this time I was writing on a topic 
that was obviously against the prevailing public opinion. Not 
only did I get accused of being pro-LGBT, I was also labeled 
as the Western world’s tool to mislead the young generation. 
Apparently, the public could not accept the fact that in one area 
in the country, in Lebong District, transwomen were genuinely 
accepted by the community. 

It was not the first time for me to be publicly criticized, especially 
in this era of democracy where everyone, including me, are free 
to offer criticism.  When the criticism started to go off topic, many 
encouraged me to teach the public a lesson on netiquette. In the 
end the story could teach the public the rules on how to respond 
on social media. The bullying that I was subjected to was nothing 
compared to the lesson it afforded. 

Girindra Whardana, Inews Jateng

To me, reporting in LGBT issues means conquering my own 
homophobia. Though I had spent two days in Jakarta as a 
participant in AJI Indonesia LGBT journalism fellowship, I had 
to admit that it had done little to diminish my fear of LGBT.

Back from the workshop, I cautiously made a call to an LGBT 
activist using the office telephone. I deliberately avoided using 
my personal number, not wishing to be pranked in the future. In 
my mind, LGBT individuals indulge in unnatural sexual behavior 
and have been known to seduce people. These preconceptions 
were never proven true in the following days. 

Our phone conversation only made me more apprehensive. 
My source consented to a meeting at his house at 6pm. A very 
private meeting place, at a risky time. When the time came, I did 
not dare to go alone. A cameraperson went with me even though 
it was not yet time for an interview and videotaping.

It was not easy to find the activist’s residence. I had to ask 
a few of the locals for direction. Even asking questions was 
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particularly burdensome for me. I figured that if the person I was 
about to meet was known as a gay man in the neighborhood, the 
locals might think I was one of his crowd. Geez, what a tough 
assignment! 

I knocked on one of the doors on a row of houses down a dark 
alley. When it opened, I saw my source for the first time. Still 
nervous, I entered the house at his invitation.

My first impression of the house was that it was warm and cozy. 
The house was an old one. There were family photos hanging 
on the wall. My host pointed at one and told me it was his older 
sibling’s graduation photo. He claimed to work for private 
company in Semarang. When I told him that I was planning 
on doing a report on his group’s activities, he enthusiastically 
expressed his support. We agreed to rendezvous again for 
videotaping.

Again, this second meeting filled me with misgivings. We had 
agreed to meet at a beauty salon, a place some people associate 
with effeminate men. But there was no other option. On the 
designated day, I went with a cameraperson to a beauty salon in 
one of Semarang’s elite neighborhoods.

At the beauty salon I was again reminded that all my negative 
prejudice was completely baseless. The cameraperson and I were 
welcomed with warmth and friendliness so that we were able to 
complete the reporting process without any discernible problem. 
Instead I discovered a lot of life stories that spark my empathy 
for the LGBTQ community. They just wanted to lead a normal 
life. But having been labeled abnormal had turned them into 
second class citizens. 

Days later the report was broadcast. There was hardly any 
edit from the producers, which might be construed that from 
the perspectives of journalism there was no problem with the 
report, even though it touched on LGBTQ and religion issues, 
which are hardly trivial. I felt a sense of relief. I believed I 
had accomplished my mission to present another side of the 
transwomen community, something other than the comic relief 
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role they played in public events like the Independence Day 
festivities. 

A month later, in the midst of busy reporting schedules, I 
remembered that I had promised to send my LGBT sources a 
copy of the broadcast report. I immediately went to the beauty 
salon where I last met them. But I found that shophouse where 
the salon was located was now occupied by a freight forwarding 
company. I asked the people in the area but no one knew where 
the salon had moved. Luckily, I still kept the number of the salon 
owner. When I called, they said they had moved to another 
location. I immediately went to see them.

At the new salon, the owner told me that it had been difficult 
to find a new business location after the lease on the old place 
expired weeks after we were done interviewing them. They were 
grateful for the small space they rented from a vocational course 
owner who sympathized with the group. They also told me of an 
LGBT organization committee member, who also spoke in my 
interview who had been taken ill, with only their closest friends 
keeping them company. I could only imagine how it must have 
felt for the aging transwoman to be ill and in need of care when 
she had no family. 

The beauty salon owner’s words made me think. “We have been 
scorned, cast out, belittled and almost entirely unacknowledged. 
And yet we survive and all we want now is to live the rest of our 
lives in total surrender to God.” I went home with a troubled 
mind. How could anyone stick all kinds of labels on a fellow 
human being? It seems the journey to total elimination of 
discrimination against LGBTQ still has a long and rocky road 
to go.

Rio Tuasikal, KBR 

A Lesson from Professor Sinaulan

“You need to talk to my professor,” said Mami (Madam) Yuli, at 
the end of the interview.
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I had spent the afternoon talking to the transwoman about her 
doctoral study at Jayabaya University School of Law. My idea had 
been to write about her academic life after Minister of Research 
and Technology and Higher Education Mohamad Natsir made a 
statement that campus is no place for LGBT. 

Armed with the number of the professor’s secretary that Mami 
Yuli had given me, a week later I met the professor at his office.
“Welcome, welcome,” Professor JH Sinaulan said as he warmly 
received me. Once I introduced myself and explained the 
purpose of my visit, he became more animated. 

There was nothing extraordinary about Professor Sinaulan. Like 
most senior academicians he was in suit and tie, his hair neatly 
combed. His attitude toward transwomen in campus, however, 
would earn him a thumbs up from just about anyone. 

“I respect her,” he said when I asked him about Mami Yuli.

He said that he had high appreciation for Yuli, the first 
transwoman he had ever met in his class. Before, all he knew of 
transwomen were the ones he saw on the street. 

“What came into your mind when you met Mami Yuli at the 
[doctoral] student selection?”

“In the registration form, she was registered as male. She 
arrived wearing a pair of black trousers and introduced herself 
as a transwoman. I’ve never seen anything like her,” said the 
professor of law who had been teaching for over fifty years.

I smiled. “What questions did you ask during the selection?”

“The usual questions: what her motivations are for the doctoral 
studies, her academic records, and so on.”

“No other question, particularly about her identity?”

“None.”

“Why not?”
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“Because I was only measuring her academic capacity. She was a 
candidate doctor, just like the others.”

Again I smiled. I analyzed his perspectives and frame of mind. 
The professor had wisely separated Mami Yuli’s identity from 
her capabilities, only addressing matters that were relevant to 
him, to avoid any bias.  

“How did she get selected to be a candidate doctor here?”

“She had a good research proposal. It was on the fundamental 
human rights of transwomen. That’s new,” said Sinaulan, who 
earned his degree from Padjadjaran University. 

“What do you think about transwomen going to college?”

“If others are against the idea, that’s not my problem. I only see 
their capability, their academic capability.”

In my opinion he had treated Mami Yuli as a human being.

“As a state university, we do not discriminate by race, religion, 
or anything, so long as [the students] fulfill their academic and 
administrative responsibilities,” Sinaulan said.

I appreciated the way he ran this academic institution. The 
academic sphere should have served as a common room that 
is neutral and free, where everything is measured and judged 
solely from scientific standpoint. 

In my opinion Professor Sinaulan’s perspectives were the very 
antithesis to Minister Mohamad Natsir’s statement. 

Professor Sinaulan—and there will be more like him in other 
campuses—would become an oasis for transwomen who go to 
university. 

Campuses have so far been an unpleasant place for transwomen, 
who could easily be identified by the way they look. Many 
transwomen who had struggled to save up for college education 
eventually decided to drop out because they could not stand the 
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stigmatization and potentials for physical violence. Consider 
the fact that for transwomen, college education is than simply a 
question of diploma, but a chance for them to escape the traps of 
poverty and prostitution.

Indonesian Transwomen Communication Forum (FKWI) data 
showed that 200 – 300 transwomen were studying for their 
bachelor’s degree in various cities across the country, with a 
smaller number in postgraduate programs. On their shoulders 
rests the chance for a change in the future of transwomen—and 
with it in the way the public will perceive them.

It is never an easy journey. And it will only get harder because 
there will always be people like Mohamad Natsir: careless, 
discriminating, and prejudiced. Allow me to pray that Professor 
Sinaulan would be the one to replace him

Davi Abdullah, Kompas TV Aceh

The spirit that I took home with me after the fellowship on LGBT 
issue in Jakarta did not get left behind at Soekarno Hatta Airport 
in Jakarta. It was 10.05pm when I landed in Iskandar Muda 
Airport in Banda Aceh. In addition to the training materials, I 
also brought with me a story outline. On my way from the airport 
to my home in Kaju, I kept thinking about whether I would be 
able to pull off this challenging report.
 
In my first week there was nothing I could do to develop the 
story. I just tried to figure out the situation. Several plans for 
recording of interviews had to be canceled. Three government 
agencies had declined to be interviewed.
 
By the end of the second week, I still had not succeeded in 
getting anyone interviewed on camera. The sources preferred 
to stay behind the camera. The risk of accidentally revealing 
their identity while speaking about a behavior that most people 
considered deviant was just too great.
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But my time finally came on February 6 when a transwoman 
agreed to be interviewed. She worked for a beauty salon and was 
the one who picked me up at the airport that night in January. 
It was not easy to convince her. She was still of the opinion that 
all media are prejudiced and in the habit of laying bare the life 
of LGBT community.  Nevertheless, we managed to come to an 
agreement, which included blurring her face on camera.
 
In contrast, the next two sources that I contacted later immediately 
asked me for money. They seemed perceptive and knew that I 
had been granted some operations funds. They asked me for an 
amount I never even had. They also asked me to book them a 
hotel room for the meeting and interview. But even though I had 
done as they requested and we met at a starred hotel in Banda 
Aceh, it all came to nothing. The two transwomen refused to 
have their faces shown on television.
 
But I did not stop there. I kept expanding my network and 
continued to find sources who would be willing to be interviewed. 
I tried contacting agencies like Violet Grey, as well as human 
rights and social activists. They too canceled their television 
interview, saying that they would be facing too great a threat if 
they dared to speak about LGBT. Not unlike the two transwomen 
who bailed out on me in the hotel room, they refused because 
no one would bear any responsibility for the risk they would be 
facing.
 
My last-ditch effort was to try and find an old friend of mine, a 
gay man I knew from a long time ago. I visited his regular haunts 
for three days in row, to no avail. On the third day, I managed to 
find him on Facebook. Luckily, he happened to be online at the 
time. I sent him a message and asked if I could have his telephone 
number. After we started chatting, I asked him where he was, 
and went to see him that very same day. After that first meeting 
at a coffee shop, we agreed on a time for an interview and taping 
of his daily activities. I spent the next two days filming him and 
his boyfriend.  
 
When I was done with their story, they told me I could have 
contact information for a lesbian, for a price. I obtained the 
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mobile number of the lesbian woman, called her, and made an 
appointment to see her. She agreed to an interview, which we 
did at a café in Banda Aceh. 

The three interviews had certainly not been a walk in the park. 
But I also ran into difficulties trying to interview the sharia 
police, from their refusal to issue a statement to being suspected 
of harboring anti-sharia police sentiments.
 
The journey to produce this story was anything but easy. Aceh, 
after all, does not approve of LGBT. If I had been caught with 
them or reporting on LGBT issue, I would have been rounded 
up along with them and taken to the sharia police station. It 
was the consequences that I might have to take and I had to let 
my sources be aware of it, so they know what would happen 
if one day I get arrested. However, I am ready to accept every 
consequence of this journalistic endeavor. So help me God.

Hartatik, Suara Merdeka

Meeting Saniya, Joana, Carlo, and Mala (not their real names) 
was not as easy as I imagined it would be. I had to employ a 
variety tactics to approach them, from tracking their social 
media account, getting access to their community, to tapping 
the people they once were intimate with. Often they expressed 
reluctance when they I introduced myself as a journalist who 
wished to know them better. But actually, long before I wrote 
about the four transgender and transsexual individuals, I had 
come to realize that even submitting a story proposal on LGBT 
issues to AJI as the fellowship organizer was not an easy decision 
to make.

Working in Demak, the so-called City of Wali (the men who 
introduced and spread Islam to the island of Java), I had a lot 
of thinking to do before following up on the suggestion made 
by a friend of mine, Nonie Aernee. The fellowship information, 
which she sent via WhatsApp, had sat ignored for more than a 
month.
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“This is heavy [topic], sis. You know how Demak is, how 
religious it is. It’ll be difficult to find a source,” I told her.

“Well, find [sources] in Semarang then,” she responded.

I only made up my mind to apply for the fellowship after 
meeting another friend, Ninik Jumoenita, a woman and children 
protection activist. This smart and friendly woman gave me 
some insights into gender perspectives and the relations within 
them.

The three-hour-long conversation at a café in Semarang gave 
me a new perspective on diversity. It was the spirit of this new 
perspective that guided my fingers as I typed my idea for the 
fellowship proposal titled “LGBTI in the Indonesian Education 
System.” 

The proposal, which was completed about an hour before the 
submission deadline, proved to be my lucky break, paving my 
way to the highly contested and coveted fellowship. It was an 
opportunity to meet nineteen other journalists from across 
Indonesia, to share knowledge and insight with senior AJI 
members and other speakers who were featured in the workshop.

I was of course over the moon. But doubt continued to haunt 
me every time I ran through each stage of my plan for source 
tracking. “I’ve only got two primary sources,” I would mutter. 
The two had completed their bachelor’s degree and one was 
taking post-graduate studies. 

So I started my initial move to contact Saniya, a transwoman 
who had graduated from Gadjah Mada University School of 
Social and Political Studies and was then a resident of Kendal 
District. It was easy to find references about her in my Internet 
search. “It’s probably easy [to contact her]. She’s spoken in a lot 
of forums and gone public as a transwoman,” I thought.

After two WhatsApp and Facebook chats, we agreed to meet at 
one of Saniya’s friends’ home. That afternoon I rode my battered 
motorcycle to Saniya’s friend’s house in a remote village in 
Kendal. 
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“So, what do you want to know?” Saniya asked me.

“Well, I want to know about campus acceptance of you when 
you went to UGM. I want to write about campus acceptance of 
transgender students,” I said.

“Hold on. Let’s not talk about that here. We’ll talk about it at 
home,” she said.

We decided to talk at Saniya’s home, a three-story elegant house 
some 15 minutes away from her friend’s, where Saniya and her 
parents lived. 

Our conversation did not immediately veer toward Saniya’s 
campus experience. It took me two to three hours to get her to 
start sharing her story of life in the university in Yogyakarta. 

“Alright, so now what do you want to ask me,” she said once she 
started to open up about it.

The conversation continued until, without my noticing it, the 
clock struck 9pm. I had to leave immediately because it would 
take me an hour to reach home under the pouring rain. 

Next, I met Carlo, a transman who was also a senior at a 
prominent state university in Semarang. My introduction to the 
second source of my story began with a tipoff from a relative 
who happened to teach at the university.

Compared to Saniya, it was relatively easier to get an introduction 
and access to Carlo. After a few ultra-chummy messages on Line 
instant messaging application, Carlo and I agreed to meet at a 
café.

“How about 6pm, so I wouldn’t have to go home late, hehehe,” 
Carlo said in response to my asking to meet him at 7pm.

Relaxed and open, that was my impression of Carlo after I told 
him my intention for naming him one of my sources in the story. 
Initially, he was chary of media portrayal that in his opinion was 
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judgmental of LGBT community. But I tried to reassure him that 
not all media subscribed to that kind of perspective. I also tried 
to convince him over and over again that by speaking out he 
would be able to make the public see that it was not easy and no 
one wanted to be part of LGBT community. 

The third person that I went to see for the story was Mala, a 
transwoman who studied at the law school of one of Semarang 
prestigious private universities. I met Mala a week after my 
meeting with Carlo. 

However, it had taken me almost a month to get to the point 
where I could see Mala. First, I had to meet Silvy Mutiara and 
Orry Lesmana, chair of Semarang Transgender Association 
(Perwaris) and Semarang Rainbow House respectively. Through 
them I was able to obtain information on Mala. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t see you because the community prohibits us to 
talk to the media,” Mala had told me on BBM chat before I had a 
chance to meet Silvy.

“Okay. I will still be waiting to see you, though,” I told her 
despite the sinking feeling in my heart.

Three weeks later I was able to send her another message. “Hello, 
Mala. So, can I meet you already? I’ve met with Silvy and she 
told me it’s no problem.”

“Oh, is that so? Alright then, but let’s keep it short,” she replied.

Mala was a straightforward, funny transwoman with impeccable 
etiquette. For her the life of a transwoman was not an easy 
one. But she believed that it does not mean that transgender 
individuals would find it difficult to mingle.

Mala knew Joana and Saniya and their stories. From them she 
learned that the public are more likely to accept transwomen if 
they could prove that they are capable individuals that are not 
prone to make a lot of fuss.
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My fourth source was Joana. The transsexual woman was a post-
graduate student in University of Indonesia. I met the affable 
and smart Joana after a train ride from Semarang to Jakarta. 
We met at Kedai Salihara and Joana was grumbling because I 
arrived an hour late. 

“I was about to leave, you know,” she said following an 
introduction. “I’ve gone through a whole plate of fried rice 
[waiting].”

“I’m sorry. I had to wait for the connecting train at Manggarai 
Station,” I said by way of explanation.

It was not easy to dig into Joana’s past, especially when I brought 
up the name of the state university in Semarang where she got 
her bachelor’s degree in psychology. But just like with Saniya, I 
tried to talk to her heart to heart.

Instead of asking about her experience during her graduate 
studies, I began with questions about her current activities. Her 
story of frequent trip to Germany tickled my imagination. 

It was only an hour later that I was able to slowly get her to tell 
me the story of her childhood. Eventually she opened up about 
the trauma of being bullied by people in her campus.

“I don’t hold grudges, but I also can’t forget the pain [of being 
bullied]. I simply responded to them with a smile. It is God who 
is going to punish them,” Joana said at the conclusion of our 
conversation.
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A glaring sight greeted the eye that afternoon at the Arts and Culture 
Institute of Indonesia (ISBI) campus in Bandung, West Java. A 

yellow-haired man in loose black t-shirt, jeans and high-heeled boots 
sat conspicuously among his friends. He was Lilis, a student at ISBI 

School of Make-up Arts and Fashion.

Ahmad Fauzan, Kabarkampus.com

Lilis’ real name was Musa Hendrik, but he preferred to refer 
to himself as Lilis. The 24-year-old student said the feminine 
appellation is legendary among the Sundanese ethnic native 
to West Java. He was proud to introduce himself as Lilis and 
claimed that he loved to express himself in feminine terms in his 
interview with Kabarkampus.

“Very much so. I feel very feminine,” Lilis said during an 
interview on Wednesday, September 9, 2019.

Lilis belongs to the group of men that chooses to express 
themselves in a more feminine way. This sort of looks still tends 
to draw public attention. Their way of expressing themselves 
often lead the public to look at them askance and ascribe to 
them the stigma associated with perceived sexual orientation 
stereotypes.

Lilis said he did not approve of being labeled feminine on the 

FEMININE MALE 
STUDENTS AGAINST 
MASCULINITY
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grounds of his sartorial choices. To him fashion is genderless. 
He spoke about the frocks and high-heeled shoes that kings 
wore in the past. In modern times, he said, fashion has become 
more restrained and differentiated for men and women. To Lilis, 
however, there is no difference between men’s and women’s 
fashion, as long as he was comfortable wearing them.

“And yet in people’s eye my fashion statement leans toward the 
feminine,” he said.

Lilis said he found the courage to express his true self in his 
sophomore year at his vocational high school. There was only 
a single female student at his school then. Unlike the other 
students, Lilis had sewn his own school uniform trousers to get 
the style he wanted. He was also actively involved in theater and 
arts community. His friends were appreciative. Lilis maintained 
his feminine fashion style when he was admitted to college. He 
remained true to himself, especially since he received very little 
comment from his fellow students and professors.

This does not mean he had thoroughly escaped any discriminatory 
treatment at campus. He had been groped by other students 
for wearing women’s clothes. When he left the campus, people 
would start yelling “nancyboy” at him when he was about five 
meters away from the gates. The same thing happened at home, 
where the neighbors would start gossiping about him before he 
even left the house. Some called him a freak, others called him 
a sissy.

In the beginning the situation made Lilis uncomfortable. He often 
felt that he was too different, Over time, thanks to his parents 
who supported him and gave them the freedom to be himself 
so long as he did nothing to smear the family name, he began to 
gradually ignore the public comments. “As long as it’s positive 
thing, I would just do it. As time goes by, I just stop listening to 
what other people say,” Lilis said.

Lilis no longer cared about what the people around him said 
about him. He focused instead on showing his gratitude for the 
support he was receiving by nailing a series of accomplishments. 
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He won first place in Jabar Ngagaya fashion competition. He 
was also tasked with managing the wardrobe of a radio station 
in Bandung, as well as one of the city’s celebrity. Lilis believed 
that everything would turn our perfect in this world if they are 
done by men. From cooking to fashion, the result would be more 
professional if they are handled by men. “I feel that God had 
given men a special gift,” he said.

Lilis too believed that he was blessed with this gift. As a man, 
he felt that his feminine trait exerted a great influence on his 
designs. He was adept at designing unisex fashion items that 
could be worn by both men and women. “From cutting, to sizes 
and silhouettes, I choose those that a man and woman may wear. 
Maybe it’s all a matter of feel,” he said.

Though Lilis was aware of his feminine nature, even went as far 
as admitting his tendency for effeminacy, he preferred to make 
friends with men. He felt that it was easier to ask his male friends 
to buckle down and work hard. Up until his college days, he 
rarely made friends with women. “And anyway [the guys] have 
no problems with me,” he added with a smile.

Rahmat, who preferred to be called Memita, had another story. 
In the beginning he was reluctant to describe himself as feminine. 
To him femininity is in the eyes of the beholder. He viewed what 
he had done as part of his efforts to express himself. “I don’t 
think I’m feminine, because what I do is arts. Depending on how 
you look at it, it’s arts,” Memita said.

Memita did not dress and look like Lilis. He preferred regular 
shirts and pants. But his speech was gentle and soft. He did not 
mind being called effeminate. “I was born this way. This is how 
I’ve always been,” he said.

Nevertheless, it was not easy to predict Memita’s fashion 
choices. Sometimes he appeared very masculine, other times he 
looked downward feminine. He said that he once wore a pair 
of culottes that were slashed up to his thighs to go to the mall. 
He had also worn short shorts to the campus once. He had even 
visited other campuses in Bandung dressed in hot pants.  “Well, 
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I feel comfortable expressing myself in that manner. Rather than 
lying to myself about it, I prefer to just let it out. It wasn’t as if I 
hurt anyone with it,” said the 23-year-old student.

Memita did not care what other people thought of his clothes. 
To him the important thing was that he was not doing anyone 
any harm. He also did not welcome other people fussing about 
his fashion choices. “I’m not really concerned. People can say 
whatever they want. To me the important thing is I’m comfortable 
and I’m not doing anyone any harm,” he said.

His parents did not fuss all that much about his feminine looks. 
Memita said his family treated him as usual and never spoke 
to him about his choice in clothing. His friends and lecturers at 
the campus also made very little comment on it. It helped him 
feel less awkward and freer to express himself, especially since 
the clothes he wore he bought with the money he earned from 
taking up sewing, being assigned to the wardrobe department 
in various projects, and other kinds of freelance jobs. Memita no 
longer depended on his parents. He had also been elected chair 
of ISBI School of Makeup and Fashion Students Association.

Memita said he began to have the courage to behave in a more 
feminine way when he was in high school. He was taking fashion 
class where most of the students were girls. He also much 
preferred hanging out with female friends. In college he had 
more female friends than male ones. “To me it doesn’t matter 
if they’re girls or boys, so long as they can accept me and are no 
trouble. But so far most of my friends are girls,” he said.

Like Lilis, Memita had been scorned by the general public for 
the way he looked when he went to the market or when he 
visited other campus. He had also been ridiculed and called a 
sissy. But when that happened Memita immediately turned to 
confront the person who insulted him. “If you’re troubled [by 
my presence], don’t come this way, because I don’t want any 
trouble with you,” he said repeating what he had told the person 
who ridiculed him. Nevertheless, he said people like him were 
usually thick-skinned. It took a lot to offend them. “You might 
say us effeminate boys are a load of fun,” he said with a smile.
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Kabarkampus also met with Fikri Faalih Nugraha, a student of 
Bandung Islamic University (Unisba) School of Communication 
Sciences. He had a soft voice and his body language and 
movement were sinuous and willowy. He said femininity 
dominated the way he expressed himself. “Not necessarily 
in my fashion choice, but in how I approach things,” he told 
Kabarkampus. To Fikri such mode of expression was natural. 
There was nothing he could do to change it.

He was often called Berbie by his acquaintances. Initially the 
nickname confused him. As he recalled people had started to call 
him Berbie when his group was invited to sing at the freshmen’s 
initiation event. Fikri was the group’s mascot then. Only those 
who knew him well in campus were allowed to call him Berbie. 
He said he was uncomfortable when people he barely knew 
called him by that name.

Speaking about his everyday clothes, the tall communication 
student said he preferred normal, regular clothing. The few 
items of women’s clothes that he liked were usually unisex in 
nature, and can be worn by both men and women. “So while 
clothes-shopping I like to go for unisex items that my mom and I 
can take turns wearing,” he said with a grin.

Fikri realized that he had feminine tendencies when he was 
in elementary school. His mannerisms had shocked his 
schoolfriends and led to some discriminatory treatment. The 
most poignant one was during physical education class, when 
teams picked their members for basketball or futsal. Fikri was 
often considered a trash choice and considered useless. “That 
was what infuriated me the most sometimes,” he said.

In college he claimed to have experienced less discrimination. 
His friends only said that he was not like other guys and Fikri 
took these statements as a joke. But it was another thing to have 
these things said by people he barely knew. He said that it was 
only human for him to take these things to heart. But he tended 
to ignore them in the end, thinking that it was no use to mull 
about them.
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Fikri said that as a human being he did feel hurt by the all the 
discriminatory attitude. But as time passed, he began to learn 
to ignore them. However, he said that if it had been possible to 
speak up, he wished he had been able to talk the other person 
against saying hurtful things and persuade them to use a kinder 
language.

To this day, most of his friends were girls. Fikri, who was writing 
his thesis, said that he was willing to make friends with boys. 
But the girls seemed to him to be more receptive and more 
welcoming. He could not say the same thing about his male 
contemporaries.

“Maybe [the boys] are just uncomfortable [about me], even 
though I’ve never troubled them,” he said.

Fikri felt that while not blatantly avoiding him, for all that the 
other boys were not familiar with him, he could sense that they 
were rejecting him.

Fikri believed that with his characters it would be easier for him 
to approach people. He had chosen to study public relations 
because he felt that it would be useful for his future. “For a 
feminine guy the important thing is to have good attitude and 
manners,” said the former high school radio announcer.

Another story came from Fahmi, who took the same major as 
Fikri. He was usually called Ami or Genpi in campus. Fahmi 
claimed that he felt he was inherently feminine but chose to 
express himself like the average male. He did not want to explore 
his gender expression in campus. “At the moment, even when 
I’m not wearing feminine clothes, people are already judging 
me, let alone when I dress that way,” said the 19-year-old.

He did not make a big fuss about people saying he looked like 
a woman. His usual reaction was to take it easy and laugh it off. 
Fahmi had chosen to major in public relations believing that his 
future lies in PR.

He realized he had feminine traits when he was in elementary 
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school. But at the time, he deliberately stayed away from his 
schoolmates, afraid that their judgmental remarks would hurt 
him.

His confidence began to grow throughout middle school and 
high school years, and he started to ignore people’s talk. “I was 
ridiculed and bullied everyday back then. They called me sissy, 
they said I looked like a girl, like a drag-queen, and so on,” 
Fahmi said.

In college, he said the bullying changed. People no longer 
mocked him to his face but laughed at him behind his back. 
Though he had tried to be nonchalant about it, he could not help 
but take the scornful words to heart, especially when he heard 
people laugh jeeringly behind his back. It was not as if Fahmi 
had never learned how to deal with the unpleasantness that hurt 
his feeling. He had watched a lot of videos by men with feminine 
appearances who shared their experience online. “[Those bullies] 
had no idea that I have had to go to great lengths to cope with 
it,” he said.

He said that many of his male acquaintances were afraid of him 
and tried to avoid him. This led him to be friends mostly with 
girls, even though he was not averse to making friends with men. 
Fahmi assumed the men were afraid that he, Fahmi, would do 
things to them. Fahmi said he had no desire to fall in love with 
men. “Maybe they’re afraid because femininity is associated 
with homosexuality,” he said.

Fahmi hoped that society would be more open to men who 
express themselves in a feminine way. To him, effeminate men 
are not necessarily gay men, so there was no need for heterosexual 
men to stay away due to biased preconception. “I hope people 
would not judge men with feminine gender expression without 
first trying to get to know them,” he said.

IN THE EYES OF MEN

Men with feminine gender expression think that their fellow men are 
avoiding them. They are labeled with various stigma. Some of the male 
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students said they did not mind their more effeminate contemporaries 
on certain conditions. The following students shared their opinion on 
their effeminate fellow students in campus.

Rizal Fadillah was a senior in Unisba School of Communication 
Sciences, majoring in journalism. He claimed he noticed some 
ten effeminate male students around the campus, none of whom 
his close acquaintance. “I treat them normally, as long as they 
don’t bother me,” he said.

Rizal said the effeminate male students tended to prefer the 
company of female students and had a hard time mingling with 
male students. He said that it was not that he was keeping a 
distance. He believed the effeminate male students did not want 
to join the world of men. They did their best to stay out of it. But 
he admitted that he had male friends who refused point blank 
to be acquainted with feminine guys for fear that they were 
attracted to men. They simply chose not to know them from the 
start.

However, he conceded that in Unisba the feminine male students 
still appeared pretty normal. He said he once saw a male student 
who was dressed very much like a woman, complete with 
lipstick, high heels and everything. “I would’ve run from those 
kinds of guys,” he said.

Another Unisba student Burhan Fauzan said that he did not mind 
feminine or effeminate male students in campus, so long as they 
created no trouble. He admitted to feeling very uncomfortable 
when a male student blatantly flaunted his femininity and 
indicated that he liked men. “I find that very disturbing,” he said 
in an interview held after a football practice.

Burhan also said that effeminate male students usually stayed 
away from the average males. He cited an experience from his 
freshman year when he tried to make friends with an effeminate 
boy, only to have the other boy avoiding him. The encounter led 
him to the conclusion that such men tended to keep a distance 
from the average males, especially after he noticed the boy’s 
feminine appearances. “We weren’t the ones that keep the 
distance. They are,” he said
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Burhan, however, believed that feminine men were not identical 
with homosexuality and same sex attraction. He found this out 
when a friend of his, another effeminate man, had confided his 
attraction to a woman.

Another response came from Johan Herianto, a theater student 
in ISBI. He said that it was only natural that there were feminine 
men, as it was normal to be attracted to people of the same 
sex. “It’s a natural tendency. Everyone has a soft side and that 
comforts them,” said Johan in an interview in his campus. To 
him there was an advantage in making friends with effeminate 
men. They understood men better, and on certain matters were 
even superior to Johan.

Johan said that in ISBI there were quite a lot of effeminate male 
students, particularly in dance and fashion majors. The campus 
did not object to them. Johan said that even when people were 
saying mean things, by calling the effeminate men sissies, or 
telling people not to be their friends, it was all said in jest without 
any intention to shun these boys from campus life. “I myself feel 
comfortable around them,” he said.

Like Johan, Muhammad Zulfareza, an ISBI sophomore student 
majoring in anthropology said that he noticed a lot of male 
students with feminine gender expression, typically in the dance 
and fashion majors. The campus did not trouble these boys 
and neither did Reza. He stayed friends with them as long as 
they did not bother him. Reza did not deny that many in his 
major found it hard to accept feminine boys. They were usually 
afraid because they assumed feminine men are attracted to men. 
“Feminine men are not identical to homosexuals. Even though 
they may look feminine, in truth they may not always like men,” 
said Reza.

He said the campus did not fuss about the students’ gender 
expression. As long as they were willing to mingle with others, the 
other students would welcome them. “Here [they] discriminate 
against solitary people. Those who keep to themselves are 
automatically bullied,” he added.
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SGRC UI ANALYSIS

Arung Samudra, member of University of Indonesia Support 
Group and Resource Center (SGRC) on Sexuality Studies, said 
that based on discussions and analysis by his organization, 
feminine gender expression in men is partly caused by biological 
factor. Men’s sexual expression is governed by the hormone 
testosterone, while women’s is controlled by estrogen. The 
two hormones correlate with each other. Men who are more 
influenced by estrogen usually became more feminine in 
expressing themselves.

“It is this biological factor, more than the social factor, that plays 
an important role in turning a man feminine,” said Arung, who 
graduated with a degree in psychology from University of 
Indonesia.

Arung said the genetic factor has a significant impact in 
establishing gender expression. Since their family might refuse 
to accept this condition in their sons, these men will express 
this tendency elsewhere, typically in campus where people are 
generally more open-minded. The men might even be more 
femininely expressive with their college friends. He gave the 
example of his friend. Before his graduation day, this effeminate 
man had talked to his friends, and they decided to have a 
photoshoot during the rehearsal instead.

“Most of the photos [where the man expressed himself in a more 
feminine way] were taken before the rehearsal. On graduation 
day, the man came with his parents, dressed like the average 
men to meet family expectation,” Arung said.

Arung said that feminine men often become the subject of 
certain social pressures. There seems to be an unwritten rule 
which serves as a social pressure on these men. “For example, 
people might criticize them for being too coquettish or flapping 
their hands too much. This happens even when many of these 
[effeminate men] are heterosexual. They have girlfriends and 
everything,” he said.
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Furthermore, Arung said, these men also suffer from deliberate 
discrimination based on the notion that a man must be manly 
and that certain expressions must therefore be toned down. The 
public expect men to be masculine. If they are not masculine 
enough in people’s opinion, they will be labeled a sissy. Arung 
said this is not such a big issue for effeminate male students in 
social sciences department. But in engineering and science majors 
where masculinity is considered important, people will talk if a 
man sashays as he walks. “So there is [public] expectation that 
certain expression must be kept in check,” he said.

EQUALITY IN ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENT

Arung hoped that the academic society in colleges and 
universities would give equal treatment to certain groups that 
are perceived to be different. Especially given the fact that in 
academic settings certain issues must be looked through a less 
religious lens. “Sometimes the data we’re collecting do not match 
our previous hypothesis,” Arung said.

He also said that a number of findings of psychological researches 
have shed new light on minority groups, not only those with 
certain gender expression, but also minority races, etc. “I hope 
the public would be more open to accepting these groups,” he 
concluded.
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As in other regions in the country, to choose to live as a transwoman 
in Papua is to court hardship.

Ardi Bayage, Suarapapua.com

Selvi had a bachelor’s degree in state administration from 
Cendrawasih University School of Social and Political Sciences. 
The diploma should have qualified her for a job in the formal 
sector. Instead the 32-year-old transwoman chose to run own her 
own beauty salon. 

Selvi believed she had little chance of working in the formal 
sector—as a government official for instance—due to her gender 
expression. “I’m sure they would not let me take the government 
recruitment test because of my condition,” she told Suarapapua.
com on November 6, 2018. She thought it would be better to 
develop her own skills and talent at the beauty salon, doing 
bridal make-up and the likes. 

To choose to live as a transwoman was not an easy decision to 
make. Selvi had had her share of ups and downs. She had been 
subjected to discrimination and derision from people around 
her. However, she had chosen to ignore what people were saying 
about her, and tried to see them as nothing more than jokes. 
She had even suffered from discrimination by her own family 
members. She had been told off for bringing shame to the family 
and breaking cultural norms and customs. “I was beaten by my 
uncle. People called me sissy, and all that,” she said. 

THE BUMPY ROAD OF 
PAPUAN TRANSWOMEN
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But rather than wallowing in the pain inflicted by people’s 
mockery, Selvi chose to develop the beauty salon she had 
opened on Jalan Komba, Pasar Lama, in Jayapura District of 
Sentani, a city in Papua. Before running her own business, Selvi 
used to work in a series of beauty salons. She said that she had 
experienced no discrimination at the salons, but once outside 
she started getting jeered and ridiculed. “People called me some 
unprintable names, but I ignored them,” she said.

Her beauty salon was named Salon Selvia. It was located not far 
from downtown Jayapura. The place was easily recognizable 
as a two-story yellow residential building in the BTN Jayapura 
housing complex. This was where Selvi ran her business and 
earned a living. “Well, the main thing is I could make a living 
and support my family.”

Selvi had been enduring jeers, scorns, ridicules, and all other 
kinds of discriminatory treatment all her life. But she wished that 
people would refrain from targeting her parents. She said her 
parents had been understanding. “Never drag my parents into 
my problem, they know nothing [of it],” she said.

She said that if anyone dared to bully her parents because of their 
relations to her, she would not take it sitting down. When that 
happened, she would go for vengeance. She would also report 
the incident to the authorities. 

Selvi said as many as 100 Papuan transwomen had put together 
a community and appointed her chairperson. However, she still 
insisted that nothing about her life as a transwoman should be 
told to her parents. 

There was also 30-year-old Bert who led the same kind of life 
as Selvi’s. Bert had decided to drop out of college because she 
thought there was no place for her to work in the government, 
or even in the private sector. She had tried to apply for a job as a 
store’s cleaning service. She was not accepted. “On my way out, 
I heard someone stage-whispering that sissies don’t deserve to 
get a job,” Bert told suarapapua.com on Saturday, November 26, 
2018.
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Now that the issue of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) rights was becoming a mainstream topic of conversation, 
Bert was both concerned and grateful. “Sometimes when I saw 
the situation [faced by LGBT community] outside of Papua, I get 
sad. After all, these people are God’s creation too,” he said.   
Bert had been born to a poor family from deep in the heart 
of Papua. Since she was a child, she found that she enjoyed 
hanging out and playing with girls, even though she had been 
born a man. She got used to it and the habit stayed with her till 
adulthood. Bert lived her life with enthusiasm by ignoring what 
other people said about her. “The important thing is that God is 
still letting me breathe in this world, so I will keep on doing it,” 
she said.

LGBT in Papua

Selvi said that while she was aware of their existence, she did 
not have the exact number of transwomen in Papua. They 
were scattered in various regions in the Provinces Papua and 
West Papua. They also tended to move around a lot due to 
the tremendous social pressures. “I have to admit that there 
have been pressures not only from the community, but from 
the government and the security as well,” she said. Of the 
transwomen who worked in the beauty industry, she said there 
were around 100 listed in her data. 

She said the number did not include those transwomen who 
earned their living doing other jobs. She tried to maintain 
communication with fellow transwomen activist who lived 
in other cities. They routinely called one another to provide 
encouragement and support. “One of them would call me, tell 
me to take heart, even though the number of transwomen who 
are oppressed and bullied never drops,” she said. 

Jayapura City Family Planning Association (PKBI) noted that in 
general LGBT communities began to pop up in Papua starting 
2016, according to data that PKBI Chairman Agus Fauzi had 
released to a media organization in Papua. However, he declined 
to mention the number, although he conceded the communities 
seemed to gather frequently at a specific location.
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In terms of public services, the Jayapura Religious Affairs Office 
had declared that they welcome LGBT communities. Chief of 
Religious Affairs Office Syamsudin had said that he had urged 
his staff to be more respectful and to cater to the needs of members 
of LGBT communities. “Give them their rights, give them room, 
and respect them,” he told suarapapua.com on Friday, March 9, 
2018.

The article was published on Suarapapua.com, December 10, 2018
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The LGBT community in Malang City had been consistently assisting 
the vulnerable HIV/AIDS groups. They educated the people to prevent 

the virus from spreading.

Benni Indo, Suryamalang.com

The Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) groups 
are often stigmatized with the transmission of the Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus and Acquired Immune Deficiency 
Syndrome (HIV/AIDS). HIV is a virus that can drastically 
weaken a person’s immune system, allowing bacteria and 
viruses to attack the body and cause various infections.

The stigma is unfounded—anyone can get HIV/AIDS. People 
living with HIV/AIDS come from various backgrounds. They are 
men and women, some work as employees in private companies, 
and others are laborers, farmers, entrepreneurs, businessmen or 
businesswomen, government officials, homemakers, students, 
and even children. It has never been easy for LGBT people to 
fight the stigma. 

In Malang City, the stigma did not bother the LGBT groups. A 
group of gay men and women called Ikatan Gaya Malang, or 
Igama, proved that social affairs were its main concerns. They 
helped the local government and communities to prevent the 
transmission of HIV/AIDS.

DOWN AN ANT HILL 
IN THE BATTLE OF 
HIV/AIDS
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Igama had a way to reach out to people living with HIV/AIDS. 
The group’s chairperson Andi S. said that several factors had 
caused the increase of people living with HIV/AIDS. 

“I’m not sure whether it is because of the ‘iceberg’ has now melted 
or because people are more aware about access to healthcare, we 
don’t know yet,” he said in an interview in October 2018.

Based on Igama’s findings, Andi said, HIV/AIDS were mostly 
found in men who have sex with men (MSM); the second biggest 
group was housewives. The term MSM is used to refer to men 
who have sex with men regardless of their sexual orientation. 
Many MSM prefer not to be identified as homosexual or bisexual. 
The term has been used in the field of medicine since 1990.

Responding to the findings, Igama tried to educate the people 
as well as prevent the transmission of the disease. Based on the 
group’s data, Andi said, there were 500 or more MSM in Malang 
City and 345 in Malang District. Andi described Igama’s efforts 
as ‘reaching down an ant hill.’

“We encouraged them to use the health checkup services, get 
them identified,” Andi said.

It was not easy for Igama to reach out to LGBT people despite 
coming from the same community. It took an intense approach 
and interaction to get them talked about their condition. Igama 
operated on a limited budget, Andi said without mentioning a 
specify number. 

“We tried our best to educate and communicate with them, 
despite the limited funding,” he said.

During the time of the interview, Andi said that Malang City 
was intensively providing HIV/AIDS services. It positively 
impacted on the number of MSM who got themselves checked 
in such services available in the Public Health Center, or known 
here as Puskesmas, “many of them went to of Dinoyo Puskesmas 
and Saiful Anwar Hospital,” he added.
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Andi said the discrimination against LGBT people in healthcare 
services in Malang City had decreased over the years. Healthcare 
services had improved, he added. In the past, before performing 
a checkup on LGBT people, medical staff would preach at them 
first. 

Andi hoped that the good services for LGBT people would be 
maintained and improved. LGBT people are also citizens who 
deserve equal health treatments, he argued. 

Igama continued working hard to educate people about the 
importance of preventing HIV/AIDS infection. And the group’s 
hard work and consistency paid off. The negative stigma people 
often attached to Igama had gradually gone away. 

Besides Igama, Mahameru Foundation also helped with the 
educational efforts. Farid Hafifi, member of the foundation, said 
that people should never blame one group for the transmission 
of HIV/AIDS, because the virus can be transmitted to and by 
anyone.

Farid said LGBT groups were in fact very welcoming when 
asked to be involved in the HIV/AIDS prevention efforts. They 
were well informed about the dangers of HIV/AIDS. 

“In my opinion, educating the marginal groups such as MSM 
and transwomen is easier than other groups,” he said.

The challenge, said Farid, was to implement the knowledge. 
He said many LGBT people still engaged in unsafe sex, despite 
knowing the consequences well. 

“They are aware of it but choose to neglect the risk. That’s the 
problem,” he said.

Such a situation, said Farid, happened because LGBT groups 
are somewhat have a weak position. For instance, he said, a 
transwoman who’s a commercial sex worker could not say 
no to a high paying job that involved unprotected sex. “They 
completely are aware of the risk, but they ignore it. Thus they 
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are prone,” he said.

Farid said two ways of HIV/AIDS transmission that needed 
to be remembered, through genital fluids and blood. He asked 
anyone involves in HIV/AIDS prevention efforts, both from 
private sector and government, to provide accurate information. 
The media of the campaign must be clear and are not fearsome. 

The head of Malang Disease Prevention and Control Husnul 
Muarif said the government could not yet identify the biggest 
group of people living with HIV/AIDS in Malang. However, 
she said the second largest was housewives, and the third was 
private employees. The LGBT group was at number four. 

“We have not identified all. In Malang City, 1,208 people accessed 
the Antiretroviral (ARV),” he said.

Husnul said that the Health Agency had provided assistance to 
stop the disease from getting transmitted, including working 
with Igama. The agency, together with another organization, also 
helped commercial sex workers, directly and indirectly. Another 
group also worked with them to reach out to drug users.

Husnul said that working with high-risk groups was very 
helpful. He admitted that his agency could not do much without 
the assistance from the said communities or groups. 

“Most of them worked at night. We needed supports from NGO 
fellows to reach out to their groups, to control the disease by 
encouraging them to maintain healthy sexual behaviors,” he 
said.

He said Igama had provided sex education—healthy and safe 
sex—to the community. Malang Health Agency had worked 
together with the group since 2005. The agency launched a 
program called STOP that enabled the government to prevent 
and control the transmission of HIV/AIDS quickly. STOP 
involved education, reaching out to people living with HIV/
AIDS and treating them continuously. 
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Husnul said that anyone, including medical staff, is at risk of 
getting HIV/AIDS. The virus can be transmitted through blood 
transfusion. “People should be well-informed about this,” he 
said.

This article was published on SuryaMalang.com, November 26, 2018.
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Hate speech in houses of worship creates a challenging dilemma for 
LGBT community. Just like their heteronormative counterparts, they 

too feel the need to worship.

Camely Arta, Magdalene.co

The call to the Friday prayer had just been announced. A Muslim 
man, who wished to be known only as Randi, walked hurriedly 
to a mosque not far from his office at a private company in East 
Jakarta. But once inside the house of worship, he found himself 
becoming agitated. His heart began to race. The cause was 
the preacher’s sermon, which stated that LGBT (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transsexual) are sinners. 

The preacher described LGBT people as disgusting, dangerous 
and condemned by God. “He even said that LGBT deserve to 
be exterminated,” Randi, who was in his late twenties, told 
Magdalane. 

Faced with the mortifying situation, Randi had stayed still and 
listened to the entire sermon. “It was as if I was frozen,” he said. 
As a gay Muslim, he believed the mosque should have served 
as an oasis in the storm of hate speech, discrimination, and 
persecution against his community.  

Instead, he found just the opposite. The house of worship rejected 
the very idea of his existence. Randi said that in their sermons 

ANY ROOM FOR LGBT 
TO WORSHIP?
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the preachers said that God would not accept the prayers of an 
LGBT. “Never mind prayers, they wouldn’t even consider [an 
LGBT] human,” he said.

The bitter incident had taken place two years ago. But it has done 
nothing to stop Randi from praying regularly. He also continues 
to perform all the other Islamic rituals. The only difference is that 
he rarely goes to the mosque anymore. He prefers to pray in the 
rented room where he lives. It is his belief that men do not know 
whether or not God listens to their prayers. 

Randi is convinced that the act worship is a private affair 
between a man and his God. “I pray to feel closer to God, to 
Allah. Whether God listens to me or not, that’s His business. As 
a Muslim I will keep doing my prayers,” he added.

A Christian woman who prefers to be known simply as Nina, 
shared Randi’s experience. Nina has been aware of her attraction 
to other women since she was in elementary school. The 30-year 
old is now a freelance writer living in Jakarta.

She recalled her experience as a teenager in Yogyakarta in 2005. 
A priest, in his sermon at her church, likened LGBT people to 
those who knowingly plunge into the pits of sin. The sermon 
irritated and upset Nina. Nevertheless, she stayed and listened to 
the sermon till the end. “But after the service where that sermon 
was delivered, I never went to church anymore,” she said.

The priest’s sermon had done nothing to dim Nina’s faith in 
Christianity. Her belief in Jesus as the savior and light of the 
world has not faded. “You don’t need to be a regular at a church 
to have strong faith. A church is but a building made for worship. 
But I believe worship can be done with just God and me,” she 
said.

RELIGION WITHOUT CONTEXT: A MISUNDERSTANDING

Randi and Nina represent members of the LGBT community 
or the gender minority group who continue to make critical 
inquiries about their relations with religion. The recent anti-
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LGBT sentiments in Indonesia are inextricably linked to 
misconceptions about the group. In religious context, undeniably 
the majority of prominent religious figures have been relentless 
in their marginalization of LGBT community. Many of them 
even stir up the growing hatred against LGBT groups.

The situation is further aggravated by the fact that the state, 
whose responsibility it is to protect minority group, has chosen 
to turn a blind eye instead. Even worse, in a number of cases, 
it was the state action that had caused public hysteria. Take for 
example, the Cianjur government’s request that preachers speak 
about the dangers of LGBT in their Friday sermons.

Lailatul Fitriyah, an academician currently studying for her 
doctoral degree in world religions and global church at University 
of Notre Dame School of Theology in the US, expressed her 
concerns about the inhumane perception of LGBT community 
held by ulemas (Islamic teachers). Laily, as she is usually called, 
is of the opinion that ulemas who are hostile to LGBT groups 
are of the type that views the development of Islamic laws and 
traditions as processes that are set in stone.

This type of ulema, Laily said, assumes that once a law has been 
passed on an issue, it is no longer open for revision. These ulemas 
are of the opinion that Islamic laws from the 11th century, for 
instance, must remain the same to the present day. “In truth, 
when we study Islamic history and law, [we would see that] they 
were developed in response to the dynamics of the society,” she 
said.

Laily said that during the Abbasid Caliphate, with was based 
in Baghdad in the 16th century, the Islamic society swung in a 
patriarchal direction. Laws written during this period tended to 
be more oppressive on women compared to those in the 7th or 
8th century, shortly after the passing of Prophet Muhammad.

Islamic law, Laily said, changes in response to the demand and 
characteristics of the society.  Unfortunately, many present day 
ulemas believe that once the law on a particular matter is set, it 
cannot be changed. They also believe that Islamic law cannot be 
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amended to suit societal development.

Laily went on to say that among ulemas it is assumed that the 
Quran has a positive prohibition against homosexuality that is 
not open for debate. She said that in reality, most of the Quran 
contains norms. “Norms are more generic, not absolute law,” she 
said.

She said that the story of the Prophet Lot, which is often used 
as the basis for attacking LGBT group, tells more than just the 
issue of homosexuality. The story, she said, made no mention 
of consensual homosexual practice in the community. What 
was obvious, she said, was the way the story characterizes the 
common sexual practice at the time of the Prophet Lot as coercive 
and full of intimidation.

Seen in this light, the message of the story of the Prophet Lot, she 
said, turns out to be more than simply the issue of homosexuality, 
but instead the prohibition of non-consensual sexual practices, 
in other word rape. “This message is disregarded when the 
story of the Prophet Lot is used as the basis for prohibition of 
homosexuality,” Laily said. Furthermore, the message is taken 
out of the socio-historical context of the story. The ulemas, 
according to Laily, only founded their understanding on the 
Quran, while overlooking the story background and context.

ALLAH EMBRACES FLUIDITY

Reverend Suarbudaya Rahardian from Anugerah Community 
Church in Central Jakarta described LGBT people as manifestation 
of sexual orientation and gender expression diversity that should 
theologically be perceived as divine blessing. “We in the church 
believe that the God that we worship in Christianity is the God 
that transcends the norms of heteronormativity,” Suarbudaya 
said in an interview with Magdalene.

He said that the Holy Spirit as part of the Christian divinity is 
represented in the Bible by an entity that is addressed as Sophia, 
wisdom with feminine characteristics. However, in other parts 
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of the Scripture, the Holy Spirit is referred to in masculine terms.

This fluid mode of address defines the Trinity. Christians, 
therefore, should deliberate on the fact that if even God embraces 
this fluidity, how much more so should the mankind He created 
do. “This is the reason we came to the conclusion that as 
outsiders to heteronormativity, the LGBT community should be 
given room, be accommodated by the church, as God has done 
for them,” he said.

Suarbudaya has been sent by the British Baptist Missionary Society 
to establish a community in Jakarta to harbor groups that have 
so far been marginalized by the church. Suarbudaya expressed 
his concern about the theological and moral persecution of LGBT 
community by conservative churches, when it is the church’s 
responsibility to support marginalized groups.

Suarbudaya believed that mainstream churches should speak 
for the rights of LGBT community. These days, especially in 
Indonesia, LGBT groups are especially vulnerable to oppression, 
assault, criminalization and persecution.
 
In biblical context, Suarbudaya said that homophobia exists in 
Christianity and that the Scripture is strictly heteronormative. 
There are even biblical verses that explicitly advocate assault of 
LGBT groups. “This needs to be straightened out,” he said.

Suarbudaya said that the Scripture had not been written expressly 
for every reader anywhere anytime. The Scripture is in essence 
directed at a particular time, addressing certain geopolitical and 
social situations, or specific individuals. Indonesians living in 
the 21st century should not read into the text as though it was 
intended for them. Suarbudaya said that the text should be 
viewed through a specific lens to be understood. 

He mentioned as example a verse in Leviticus that literally 
states, “A man who sleeps with another man should be stoned 
to death.” Suarbudaya said that if they insist on strict adherence 
to the Bible, Christians should also read other exhortations 
mentioned in Leviticus. In another verse, the book states that a 
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child that defies its parent should be stoned to death. “Reading 
that, even conservative Christians wouldn’t stone their child to 
death for, say, refusing to do the dishes,” he said.

EQUAL AND GUARANTEED RIGHTS FOR EVERY CITIZEN

Suarbudaya said that Biblical context cannot be compared 
apple-to-apple with today’s society. The Bible should be viewed 
through the lens of Jesus Christ, that is, by asking what Jesus 
would have said regarding the issue had he still been alive today. 
He said anti-LGBT groups are fond of quoting from Roman 1 
verse on men abandoning natural relations with women and 
were inflamed with lust for one another.

The idea of burning sexual desire between men was forbidden by 
Paul the Apostle, because it would potentially jeopardize another 
existing relationship, which is matrimony. “What if a man 
abandons his loyalty to his lawful wife by having extramarital 
relationship, which, in this case, is a homosexual one?” he said. 

Such extramarital relations would have been equally condemned 
had it happened with a heterosexual partner. The point, he said, 
is not about homosexuality.

Suarbudaya said that during the Greek imperial period, 
there was a practice known as arsenakoitai, which referred to 
worship of the goddess Artemis at her temples by engaging in 
anal intercourse with underage boys. “Paul was against this 
practice because it was clearly non-consensual and exploitative,” 
Suarbudaya said.

The set of rules against homosexual relations should be 
understood from the perspectives of contemporary institutions. 
Unfortunately, nowadays people tend read the text independent 
of its context.

While mainstream church continues to marginalize LGBT 
community, Anugerah Salemba Community Church issued an 
open declaration of acceptance in June 2015. Their objective is 
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not to turn LGBT individuals into heterosexuals, but to fully 
accept them in the condition they are in.

National Commission on Human Rights (Komnas HAM) 
Commissioner Beka Ulung Hapsara said that LGBT individuals 
have the same rights to worship as other Indonesian citizens. 
The constitution guaranteed every LGBT individual’s the right 
to worship according to their religion, without fear of threat, 
intimidation and terror from other groups.

Beka said that KOMNAS HAM is in position to request that the 
state, through its officials, respects the LGBT community. “We 
also request that the state protects the LGBT community freedom 
to worship and believe in a religion, so they will not be robbed of 
their basic human rights,” he said.

The article was published on Magdalene.co, October 19, 2018.
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Muslim transgender people sartorial dilemma for communing with 
God in their prayers

Since he was a young student in elementary school, Tama, not 
his real name, had always felt that he was different. Born a 
woman, the 32-year-old said he was never comfortable with his 
own body.

He disliked his school uniform skirts, and never wore his 
hair long. Tama always tried to look as masculine as possible. 
“During middle school, I realized I fancied women, and I was 
shocked. I like women, but I was uncomfortable with my gender 
as a woman,” said Tama in Jakarta.

Tama, an assistant program manager at a non-governmental 
organization in the capital Jakarta, said that only in the past few 
years had he learned deeper about sexuality and transgender 
issues. When he turned 29, he decided to identify himself as a 
transman.

The transition period was fairly easy with his mother standing 
on his side—at last. His mother initially objected his decision, 
but finally let Tama stick to his choice, to become a transman. 

Tama was raised by a Catholic mother and a Muslim father. It 
was his mother who encouraged Tama to embrace Islam. He 
embarked on a religious quest in his school age before finally 

SARONG OR MUKENA, 
THAT’S THE QUESTION
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choosing Islam. Religious values had helped him fight the battle 
against himself, especially when he had the thought of ending 
his own life. 

As a transman, Tama found the choice of prayer garb a dilemma. 
He did not know if he was supposed to don the usual men’s 
attire of sarong and peci or skullcap, or to continue to wear the 
women’s praying garb called mukena—a one-or-two-piece loose 
hooded cloak that covers the entire body but the face, commonly 
worn by female Muslims in Indonesia. To avoid unnecessary 
arguments with people around him, Tama had gone for the 
mukena as it would cover his masculine appearances

However, wearing it made him feel pressured and uncomfortable. 
“But after the transition, I no longer wear mukena when praying,” 
he said.

Another challenge he faced was when he wanted to pray at his 
office complex because his colleagues were still unfamiliar with 
transgender issue. Only a few of them know he was a transman. 
The condition had forced Tama to go to another mosque far from 
his workplace.

A similar dilemma also experienced by a transwoman who grew 
up in a Muslim family in one of the cities in Sumatra. Anisa, 
not her real name, 25, said she often questioned God about the 
harassment she and her fellow transwomen received. 

Although she frequently “protested” the Almighty, Anisa never 
missed her prayers. Just like Tama, she was once also confused 
about what to wear at the house of worship—as she experienced 
a discouraging event when she moved to Jakarta in 2009.

Her transwoman friend, whom she described had “a very 
feminine” look, was once laughed at for wearing sarong and 
skullcap in a mosque. “I thought that it was really harsh. I was 
afraid I would be treated the same way,” she said. 

After the incident, Anisa decided not to pray at the mosque, 
afraid of getting the same rejection. She worried someone would 
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say, “why is a man praying in a mukena.”

However, just recently, her meeting with an Islamic teacher 
had infused strength into her. The teacher said she could wear 
whatever makes her comfortable when praying. “Finally I chose 
to wear the mukena. I feel more solemn when wearing it,” she 
said.

TRANSGENDER EXISTENCE IN ISLAM

For most Indonesian people, religion is a significant aspect of life. 
Such a religiosity is also found in the transgender community—
despite the stigma attached to them by the conservative groups 
as ‘sinners.’ The more radical groups even persecute them.  

Pluralism lecturer and researcher at the Fahmina Institute of 
Islamic Studies (ISIF) Cirebon, West Java, Abdul Muiz Ghazali 
said that in the context of Islam—both in the Quran and hadith 
or a collection of traditions containing sayings of the prophet 
Muhammad that constitute the primary source of guidance for 
Muslim—the existence of transgender is mentioned. 

In the sexual orientation context, Surah Annur verse 31 of 
the Quran commands the followers to cover their awra or the 
intimate parts of the human body according to Islam. 

“Women of faith may reveal their awra, among others, in front 
of men who do not have sexual desire for women,” Abdul Muiz 
told Magdalene.

In the hadiths, transgender is referred to as mukhannats, men 
who appear like women, and mutarajjilat, women who appear 
like men. “[Transgender] has been around since the time of the 
Prophet. The ones who were prohibited was men who appeared 
as women to avoid being sent to war,” Abdul Muiz explained.

Regarding prayer garments, Abdul Muiz said, neither a skullcap 
nor a mukena is required. In Islam, the principal provision 
in performing prayers is to cover the awra. So, if men don a 
mukena, then their prayers are considered valid because they 
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have covered their awra, he said.

“Wearing a skullcap or a mukena is part of the culture, not of the 
ritual requirements,” Abdul Muiz said.

He said that the validity of worships is not determined by the 
worshipers’ garments, but their sincerity and how comfortable 
they are in performing the ritual. Abdul Muiz cited a hadith that 
says that Allah does not judge someone’s body, form or their 
garments. God, he said, looks at their conscience. So, transgender 
people could pray like any other Muslims. Prayer is a medium 
for communicating with God and achieving peace. 

“You cannot lie to yourself. So wear what you think is comfortable 
for you,” Abdul said.

Lailatul Fitriyah, an academician currently studying for 
her doctoral degree in world religions and global church at 
University of Notre Dame School of Theology in the United 
States of America, also supported Abdul’s statement. Lailatul 
or Laily as she is usually called, said that although the LGBT 
terminology had yet to exist when Islam came, the practice of 
homosexuality, lesbianism, and transgender (both transwoman 
and transman), existed since the seventh century in the Arabian 
Peninsula.

However, at the time, LGBT people did not hold significant 
positions in the society. When they were in the community, their 
existence was not perceived as a problem. They were not tribal 
leaders, politicians, nor war leaders. “They were mostly artists,” 
she said.

In the debate of how transgender people should practice their 
religious rituals, Laily said that most of the explanations in 
the Quran are normative. The Quran mentions that people are 
obliged to perform prayers, zakat (alms giving), and other acts 
of worship. However, the Quran does not specify if women must 
wear mukena and men shall wear sarong and skullcap when 
performing prayers. Religious rituals fall into the domain of 
Islamic law, which allows multiple context-based interpretations.
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Laily said in the context of acts of worship, Muslim shall refer 
to the Quran Surah 17 Verse 84, which says, “Each one acts 
according to his own character (made up of his creed, world-
view and disposition). And your Lord knows best who is better 
guided in His way.”

This verse, Laily said, emphasized that humanity must be 
accepted according to its natural disposition. She said it can 
be interpreted that if someone feels they are affiliated with the 
female gender, then just accept the condition as it is. Similarly, 
if someone associates themselves with the male gender, then 
embrace it comfortably. “In worship, what matters is the 
intention and sincerity. Not what garment a worshiper should 
wear,” Laily said.

Had learned more from the experts, Tama became more confident 
and comfortable with his rituals. He believed that it was not 
possible for God to create all the people in the same condition. 

“The Islam that I know is diverse. Whomever you are, you are 
not judged by your gender identity, but your piety,” said Tama.

As for Anisa, she had now decided to stop praying. Anisa 
believed there are many ways for human beings to do good. She 
learned that in almost all religions, narratives and interpretations 
of LGBT people—especially transgender—are always bad.

Anisa did not blame the religions. She was not comfortable with 
how people interpreted verses in the holy books so differently 
between one another. Now, she chose to pray in various ways, her 
own way. “My prayer is more like talking and communicating 
with my body, with myself,” she said.

The article was published on Magdalene.co, November 21, 2018.
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Ervan Wahyudin, RTV

HIV/AIDS IS NOT THE 
END OF EVERYTHING 

VISUAL NARRATION

Presenter reads the 
opening 

HIV/AIDS has always been 
connected to the LGBT community. 
This stigma has stopped people 
living with HIV/AIDS from 
seeking medical treatments.
 
Whereas, most of HIV/AIDS 
positives are heterosexual 
couples. Through ARV medical 
therapy, HIV/AIDS positives can 
live normally and prevent the 
transmission of the disease.

To commemorate World 
AIDS Day, we have a special 
report, “HIV is Not the End of 
Everything.”
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People are still terrified of the 
Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
(HIV).

The stigma against people living 
with HIV/AIDS has also affected 
people in general from opening up 
or going for an HIV/AIDS test.

• Hospital
• A ward
• Illustration on HIV
• Drugs
• Must be very 

careful, no close-
ups, viewers might              
thinkthey are HIV/
AIDS positives

Graphic 1

People living with HIV/
AIDS, until December 
2017

Heterosexual 69 percent
Syringe, needle users 9.1 
percent
Homosexual 5.7 percent
Mother to child perinatal 
2.9 percent

Source: Indonesian 
Health Ministry

Based on the data from the 
Ministry of Health, the biggest 
group of people living with HIV/
AIDS is the heterosexual.

People living with HIV would only 
detect the infection after taking a 
test. 

Like what happened to Antonio

At a glance, Antonio doesn’t look 
any different from other people. 
But who would guess that he is 
HIV positive since 2012.

Antonio was shattered when first 
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Soundbite of Antonio, 
people with HIV/AIDS

Browsing information and sharing 
with doctors that HIV can be 
controlled through a regular ARV 
treatment, with the same life 
expectancy as other people.

learned that he was diagnosed 
with HIV. He finally fought back, 
and now he is healthy, and back to 
his routine like before. 

• Antonio goes into 
the clinic

• Details on Antonio
• Antonio waits for 

the schedule
• Counseling 
• Antonio in the 

counseling session 

It is not easy to live with HIV.

Antonio had experienced 
discrimination due to the stigma 
from his close friends.

Soundbite, interview 
with Antonio

Shirts and other clothes that I had 
worn were burned. Oh, alright, 
I thought then, something was 
wrong. They could have asked me, 
I can inform and educate them. 
HIV is not as terrifying as that.

• Set up Rohin 
sequence 

• Rohin and people 
living with HIV/
AIDS gather 
in Puskesmas 
(community health 
center) to join a 
course

• Etc. 

Rohin also had gone through the 
same experience. Rohin is another 
person living with HIV/AIDS.

Rohin recognizes that negative 
stigma is still very much attached 
to those living with HIV/AIDS by 
the society.
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Soundbite, interview 
with Rohin

They support me, and I am 
thankful for that. So, besides 
myself, my family and partner are 
very helpful.

But he is thankful that his family 
cares about his well being and 
giving him moral support.

Graphic 2
• Unsafe sexual 

relations (not 
wearing condoms)

• Use of needles
• Genetic
Source: Indonesian 
Health Ministry

HIV cannot be transmitted so 
easily. 

The virus can only be transmitted 
through sexual intercourse, 
swapping or sharing of needles 
and biological.  

Graphic 3
HIV does not 
transmitted through:
• Hand shakes
• Hugs
• Swap clothes
• Lay down on the 

same bed
Source: Indonesian 
Health Ministry

Now, more health services that 
specially cater to treat HIV/AIDS 
are available. 

One of them is Globalindo clinic in 
Setiabudi, South Jakarta.

Clips of Globalindo 
clinic
• Visual establishing 

Globalindo
• Visual of the 

building
• Visual of the 

Shaking hands, hugging, swapping 
clothes or social interactions cannot 
transmit HIV. 
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• Clips on 
counseling details 

• Clips on laboratory 
checkups

• Clips on ARV 
drugs

• Clips of 
laboratory’s staff 
checking samples

Patients can get their blood tested, 
go for counseling and anti-
retroviral virus (ARV) treatment.

Doctor Hanif, an HIV specialist, 
said that an early blood test and 
ARV therapy for HIV positives can 
prevent the transmission of the 
virus.

But for most people, HIV test is 
still a terrifying affair.

services in 
Globalindo

• Etc.

If our fellows who are living with 
HIV/AIDS access and consume 
ARV drugs regularly, the viral load 
or the virus in the body usually go 
undetected, it means they are as 
healthy as other people who don’t 
have HIV. And they are not going 
to transmit the disease to their 
sexual partners

Soundbite, interview 
with Doctor Hanif

• People with HIV/
AIDS gather

• Details of the 
people from 
behind

• Doctor gives an 
explanation

• Visual, texts, 
symbols to prevent 
HIV

There are even several HIV 
positive couples whose children 
are 100 percent HIV negative. 
Because they routinely took their 
ARV drugs, it has changed their 
behavior too to be more positive.
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Doctor Mayalitasari, at Pancoran 
Puskesmas.

Many of our patients are mothers. 
They did not transmit the virus to 
their children. They do not have 
partners.

Soundbite, interview 
with Doctor Mayalitasari

Graphic 4
Preventing HIV/AIDS
A = You don’t have 
sexual intercourse
B = Faithful to your 
spouse/partner
C = Prevent it with 
condoms
D = Prevent to share 
needle or syringe 
E = Health education

Prevention can be done through 
several steps. You do not engage 
in sexual relations. Faithful to your 
spouse or partner. Prevent it using 
condoms. Do not share or swap 
needles or syringes and get some 
health education.

• Visuals on free 
VCT tests by 
Komunitas Peduli 
AIDS Jakarta  

• Details on people 
who check their 
health

• Visuals on 
activities on AIDS 
Day

• Health promotion
• Etc.

Today, people can get their blood 
tested to detect HIV/AIDS, and 
it is free of charge. They can go to 
clinics, Puskesmas, or NGOs that 
work on the prevention of HIV/
AIDS transmission. 

Don’t be discouraged. Fight that 
fear and go for a VCT test.

Opt for a regular medical therapy, 
it will reduce the possibility of the 
transmission and keep you healthy, 
just like other people.

From Jakarta, RTV Reporting 
Team.
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Gaya Dewata Foundation fought against the stigmatization of 
LGBT community as the most vulnerable group against HIV/AIDS 

infection.

Eviera Paramita Sandi, Tribun-Bali.com

Life as a lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) is not 
easy especially in Indonesia. A host of stigma are attached 
to them, including the notion that they are the group that are 
most likely to contract and spread Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS). 
HIV drastically reduce a person’s immune system, making 
them more vulnerable to bacterial, fungal, and viral infections, 
creating a host of conditions that are indicative of AIDS. This 
horrific condition is the reason why LGBT individuals are often 
subjected to discrimination. 

As a tourist destination peopled with heterogenous population, 
Bali is a haven for LGBT communities where they may feel 
sheltered from overwhelming rejection. LGBT friendly locations 
are opening up in a number of regions in Bali, from Kuta, Legian, 
to Seminyak, where dedicated venues or clubs and events are 
made available for them.

Members of LGBT communities are also facilitated in securing 
employment, the majority of which are in hospitality industry. 
Civil society organizations focusing on LGBT advocacy are also 
supported by the community and local government. One such 

BALI LGBT FIGHTING 
THE HIV/AIDS STIGMA
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organization is Gaya Dewata Foundation which focuses on the 
rights of the GTM (gay, transgender, and men who have sex with 
men). The foundation was established in 1992, with offices in 
Denpasar and Badung.

Chair of Gaya Dewata Foundation Christian Supriyadinata said 
that the organization was initially founded to accommodate GMT 
community, where they may share their experience and help one 
another. Over time, as blame was placed on the community for 
the mounting number of HIV/AIDS cases, Gaya Dewata had 
strived to educate the public on the issue. They did not wish their 
community to be stigmatized as the most HIV/AIDS vulnerable 
community. “HIV is transmitted through certain lifestyles, not 
just by gay men and foreigners. Anyone can catch the disease,” 
Christian said in Denpasar on September 24, 2018.

Gaya Dewata’s staff had approached members of LGBT 
community to educate them on the risks of unsafe sex practices. 
They also invited LGBT individuals to take regular HIV/AIDS 
tests. Gaya Dewata monitored the risk group and provided 
medications for those who are already infected by the virus.  
“Every day from Monday through Friday we cater to community 
members who require information or wish to get a medical 
examination,” Christian said. 

In six months, from January through June 2018, the outreach team 
had approached as many as 3150 gay men and 336 transwomen, 
with 863 and 68 of them consenting to be tested for HIV/AIDS.

USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

Gaya Dewata used the social media to reach out to the GTM 
community. Members of LGBT communities found the social 
media a liberating medium of expression. Some were still 
in the closet, while others were more open about their sexual 
orientation. Many were involved in special groups known only 
to the LGBT communities. Juba, a Gaya Dewata field worker, 
said that he kept a close eye on the development of LGBT 
communities on social media, including Facebook.
On Facebook, Juba, a bisexual, could meet and interact with fellow 

Eviera Paramita Sandi



240 Perbankan dan Fintech | Aliansi Jurnalis Independen

homosexuals. At hotspots like local gay bars, he got to meet other 
men with whom he exchanged information on gay-centric social 
media, including chatrooms. Juba usually exchanged contact 
information with them and set a date for further meeting. “In 
this way the information continues to spread and many people 
came to know me,” said the father of one from Jembrana.

The virtual outreach, he said, made it easier for him to contact 
other men who have sex with men (MSM). On social media Juba 
used a feminine persona, dressed as a woman and wearing a 
wig. He said the image drew a lot of attention and many people 
approached him asking for an introduction. “At this point I 
started to give them the information and invite them to take 
HIV/AIDS test,” said Juba, who had been with Gaya Dewata 
since 2013.

It was not smooth sailing all the way. Some of his acquaintances 
refused his invitation to take HIV/AIDS test. Others bore him 
grudges because he turned down their invitation to get to know 
each other better. Juba said he had met people who swore at him 
and then blocked him on his social media channels. Educating 
the GTM community on the importance of HIV/AIDS test was 
far from easy, he said, particularly because not all of them were 
prepared to admit that they were LGBT. Juba said that many of 
his contacts claimed to be heterosexual on social media, while 
in reality they were men who have sex with men. This secretive 
nature posed a challenge on data collecting efforts. Many of the 
men were categorized as heterosexual when medical workers 
approached them for counseling.

Garnetta had another story. Born a man, since 2016 she had 
publicly declared herself a transwoman. Garnetta admitted that 
her fellow transwomen tended to be more reticent than gay 
men. “When I invite them to take HIV test, they keep telling me, 
later, I’ll do it tomorrow. And I cannot force them to do it,” said 
Garnetta, who was also known as Garni.

Garnetta had also tirelessly campaigned for safer sex among 
the transwomen community. She continued to persuade her 
friends to take regular HIV test. She kept an eye on those who 
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were already HIV positive and reminded them to take their 
medications, accompanied them to get medical check-up, and 
giving them pep talks to keep their spirit up as they continued 
with their therapy. She also kept a tab of all transwomen who 
had moved to other cities and facilitated their access to medical 
facilities in their new domicile.

Gaya Dewata field coordinator Bas said that it was difficult 
to engage with members of LGBT community who were 
uninformed about safe sex practices and risk of HIV. Social 
media communication alone was not enough to get them to take 
HIV test. In this case, Bas would ask to meet them in person to 
talk them into taking the test. In some cases, he had managed 
to get the person to a health facility, only to have them backing 
down from fear. “Some said they were afraid of vaccines, or 
needles, or blood. Lots of reasons,” Bas said. He said that being 
a companion to these LGBT individuals took a lot of patience.

These efforts had been launched in a bid to remove the stigma of 
being the group with the most HIV/AIDS prone members. Gaya 
Dewata believed that everyone, homosexuals and heterosexuals 
alike, is at risk of contracting HIV/AIDS, for instance from drug 
use or unsafe multi-partnered sex. Garnetta said that HIV/AIDS 
is transmitted through certain lifestyles, rather than gender. This 
owner of a café in Seminyak explained that HIV/AIDS is not 
transmitted by attraction to people of the same sex. “It’s spread 
through unsafe sex practices,” she said.

HIV/AIDS IN BALI

Data from Bali Health Office showed that the cumulative 
number of people with HIV/AIDS in the province from 1987 to 
2018 stood at 19,683. The highest number of cases was from the 
heterosexual group with 8,063 cases; homosexuals 2,690 cases; 
794 Injecting Drug Use (IDU) cases; 341 perinatal cases; 9 tattoo-
related cases; and 271 cases from miscellaneous groups.
Most of HIV/AIDS cases in Bali were men from the 20 – 39-year-
old age group. Denpasar has the most number of cases, followed 
by Badung and Buleleng. The HIV positive patients were 
identified through HIV test services in the cities in Bali, which 
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tested people regardless of where in Indonesia they come from.
Bali Health Office Prevention and Control of Communicable 
Diseases Department Chief I Nyoman Sudiyasa said that the 
number of cases is cumulative because once a person tested 
positive for HIV, they will remain on the list for the rest of 
their life. HIV/AIDS statistics continue to rise annually and are 
impossible to reduce. “The number of cases will continue to rise, 
and will never drop, because currently no one who lives with 
HIV/AIDS has been declared 100 percent cured,” Sudiyasa said 
in an interview on October 27, 2018.

He said that HIV/AIDS is a lifelong condition. Antiretroviral 
medications only serve to keep the number of virus in the 
patient’s body low, giving them a chance for improved quality 
of life and normal activities. People with HIV/AIDS have to 
take their antiretroviral medication every day. With routine 
medication the number of viruses will drop so low as to cut 
down on the risk of transmission by up to 96 percent, even 100 
percent if the person could maintain a healthy lifestyle.

Head of Bali Health Office Ketut Suarjaya said that HIV/AIDS 
medications can be obtained in Supportive Care and Therapy 
Units across the island. Starting 2017, prescription of antiretroviral 
medication is done on a test and treat basis. Antiretroviral 
medications are to be immediately administered to anyone who 
tested positive for HIV, is prepared to commit to the regiment, 
and for whom the medication is not contraindicated.

Campaign for HIV/AIDS mitigation adopts the STOP (suluh, 
temukan, obati, pertahankan) approach. Suluh (educate) aims at 
informing every member of the community of the risk of HIV/
AIDS. Temukan (find) aims at increasing the number of people 
who are tested for HIV, because the majority of HIV/AIDS 
transmission is caused by people who are not aware that they 
are harboring the virus. Obati (medicate) seeks to ensure that 
HIV positive people are taking their antiretroviral medications 
regularly. And pertahankan (maintain) aims at supporting and 
monitoring HIV positive people who are already taking their 
medication.  “Don’t shun them, don’t stigmatize them, and don’t 
discriminate them,” said Suarjaya.
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ROLE OF GAYA DEWATA

Public participation in HIV/AIDS mitigation campaign, like 
what Gaya Dewata had been doing with members of LGBT 
community, was crucial and immensely helpful. Manager of Bali 
Province AIDS Mitigation Commission (KPA) Media Manager 
Yuniambara said that community programs like Gaya Dewata’s 
are found to be very effective. “[Such programs] are extremely 
beneficial, especially considering that they were run without the 
government’s financial support, which is sad, really,” she said.

KPA had partnered with Gaya Dewata in a number of programs 
involving people who live with HIV/AIDS. KPA is tasked with 
monitoring, coordinating and evaluating the programs, including 
those by Gaya Dewata. Gaya Dewata plays a crucial role in 
accommodating LGBT communities under a single coordinative 
body that KPA can guide with positive activities targeted at 
members of the group and their immediate surrounding.

Similar assessment was made by Bali Health Office Prevention 
and Control of Communicable Diseases Department Chief 
I Nyoman Sudiyasa, who said that it is impossible to get a 
maximum outcome from HIV/AIDS mitigation programs if the 
public only depend on the government to take action. He said that 
support from every element of the community is crucial. “CSOs 
that are actively involved in this issue has played an important 
in helping us, especially in discovering cases and monitoring the 
administration of [antiretroviral] medication,” he said.

The article was published on TRIBUN-BALI.COM, November 3, 2018
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Internalized homophobia may cause unhealthy mental condition such 
as depression and self-hate.

Gisela Swaragita, The Jakarta Post

When talking about homophobia, one would think about the 
repression that comes from outside, and that forces the LGBT 
people to stay closeted. However, activists have said that in the 
society where heterosexuality is considered normal, LGBT people 
can develop the feeling of fear and disgust towards themselves 
for their sexual orientation. In that particular condition, they 
would feel that being non-heterosexual and non-cis are wrong 
and sinful.

Lini Zurlia, a queer feminist activist from South East Asia gay 
activism organization ASEAN SOGIE Caucus, said feeling guilty 
of being gay was a phase that LGBT people often went through. 

“When society represses your sexuality in the name of religion, 
morality or family resilience, unnecessary guilt can internalize 
within yourself,” she told The Jakarta Post through phone call 
recently.

She said these repressions could cause LGBT people who are still 
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in denial to become homophobic too. “It is called internalized 
homophobia. When people try too hard to deny they are actually 
gay, this can be expressed as aggressive hate toward the LGBT 
community because they do not want to be identified as one of 
them,” she said.

According to Teguh Wijaya Mulya, a psychology lecturer in 
Surabaya University, internalized homophobia also may cause 
an unhealthy mental condition such as depression and self-hate. 
“Internalized homophobia is not a mental illness, but a negative 
way of thinking,” Teguh told The Jakarta Post through text 
message recently. 

“However, reports have said that internalized homophobia is 
associated with things that are bad to mental health, such as 
depression, bad body image, and even suicidal tendency, and 
self-hate,” Teguh said. 

“We live in a society that bombards us with heteronormative 
messages, pictures, and assumptions. It is not a surprise that 
those ‘who are not heterosexual’ tend to feel abnormal,” he said.

To feel that being LGBT is wrong, sinful, or abnormal may 
hamper an LGBT individual’s process to come in—a process 
where an LGBT person happily accepts themselves for their 
non-heterosexual orientation. This condition may leave them in 
denial and unhappy with themselves.

However, Teguh said that internalized homophobia could 
happen even to those who were already coming out—telling 
others about their sexual orientation.

“A research says a gay may have come out to others several 
times, but the person still needs years to finally fully coming in,” 
he said. “Even, some LGBT individuals feel that coming in is 
not a black-and-white process, but a long process that has to be 
undergone for life.”

He added, on the other hand, there are those who feel at ease 
to come in and do not experience homophobia, but choose not 
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to come out because they live in an environment that is very 
violent to LGBT. “In the context where the state is ignorant to 
LGBT persecution, being closeted is a logical consideration. Not 
necessarily because of internalized homophobia,” he said.

Teguh said feeling alone, singled out, helpless, and hopeless are 
the real torture for a person with depression. “Realizing that we 
are not alone is a crucial step to get out of the feeling of being 
an outcast. Community, friends, and mentors will contribute to 
reducing such feelings,” he said. “If you feel depressed, you have 
to go out and move. Take a chance to meet supportive friends, 
communities, and mentors. If you keep it to yourself, depression 
will kill you. The more you keep shut in bed, the more helpless 
you will be.”

However, many times people are not ready to be supportive to 
help their LGBT peers. “Do not lecture them as if you know what 
he or she feels,” he said. “If you are a heterosexual, do not say 
that you ‘understand’ what he or she feels. It is like a husband 
who tells his wife ‘I know how you feel when you go through 
labor pain.’ You can try to understand, but you will never fully 
understand,” he said.

“Also, do not tell them to go to a psychologist or a psychiatrist 
unless you are sure that the mental health professionals have 
positive perception towards LGBT. Generally, Indonesian 
psychologists or psychiatrists still think of LGBT as disturbance, 
although such way of thinking is against international agreement 
and understanding,” he said.  

“Instead, we can introduce them to community, friends, or NGOs 
who work in LGBT issues. If the person is religious, giving them 
access to religious figures who are supportive to LGBT people 
will be a good action,” Teguh said. “Other than that, we also can 
introduce them to resources such as books, websites, and films 
that affirm their struggle,” he said.

According to LGBT activists, fighting internalized homophobia 
should be started by fighting the homophobia that is rooted in 
society. Dede Oetomo, the founder of gay activism organization 
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GAYa NUSANTARA, blames the common heteronormative 
narration in Indonesia for internalizing the guilt and shame 
within LGBT people. “LGBT people who are born in a 
heteronormative society would feel guilty and sinful when they 
start understanding their sexual orientation,” Dede told the Post 
via a phone call recently.

“See, they are born in the story where mothers and fathers are 
heterosexual. When people have children, they would expect 
their children to be heterosexual, too. If I am a man and turned 
out, I like men; I would feel like I am an outcast in the grand 
narration of the society,” he said.

He mentioned the rampant use of religious arguments to repress 
the LGBT people. “Many people practice religiosity in a shallow 
context. We are still debating whether it is allowed to have dogs 
as pets,” he said laughing, citing the Islamic tradition that sees 
dog saliva as bearers of impurity.

He also mentioned the massive blame fundamentalists threw to 
the LGBT community when earthquakes and Tsunami stroke 
Central Sulawesi in September 2018.

“No wonder people say LGBT people are sinful and cursed, and 
can cause azab (great destruction due to God’s anger) like tsunami 
[…] That is the narration that is circulating in this society,” Dede 
said. “If LGBT people can cause a tsunami, why didn’t tsunami 
struck Berlin and London?”

Dede said, to combat the homophobic society and prevent 
internalized homophobia within LGBT people, we have to 
present a counter-narrative that is not heteronormative. “The 
story of lesbians, gay, bisexuals, transgender people never occur 
as a dominating narration when people raise their kids,” he said. 
“Indonesian kids need LGBT role models. I imagine, if a closeted 
12 years-old have LGBT role models, he or she would not feel 
guilty and instead would feel empowered.”

He also suggested that parents introduce gender diversity to kids 
in a positive way. “For example, if you go out with your kids and 
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you see a transgender street musician, that is your time to make a 
good narration about transgender to your kids,” he said.

Tunggal Pawestri, feminist activists, said the dominant patriarchal 
culture contributed to homophobia in general. “Patriarchy is 
manifested in many forms. One of which is by thinking that 
men are better than women, or stereotyping where some gender 
roles are attributed to men only. So this must contribute to the 
fact that LGBT people cannot express their gender or show their 
non-heterosexual orientation,” she said through text message 
recently.

“These are the key factors of why homophobic perspective and 
behavior is still rampant. Within the patriarchal logic where 
hetero-cis-male are considered authoritative, homosexuality is 
considered the opposite from the ‘general’ values of how women 
and men should behave,” she said.

Therefore, Tunggal said, because gender equality is the core of 
feminist struggle, feminists have to fight against homophobia 
in society. “Understanding gender-based injustice and the 
domination of patriarchy are our assets to understand LGBT 
people’s struggle. As feminists, it is mandatory to fight against 
homophobia in the society.”

Trixie, not his real name, a 23-year-old gay in South Tangerang 
said he had witnessed misogyny among LGBT people. “I saw 
many people in Grindr wrote ‘no ngondek’ in their bio,” he said 
through text message to the Post recently. Grindr is a social 
networking app for gay, bi, trans, and queer people. Ngondek is 
an Indonesian term for femininity shown through speech style 
and body language.

“I mean, you’re gay just like the rest of us. Don’t think you’re any 
better because you are masculine,” he lamented. “I think it is the 
manifestation of toxic masculinity. Why being feminine is bad? 
That is the main question.”

He added that LGBT people should instead focus on the efforts to 
realize a less homophobic society. “Whether you are masculine 
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or feminine, all of us gays are being marginalized by actual 
homophobes out there who use religious theorems to condemn 
us,” he said.

Gay men talk about overcoming homophobia that comes from 
within

“If people hate LGBT people and say they can’t accept LGBT, 
well, these people really waste their time because LGBT people 
hate themselves,” Teguh Iman Affandi, 31, an activist of gay 
activism NGO, Suara Kita and an openly gay man, said laughing.
Teguh said he was born in a very conservative Islam family and 
grow up in a very fundamentalist environment.

“My mother is a very conservative Muslim. One of my sisters 
is now considering to wear the niqab—face cover, to show 
her faith,” he said. “In college, I joined a Muslim student 
organization. The study environment in my college, although it 
is a public university, is also very Islamic.”

With such an environment, Teguh grew up believing 
homosexuality is a grief sin. He cited the story of Luth ibn Haran, 
or Prophet Lot, in the Quran 
which became the general basis of Islam disagreement towards 
homosexuality.
“According to the fragment, men should not love other men 
sexually. I grew up believing that narration,” he said.

Therefore, when he started feeling flings towards male 
schoolmates in elementary school and junior high school, Teguh 
decided to keep them secret. During high school and college 
years, he decided to distract himself from sexual and romantic 
needs to school activities.

“My mother started to question me why I never brought girlfriends 
home. But I said to her I did not want to have girlfriends because 
dating is against the religion,” he said laughing. “She did not 
realize that I did not like girls.”

Sadly, being secretive only made him violent towards other 
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LGBTs who freely express their sexuality.

“During my college years, I became a bully to other male friends 
who are ngondek. I also do not want to go to the gym because I 
heard there are many gay people in the gym!” he said. “I also did 
not want to be friends with transgender people. I do not want 
to be seen being with other LGBT people because I was scared 
people would identify me as one of them.”

However, Teguh could not throw his anxiety about his sexuality 
at the back of his head forever. One day, he decided he wanted 
to reach out and find a community that can help him tame his 
perturbation. “I found Suara Kita through Facebook. At the 
time, the group opened registration for film making workshop,” 
he said. “It was interesting for me because the group openly 
informed us that they work for gender diversity, but it also gives 
creative workshops.”

For Teguh, it was not easy to enter the workshop venue at the 
time. “I had arrived at the gate door, but I could not step inside. I 
was afraid and nervous. I really did not want to enter the building 
and being caught with LGBT people,” he said. However, after 
spending almost half an hour outside the gate, he stepped in and 
joined the workshop.

“Since then I became a part of the society. I even work full time 
now for the NGO,” he said. Since spending time with other 
people with similar struggles, as well as joining discussions 
about gender diversity, Teguh now can accept himself and his 
sexuality.

Teguh’s friend in Suara Kita, 42 years old Bambang Prayudi, also 
had a similar encounter with internalized homophobia. “I knew 
that I was not like other boys when I realized I like a male school 
mate in elementary school,” Yudi, Bambang’s nickname, told the 
Post in an interview recently. “However, I always tried to keep 
that feeling to myself. I always pretended to be a real man.” 

Yudi said he always put on a masculine mask to avoid society’s 
suspicion.
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“I always join a gang of boys in high school and college. I join 
masculine sports like football and basketball. I always join them 
during cigarette conversation although tobacco smoke made me 
feel dizzy,” he said. “I even date girls during high school and 
college, although I always have a feeling for other men at the 
time.”

Yudi said he also hated openly gay people at the time. “I became 
furious when I know that LGBT marriage in Netherland was 
legalized. I thought HIV/AIDS was God’s punishment towards 
gay people,” he said.

When he was 25, he started to feel tired with the masculine mask 
he always put on. He felt the creeping depression whenever 
he was alone. “I had a serious girlfriend at the time. We were 
planning to get married,” he said. “I had a good job at a reputable 
bank. We had saved money to fund a dream wedding. We had 
got our family’s blessing. However, I still can’t lie to myself,” he 
said.

One day, he decided to leave her girlfriend. He changed his 
phone number and moved house so that she could not reach him. 
“I even told my parents to shoo her away if she came to their 
house looking for me. I told my family that she was a material 
girl who only wanted my money. I made them hate her. I was 
terrible,” he said. After freeing himself from the heteronormative 
relationship, he found his office mate as new stressors.

“My boss and my office friends always wanted to hook me 
up with a girl. They think that a man could never be complete 
without a wife,” he said. “I know they wanted to do good things 
for me, but it only stressed me out!”

Tired of guilt and self-hatred, Yudi hired a psychologist to “cure” 
him from his homosexuality. “I wanted to be healed, I wanted 
to be normal,” Yudi said. “However, after several sessions, the 
psychologist only told me to try a relationship with men if it 
what made me happy.”

Unable to find what he wanted through a psychologist, Yudi 
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went to an ulema to ‘cure’ him through Islamist way. “Still, the 
ulema did not help me,” he said. 

Finally, one day he installed Grindr to try to connect with other 
LGBT individuals. “I did not use my photo, and I did not use 
my real name. If I wanted to check my account, I had to go to 
the toilet and open the app there,” he said. Through Grindr, he 
met another man who would then became his first gay partner. 
The relationship helped him to understand and accept his 
homosexuality. 

However, Yudi said that dealing with internalized homophobia 
is a long process. “Even when I already moved to Jakarta and 
joined Suara Kita, at first I still did not want to be caught walking 
together with a transgender friend,” he said. 

“Only when I joined a gender diversity workshop several 
years ago, they set us to spend the night in the bedroom with a 
transgender woman. It was the first time I spent the night with 
a transgender and had a fascinating, eye-opening conversation 
with her. Afterward, I don’t have any fear of being together with 
a transgender anymore,” he said.

After overcoming their guilt over sexual orientation, both Yudi 
and Teguh think that find a supportive community is a key to 
find relief. “In my opinion, people become homophobic because 
they are ignorant,” Teguh said. 

“You have to learn to overcome your fear by learning more 
about your sexuality. I hope discreet LGBT people out there who 
are still in denial would open their heart to understand and love 
themselves. You have to take control,” he said. “Being closeted is 
okay, but the important thing is you should not hate yourselves, 
and you know that if you need support, there are a lot of positive 
communities out there that would love to listen to you and help 
you out.”

This article was published in The Jakarta Post’s print edition in 
November 2018.
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Some transwomen had chosen to take a wife, after a wearying battle 
against the demands of a heteronormative society. 

Dwi Utami, Independen.id

At 168 cm tall and 56 kilogram, Mak Tita, 44, as she is usually 
called was tall and proportionally slender. Her tanned 
complexion contrasted with her black shoulder-length hair, 
which was straightened out, parted in the middle, arranged in 
simple coiffure. 

Her eyes were sharp, as firm as the line of her lips that reflected 
a powerful personality. Glossy dark pink lipstick was smeared 
across her thin lips, which were framed by a strong jaw. Her 
handshake was loose, leading me to think the owner of the hand 
had been used to hard labor before. 

Tita worked at a beauty salon in Panam, Pekanbaru, Riau 
Province. She looked a lot different from the other two workers 
in the salon. As a transwoman, nothing had changed in Mak 
Tita’s physical features. 

She had no breasts and did nothing to alter her nose and lips, 
which had remained in their natural state, free from any silicon 
filler. “I’m afraid of silicon filler. I’m terrified of its side effect. 
Let me be like this. No need to change my physical attributes to 
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be a transwoman,” Mak Tita told us in an intimate conversation 
in mid-September, 2018. Mak Tita had a strong personality 
and we immediately developed a good rapport. “I’m a tomboy 
transwoman,” she said of herself.

Mak Tita’s signature look included thick faux lashes and a pair 
of eyelashes painted with black kohl. Her favorite attire was a 
combo of skinny pants and off-shoulder blouse. Mak Tita had 
started to put on make-up and dress as a woman on a daily basis 
since she moved to Pekanbaru some 12 years ago. 

Prior to that, she lived in a small village in South Sumatra. “I’m 
happy the way I am now, because I can be myself. This is what 
I really am,” she said with a smile. “When I used to live in the 
village, I didn’t have much chance to have fun with make-up and 
women’s clothes. I had a wife and kids. I had to be able to behave 
in front of the family,” she said.

Mak Tita was one of the many transwomen who at some point in 
their life had taken a wife. She had four children and a grandchild. 
She was married to her wife for 22 years, a stormy, loveless 
marriage. Although his parents and bride-to-be knew that Tita 
was not interested in women, the wedding had proceeded for 
the sake of family honor and as proof of Tita’s devotion to her 
parents. “I have never been attracted to women. I’ve known that 
since I came of age,” Tita said.

As a child, Tita was an obviously effeminate boy. She could not 
stand tall and walk like an average man, or speak in manly gruff 
manner. When she played, she tended to choose games that girls 
played like bola bekel (bouncing a small rubber ball and picking 
small items from the ground while the ball is in the air), jump 
rope, playing with a doll, and so on. She was not interested in 
playing ball with boys her age, even flatly refused to do it.
At home, she used to do domestic chore that were usually 
relegated to girls. From sweeping the floor, doing dishes, to 
working in the kitchen, she did all of it with without her parents’ 
instruction. She was also used to the hard labor in the fields. “I 
could do all kinds of jobs. My parents have never forbidden me 
from doing anything. Before moving to Pekanbaru, I used to 
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work in rubber plantation as a tapper,” Tita said.

Her feminine behavior made little Tita the object of ridicule from 
her friends. She was used to being called “sissy” or “nancyboy”, 
taking it all in without a fight. Even to this day such insults and 
condemnation were still frequently directed at her. 

Tita got married at a very young age, at only 18 years old. When 
her family asked her to marry, Tita could not refuse. She even 
went in search of a bride-to-be on her own. She chose one of 
her friends in the village. “The woman who was going to be my 
wife must know what I’m like and accept me for what I am. So 
I refused an arranged marriage and preferred to look [for my 
wife-to-be] on my own,” said Tita, who was the eldest of four in 
his family.

Tita said that her feelings for her wife were unlike anything a man 
might feel about the woman he married. During intercourse, Tita 
imagined that she was having sex with a man so that she could 
perform. “What I did with my wife was more due to a sense of 
responsibility than love,” said this avid volleyball player.

Four children were born from this marriage, three of them males. 
All of the children knew their father was a transwoman. Tita’s 
second son even went with her and lived among the transwomen 
since he was eight years old. “My son is a real man. He doesn’t 
turn out to be like me even though he lived around transwomen 
in the salon. Don’t worry. We are not a contagious disease,” Tita 
said. 

“I’ve watched Dad put on make-up since I was little. I also know 
all of her friends. But I am not like Dad and her friends,” said KF, 
Tita’s second son, who was interviewed separately.

KF was then 19 years old and working for a company in Indragiri 
Hilir. He said his father had asked him to learn hairstyling, but 
he immediately refused. He did not want to work in a salon 
like his father. “But after I thought about it for some time, I 
decided I would do what Dad suggested and enrolled in a 
hairstyling course. Dad said I needed to have a skill so I could be 
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independent. I did not even finish elementary school because I 
was such a problem child,” KF said. 

Even though his dad was a transwoman, KF said he was proud to 
have Mak Tita as a father. Meskipun ayahnya seorang transpuan, 
KF mengaku bangga memiliki ayah seperti Mak Tita. “She is 
a very responsible father and she had never been angry. Even 
though she looks like a woman now, she is still my father.” Even 
so, KF admitted that when he was little, he used to be ashamed 
of having a father who dressed like a woman. 

As he grew up, he gradually came to be proud of his transwoman 
father. “My girlfriend knows Dad is a transwoman. I did not 
hide who he is. I wasn’t even embarrassed to be seen walking 
with him in shopping centers,” he said. But deep in his heart, KF 
said he wished his father would dress like other fathers. “Dad is 
getting old. I want her to change,” he said frankly.

Tita only smiled in response to KF’s wish. She had made every 
effort to change. His parents wish that she took a wife was part 
of the effort to turn him into a man. But even with the marriage 
and the children and grandchild in tow, Tita’s sexual orientation 
had remained the same. 

INNER CONFLICT

Mami Lala, 45, looked the part of a poster child of “cured” or 
“repentant” transwoman. Hailing from South Sulawesi, Lala had 
taken a wife in 2008 and stopped wearing skirts and lipsticks. 
But the owner of two beauty salons in Pekanbaru still wore tight 
spandex shirt when she worked in the salon.
After decades of being a transwoman, Lala, who had a university 
degree in banking, had decided to get married and changed 
her looks. Out of the three women introduced to her by her 
family, she finally picked the one who she thought was the most 
understanding. “My family, particularly my mother, had asked 
me to get married. As a token of my devotion to my mother, and 
because I was getting old, I finally decided to get married,” Lala 
said.
From the marriage Lala was blessed with a son, who was now 
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in Grade 4 of elementary school. “I love my son. Thank God he 
is nothing like me. It isn’t easy to be someone like me and I am 
thankful that he will not be following on my footsteps,” Lala said. 
“I don’t want my son to know I’m a transwoman. That’s why 
I chose a location that is far from my wife and son’s stomping 
ground.”

When he was with his wife, son, and in front of the neighbors, 
Mami Lala never wore any make-up or women’s clothes. “When 
I’m with them I wear masculine clothing and a hat. I also never 
said much. This kind of clothing [a woman’s blouse] I wear only 
when I’m working in the salon. To be honest, I still feel the urge 
to put on make-up and look pretty, but I keep it in check. I want 
to change, even though in my heart I am at war,” said Lala with 
a thin smile.

Did Lala love her wife? Lala’s feelings were more or less the 
same as what Mak Tita felt about her wife. “In my heart, I am at 
war. But I will keep learning,” said Lala.

Lala had been aware that she preferred men more than women 
since she was in elementary school. She also loved playing dolls 
with her female friends. 

After graduating from a banking institute, she moved to Jakarta 
to take computer course. But instead of enrolling in a computer 
course, she decided to take Rudy Hadisuwarno beautician 
course. “[They] told me to study computer, but I took a salon 
course instead. My soul couldn’t stand working in an office. I 
much preferred the world of make-up,” Lala said.

So strong was the urge to transform into a woman, in 2004 Lala 
had planned on doing sex change surgery. She had saved up 
hundreds of millions rupiah from years of working to go to 
Thailand for the operation. But when she asked her mother for 
permission, her mother had wept and begged her to change her 
mind. “So I canceled the plan. Four years later I got married,” 
said Lala.
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CATERING TO HETERONORMATIVE NORM

What happened to Tita and Lala is quite common and may be 
attributed to a large number of factors. Jakarta-based gender 
diversity activist Teguh Iman Affandi said that many transwomen 
and gay men decided to get married. And while this might lead 
the public to assume that they are no longer transwomen and 
gay men, Teguh said that the marriage might have been done 
because the LGBT individual was tired fighting the demands of 
heteronormative values in society. 

These persons might consent to be married when their family 
ask them to on various pretexts, despite knowing that the 
transwoman or gay man are not attracted to woman. “This 
means that the person had been forced into conforming with the 
heteronormative values of their community,” Teguh said.

What happened with Tita and her wife indicated that they had 
come to a truce in the relationship that they built. But while 
the wife may understand her husband’s gender identity, if the 
husband still prefers men, then the marriage becomes a torture 
for the husband, or both parties might feel awkward and 
uncomfortable. “Both wife and husband become victims of the 
enforced heteronormative norms,” Teguh said.

What happened to Lala was basically similar. However, Teguh 
conceded that people are free to make their choice. Lala chose to 
switch to masculine gender expression to get married, despite 
being a transwoman before. “As outsiders we should not have 
reacted excessively [to these kinds of phenomena]. There was 
no need to put a negative label on the existing reality,” said 
Teguh, who was an important figure in Suara Kita, an agency 
that concerned itself with gender diversity issues. “The most 
important thing to understand in all this situation is that the 
highest pleasure in the world is to be ourselves,” he added.

NOT A DISEASE

While a large segment of society are still convinced that LGBT is 
a communicable disease, what happened to Mak Tita, KF, and 
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Mami Lala demonstrated that this perception is a fallacy.  “The 
story of Mak Tita, KF and Mami Lala serves to illustrate that 
LGBT is not a communicable and curable disease,” said Mirtha 
Yolanda, a psychologist with Pekanbaru Center for Integrated 
Women and Children Empowerment Office (P2TP2A).

The medical community had removed LGBT from the list 
of illness. In the medical world to determine a person’s 
psychological condition including LGBT, a doctor might refer 
to Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder (DSM). 
DSM had undergone a series of revision, and in its third edition 
it states that LGBT is not a psychological condition. 

Neurosurgeon Dr. Roslan Yusni Hasan said that in psychiatry, 
psychology, and the 1984 Diagnostic Guidelines for Classification 
of Psychological Disorder vol. 2, homosexuality is only classified 
as a psychological disorder if the patient is depressed. 

This means that therapy would only cure the patient’s depression, 
without altering their sexual orientation. The perception that 
a heterosexual man might turn gay by spending time with 
homosexuals is erroneous. A homosexual man is born with that 
particular sexual orientation.

Roslan, who worked at a private hospital in Jakarta, said that 
the environment only plays the role of helping to bring forth 
the true identity of the person. “When a person is born without 
predisposition for LGBT, it does not matter how many gay 
friends they have, they simply would not turn gay,” he said.

To be born gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender is not a choice. It 
is a condition that is laid down before birth. To see it as a choice 
is not entirely wrong either, but only in the sense that LGBT 
individual might choose how to deal with the condition. “For 
example, a person who is attracted to both men and women 
might choose to be with a woman despite harboring a stronger 
desire for men,” said the neurosurgeon who also went by the 
name Ryu Hasan.

Public understanding that an individual with male genitalia is 
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definitely a male with sexual orientation that makes him attracted 
to women, or, vice versa, that a person with a vagina must be 
feminine in their gender expression and therefore drawn to men, 
goes against the findings of modern biology. The facts are not 
that straightforward.

There are people who were born with male genitalia who 
develops feminine identity and is attracted to women. These 
kinds of men may be very effeminate or feminine, but he might 
get married and have kids like the average person. 

Conversely, there are also people who were born with male 
genitalia, identify themselves with the masculine gender, but are 
sexually attracted to men. These persons might look very butch.
It must be understood that biological sex is not identical with 
gender or sexual orientation. “Each is a separate variable, and 
when combined might result in a lot of variations,” said Dr 
Roslan.

The doctor, who also taught at several medical schools, went on 
to say that up to eight weeks in utero, every human fetus will 
have female genitalia. Some of these fetuses will transform into 
male babies due to fluctuation in concentration of sex hormones.
And yet the changes brought on by the genes in chromosome 
Y (that controls the expression of male genital) are not always 
extreme or uniform, resulting in varying types of men. The 
variation is caused by the expression of secondary male attribute 
genes that might differ from one individual to the next. This 
results in individuals with primary or secondary sexual attributes 
that are not fully developed or very manly.

This is why we see more feminine men than masculine women. 
“This is not an aberration, but normal variation. We might say 
that the feminine men are individuals who wish to return to their 
initial sex. After all we all started out as women,” said Ryu.

The brain develops before sex organs are formed, and plays a 
role in the development of the subsequent organs. In men, the 
brain is triggered by the spike in testosterone level. 

Dwi Utami



263Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

Our brain is equipped with a variety of functions that create 
the circuitry for individual behavioral competence. Genetic 
variance and the impact of hormones on the brain during fetal 
development lay down the foundation for the varying circuits 
that are made. 

Once born, life experience might influence and activate specific 
brain circuitries on every brain. The condition will reinforce the 
differences between one chromosomal set and the other. Part of 
the brain circuitry will end up defining the romantic attraction 
that we call social orientation. 

*This article is published on independen.id, November 20, 2018
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While opportunities to work in the formal sector were virtually closed 
for them, that did not stop Semarang transwomen from working, in 

the ongoing effort to de-stigmatize their gender expression.

Zakki Amali, Serat.id

Maya Lathiefah raised her voice as she started to talk about an 
incident where a transwoman was persecuted in Semarang. A 
hotel employee had uploaded a guest’s identity on their social 
media account. The owner of the ID card was perturbed because 
her gender identity was made the talk of netizens on social 
media. The unethical practice enraged Maya, who reported the 
breach of privacy to the hotel management. The incident was 
later resolved amicably with the hotel offering apologies and 
compensation.

Maya was coordinator of Semarang Transwomen Association 
(Perwaris) Legal and Human Rights Division. Her job revolved 
around advocacy of the rights of transwomen, men who 
expressed themselves as women. She said that she herself had 
never experienced any violence related to her expressed gender. 
Instead she always stood in the front line whenever another 
transwoman fell victim to discrimination. Maya had realized that 
her gender expression leaned toward that of a woman since she 
was but a kindergartner. From her hometown she had moved to 
Semarang after her high school graduation.

NEW CAREER PATHS 
FOR SEMARANG 
TRANSWOMEN
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Maya earned her law degree from a private university in 
Semarang a few years ago, paving the way toward her dream 
of becoming a lawyer. She accepted all kinds of cases, including 
violence against transwomen. “People like me are best suited 
to be a lawyer. Before the law everyone is equal. Gender makes 
no distinction. I have already passed all the stages to become 
a lawyer. All I need now is to take the oath. But I already have 
the requisite mean face, right?” she asked Serat.id on October 26, 
2018.

Maya had studied accounting and Indonesian literature before, 
though she finished neither because she was too busy working. 
She was actually just one step away from getting her literary 
degree. All that was left for her to do was write her thesis. But 
at the time she was busy saving up her salary as a restaurant 
supervisor in Depok, West Java.

Maya’s interest in law stemmed from her community needs to 
independently and speedily advocate their rights and interests. 
Maya said that being a transwoman is an exercise in basic 
human rights to express one’s perceived gender; a right that the 
government should guarantee, along with other basic rights of 
the LGBT community. “The focus of our advocacy is not only 
gender issues. But when the others run into problems [in that 
matter], they turned to me,” she said.

Maya believed that transwomen deserved to be legally 
represented in matters concerning basic human rights and 
litigation. However, she did not believe in blind fanaticism 
toward her own community. Perwaris members agreed that 
only victims would receive full legal counsel, but not if the 
transwoman was a criminal. “We don’t give total support to 
transwomen who were found to be guilty. They had to live the 
consequences of their crime. But if the victim [of the crime] is 
a transwoman, then we would do all we can to champion her 
case,” she said.

Maya believed that the lawyer association had no reason to 
turn down a transwoman’s candidacy. Gender expression was 
not included in the requirements to join the association.  “By 
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becoming a lawyer I would be earning a living in a good way. 
It’s a new [career] path for me. It doesn’t matter what lawyer 
association I would join. I am prepared to meet all the criteria.”
Maya’s profession as a lawyer overturned all the societal 
stereotypes of transwomen, which had so far been associated 
with busking, prostitution, and other negative professions. 
Perwaris chairperson Silvi Mutiari did not deny the fact that 
members of her organization had been forced to eke out a living 
on the streets, because there was almost no opportunity for their 
kind to work in the formal sector.  “Transwomen have to earn 
a living from the informal sector, for instance by busking. It’s a 
tough decision, but they generally have no skills, and their career 
options are limited by their level of education,” Silvi said in early 
October 2018.

CAREER OPTIONS

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and United 
States Agency for International Development  (USAID) report 
titled Life as LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender) 
in Asia: Indonesia National Report, Overview and Participatory 
Analysis (2013) revealed that jobs in teaching, banking, and 
middle- to upper-class hair salon were the safest ways for 
transwomen to make a living.

The life of Vallen, 33, a Semarang-born transwoman might as 
well modeled after the report. She was currently running a 
hair and make-up salon in the Sunan Kuning red light zone in 
Semarang. Previously, after finishing high school, she had spent 
years busking on the streets, though she had the good fortune 
of being able to live in a neighborhood that eschewed gender 
expression in work and social life. “I’m doing fine here. Noone 
mocks me here. Even if there are, I could just ignore them. I’m 
quite immune to ridicule here,” said Vallen, on Saturday, August 
18, 2018.

Vallen was one of the few transwomen who was able to get a 
decent job. She worked her way up the beauty salon business, 
starting with a job with a renowned fashion brand in Semarang, 
before gradually building her own business.
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For the past ten years she had run a her own beauty salon in 
Argorejo Resocialization Area, the notorious Sunan Kuning 
red light zone. There were 13 beauty salons in the are, nine of 
which run by transwomen. She was optimistic about the salon’s 
turnover since her business was frequented by sex workers who 
turned up daily to get their make-up and hair done.

The salon itself was a modest affair at the entrance to the Sunan 
Kuning red light zone. At three meter by three meter, with a 
single door, there was only space for two chairs for the customers. 
Vallen run the salon by herself, struggling a little whenever she 
had to work on two customers at the same time. She paid 1.2 
million rupiah per month for rent, including power bill.

On average she made 7 million rupiah per month. After expenses 
for rent, meals, and transportation were paid, she deposited the 
rest in the bank. “It’s a great place for business here. On average 
I work with ten customers every day. They pay me 50,000 rupiah 
to get their make-up and hair done. They have to get all dolled 
up every evening before they meet their clients,” said Vallen.

Recently though she became concerned with the future of her 
business, following rumors that the government would shut 
down the red light area in 2019. Vallen had tried to apply for 
a bank loan to beef up her capital for opening another salon 
at her home in Semarang. But the bank had turned down her 
application on the grounds that her salon in Sunan Kuning was 
on the verge of closing down. Vallen would become yet another 
inadvertent victim of the state decision to close down the red 
zone area. “Like it or not, when this area is closed, I would 
have to move my business to my house, though I predict that it 
wouldn’t be as profitable there as it is here,” he said.

Unlike Vallen, Silvi Mutiari had chosen a line of work that 
corresponds to her hobby of hosting a function as master of 
ceremony (MC). She said that the best job was a hobby for which 
you were getting paid. “People hired me not only to host the 
event, but to do stand-up comedy as well. I guess they found my 
spontaneous quips entertaining,” she said.
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Silvi had been working as an MC since 2005. The first event she 
hosted was a reunion. From then on, job offers had continued to 
flow from various parties. She had hosted various events, from 
weddings, gatherings, to reunions. “The wedding season is my 
busiest time as I get a lot of bookings to be an MC,” she said.

Silvi had also worked in various functions held by state and 
police agencies. Perwaris network with government agencies 
had allowed her to become acquainted with a lot of powerful 
people, a valuable asset for her organization. There was hardly 
any discrimination from the government and security agencies 
in Semarang. It was when transwomen were looking for a 
job in the virtually closed off formal sector that they ran into 
discrimination. “When I am on duty as an MC I try to build a 
network that would be beneficial to the organization. In this city 
the state and the police are nice to transwomen. They involve me 
a lot as MC in their functions. This helps for when we need to 
coordinate with them,” Silvi said.

Silvi cited the case of a murdered transwoman in 2016 as 
example. At the time, she said, the police had worked with 
Perwaris to identify the victim. In short, Perwaris had established 
its reputation as an organization that existed to support the 
transwomen community through sharing of skills and assistance 
in finding a decent suitable profession.

ERASING STEREOTYPES

Madam Gilda, 29, had undergone the toughest phase of her 
transformation into a transwoman, having to deal with parental 
disapproval over her profession as an MC. She managed to 
overcome the stereotypes by working hard. “Nowadays, I get 
at least five to ten bookings every month. At my busiest time 
I work twenty events in a month. This helped in getting my 
father to overcome his disapproval over my transition to become 
transwoman. Before he passed away a few months ago, he came 
to watch me work. He also helped prepare the clothes that I was 
going to wear at work,” Gilda said on Friday, November 2, 2018.
Gilda was put in charge of entertainment at the Bintang Asri 
Management event organizer. She said that events required not 
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only a solid organizing team, but also a good MC to enliven the 
atmosphere. “Confidence is the key to an MC success,” she said. 
“Whatever the event is, and whatever happens on stage, an MC 
must keep their composure.”

Gilda gladly shared her skills, from event hosting to make-up 
and hair with other Perwaris members. But not every member 
appreciated the offer. Some of them preferred to stick to easy 
jobs that required no skills, like busking. “Perwaris has yet to 
organize skills training event. We only have sharing sessions. 
And if anyone is interested, we teach them and ask them to join 
us,” Gilda said.

The transwoman network had developed out of a sense of shared 
plight and struggle. Gilda’s story was linked to that of Hanny, 
30. They had been supporting each other since they began to 
express themselves as transwomen in 2012. 

Early in November 2018 the two met at a café on Jalan Singosari 
Raya in South Semarang. Letting their hair down and without 
wearing any conspicuous make-up, they sat chatting at the café’s 
smoking section.

Gilda called Hanny Big Sister, while Hanny gave her the nickname 
madam, a term of respect in the transwoman community. Gilda 
was the first person to encourage Hanny to express herself as 
a transwoman in 2009, although it had taken Gilda herself 
another two years to finally come out in public about her gender 
orientation.

The two transwomen drew the attention of everyone else in the 
room who recognized them as MC and aerobic instructor. Gilda 
and Hanny did not hesitate to hug and kiss each other on the 
cheek as they parted ways. With Hanny, it was three years before 
she began to contact her family again. She was comfortable living 
as a transwoman. Her mind made up, there was no negotiating 
her choice anymore. “I understand why my parents disapproved 
because of the negative stigma caused by transwomen who work 
the streets. But they’ve turned around now that I have a steady 
job and can live independently,” Hanny said.
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Hanny’s professions ranged from aerobic instructor, modern 
dancer, singer and make-up artist. She no longer worked as a 
dance instructor because she felt that the public found it hard to 
give room for transwomen to teach dancing at school. Before her 
transition she used to work as a dance instructor at a school where 
the teachers thought she was a man. Once she began expressing 
herself as a woman, she left her job as a dance instructor.

The article was published on Serat.id, on November 7, 2018. After 
the article was published, Zakki Amali had left Serat.id to work as a 
journalist for Tirto.id.
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They were often denied a job and many were sacked because of their 
sexual orientation. 

Yosephine Adriana Widia Primastika, Tirto.id

Discrimination against the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender (LGBT) community in Indonesia is still prevalent. 
The latest case of discrimination that drew national attention was 
the policy passed by several local governments to oust LGBT 
people from their regions. 

The district head of Cianjur in West Java, for instance, issued 
a letter urging Islamic teachers to include anti-LGBT messages 
in their Friday prayer sermons. Balikpapan municipality in East 
Kalimantan, another example, had prepared regulations against 
LGBT people. 

The discrimination had prompted not only persecution but also 
violation against basic human rights, including the right to work.
 
Sekar, not her real name, 48, experienced precisely that. Sekar 
taught at a private university in East Java until she was unilaterally 
fired from her position by the campus’ administrations. She 
refused to name the university, saying that revealing the campus 
could affect her chance in securing a new job in the future.  

“No specific reasons [for my dismissal], all I know was that they 
did not allow me to teach,” Sekar said in an interview in October 
2018.

JOB MARKET TOUGHER 
FOR THE LGBT 
COMMUNITY
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Surely, the dismissal took her by surprise. During her four years 
teaching at the university, she never had a problem. She said she 
did not get a notification of termination, a breach in employment 
norms, even for a non-permanent lecturer like Sekar. 

“I never told them that I am [a lesbian], but they have been 
suspecting that. Many know my activities,” she said. 

Later, Sekar was told that her termination was decided after 
a meeting between rectors from universities in East Java took 
place—where they discussed about terrorism, the Islamic State 
of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), LGBT, and feminism. 

The meeting happened three weeks before a new semester 
started. Sekar was fired a week after the meeting—even after 
her name was listed as lecturer for several classes for the new 
semester. 

“My department head and Dean did not know about it. And 
because I was fired, they were struggling to find a substitute. The 
rector notified the department head about me,” she said. 

Sekar said many of her lesbian friends couldn’t get a job. 
Companies tried to identify their sexual orientation and rejected 
their applications. 

“They said, it is not permissible to hire LGBT,” Sekar said. 

Kenty Nur Wulandari, a 30-year-old transwoman, shared a 
similar tale. 

Kenty’s family assigned the male gender for her when she was 
born. But she had embarked on her transwoman journey since five 
years ago. She worked as a production operator in a melamine 
factory owned by a Taiwanese businessman in Jababeka 1, an 
industrial area in West Java. 

“I started to express myself as a woman in 2012-2013. I have 
worked at the factory at the time. I started to feel comfortable, 
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dressed up as a woman. I felt pretty. I felt like a lady. I started to 
show it by wearing my hair long,” Kenty said. 

Admittedly, being a transwoman had never been easy for Kenty. 
When she started to sport long hair, the management reminded 
her that she was a man. Her supervisor then brought her to 
the manager, “In front of the mister,” she said, referring to her 
foreign boss, “[I said] ‘I won’t look pretty if I cut my hair short.’ 
The foreign manager was okay with it,” she said.

Kenty was concerned with the severe discrimination against 
LGBT people in the workplace because gender expression does 
not affect performance. She asked everyone to not discriminate 
her fellows because of their sexual orientation. 

She said LGBT people are also human beings who needed to make 
a living. Many of her friends are smart, Kenty said. Although 
several of them do not have a formal education background, she 
argued, they have as good skills as those with higher education 
degrees. 

Kenty said their different sexual orientation would never affect 
their work performance. Generally, she said, people associated 
men with masculinity while women with femininity and 
elegance.

In the past, Kenty never expressed herself as a woman in front 
of her family. But her family had accepted her now. She was 
the breadwinner in the family. Besides working at the factory, 
she also worked as a singer at weddings. Her colleagues and 
neighbors often hired Kenty to entertain their guests. 

For many in the LGBT community, working in the informal 
sector is a solution to the many challenges they faced when tried 
to get a job in the formal area.  Many of them opened beauty 
salons, or became buskers or sex workers.

Discrimination Against LGBT People in the Companies
In 2015, the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child 
Protection released a study entitled “Workers’ View on Lesbian, 
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Gay, Bisexual, Transgender (LGBT) in Greater Jakarta: A 
Qualitative Study on Workers’ Knowledge, Treatment and 
Practice Concerning LGBT.” 

The study’s results showed workers believed that environment 
influenced people to choose the LGBT lifestyle. This opinion 
provoked discrimination against LGBT groups in the workplace. 
Consequently, until now, LGBT people have yet to enjoy the 
same right of employment in the formal sector.

Another study published by Masyarakat Legal Aid Institute 
(LBH Masyarakat) in May 2018 entitled “The Serious Threats of 
Persecution Against LGBT” showed the increasing number of 
persecution against the group. The report also mentioned that 
in 2017, 973 people were stigmatized, discriminated against and 
abused because of their sexual orientation, identity or gender 
expression. 

The study revealed that people considered LGBT as deviant 
behavior—the term that was also used by some media 
publications. They believed that LGBT people went against the 
customs, laws, truth, and religions. Whereas, sexual orientation 
is only a product of social construction, the institute argued. 

LBH Masyarakat researcher Naila Rizqi Zakiah said that stigma 
against LGBT people affected them in many aspects, such 
as violation of human rights—including the right to work—
and other abuses. The study also found that discrimination 
was mostly done by mass organizations and law enforcement 
personnel. “The authorities should have protected the people,” 
Naila said.

The LGBT community often shared stories of discrimination 
with Naila. In Surabaya, East Java, for instance, a transwoman 
was denied a job by a factory because of her feminine look. Her 
education certificate identified her as male, but she was perceived 
to have acted womanly. 

Naila said that Law No. 13 of 2003 on Manpower prohibited 
discrimination in all forms. Article 31 paragraph 1 of the 
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law stipulated that employment is carried out based on the 
principles of openness, free, objective, fair and equal without 
discrimination. 

“There should be no excuses for companies to discriminate LGBT 
people,” Naila said.

The article was published on Tirto.id, November 18, 2018
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While churches and priests are rejecting LGBT communities, a 
minister found her calling in becoming their companion.

Yoseph E. Ikanubun, Kabarmanado.com

The pervasive discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) community occurs in various aspects of life, 
from education and job opportunities, to access to justice. Part of 
the reason is the stigma that is placed on LGBT community by 
religious authorities, as experienced by Rajawali Coco and Ayu.

Thirty something Coco was late for the Sunday mass at a church 
in Manado. As he took his seat alongside his friends, they caught 
a snippet of the priest’s sermon on helping one another. “But 
then suddenly the topic of the sermon changed. The priest 
started to talk about the tale of Sodom and Gomorrah from the 
Bible, and the sin of homosexuality,” Coco said at an interview 
in late October 2018.

Coco identified himself as a gay man. In Manado and in few 
nearby regions in North Sulawesi, he and a number of friends 
established Sanubari Sulut (North Sulawesi Conscience), which 
is better known for its abbreviation, Salut. Through the agency, 
Coco and his friends have been actively involved in capacity 
building activities and advocacy of LGBT communities.

GAUGING CHURCH 
ACCEPTANCE OF LGBT 
COMMUNITY
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When not busy with LGBT advocacy, Coco works as manager 
of a nightclub. He used to work in Manado, before moving to 
another city in South Minahasa District, South Sulawesi. “To 
earn more income, I run a café in my house in Manado,” he said.

It was not the first time Coco was discriminated and even 
stigmatized as sinner because of his sexual orientation. Coco had 
been actively involved in church functions and had even been 
trusted with the position of chairman of the youth organization. 
But once the congregation found out that he was gay, they began 
to shun him.

Coco said that sermons from religious authorities are accepted as 
truth and found the basis for discriminating LGBT community. 
“In the end they use this [particular] interpretation of the 
Scripture, and as the voice from the pulpit is considered the 
voice of God, they discriminate us,” he went on.

Discrimination against gender diverse community became more 
prominent after 2016. The impact of legitimization of same sex 
marriage in the United States was felt by local LGBT community 
in Indonesia. They found that their access, including to the 
church, was curtailed. 

Coco said that in general members of LGBT community that still 
express themselves as man and woman tend to be more readily 
accepted by the church. But men who dress in women’s clothes 
were labeled LGBT. “Men who express themselves in a feminine 
way are the ones who are mistreated the most,” he said.

Coco also revealed another facet of the LGBT community 
relations with the church: the double standards. While they 
discriminate against members of the LGBT community, the 
church still accepts their offerings. 

According to Coco, those who identify as lesbian or transgender 
but donate substantially to church construction funds may retain 
their place in the community. However, LGBT people from the 
lower end of the economic strata are always scorned when they 
enter the house of worship.
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Despite his constant struggle to advocate himself and the rest 
of the LGBT community, there were times when Coco felt like 
rebelling against his identity. He said that had he known that 
LGBT people lead a tough life, he would prefer to be a normal 
man or woman from heteronormative perspectives. “If possible, 
I want to ask God to let me be born as a [heterosexual] man or 
woman,” he said. 

Coco said that in his position he did not know whether to blame 
his parents, God, or the Prophet Lot of the Bible. In his condition, 
he could only hope that everyone, including the church, would 
understand that gender diversity is a natural, given phenomenon.

To counter the stigma of sin with which church authority has 
marked LGBT community, Coco and his friends have also been 
actively organizing theological studies on the nature of their 
existence. He said theology is a challenging topic to discuss. 
However, Coco and his friends felt the need for constant spiritual 
support.

Coco’s experience was also shared by thirty something Ayu. 
Compared to Coco’s, Ayu’s experience was more painful. 
While he was born a male, Ayu identifies as female. As a result, 
she became the butt of everyone’s jokes, even during church 
functions. She was also forbidden from taking part in sports and 
arts activities organized by the church.

Unlike Coco, who was able to hold a better job, Ayu earned a 
living by working for various beauty salons for an unsteady 
income. With her financial situation being far from stable, 
coupled with her feminine gender expression, Ayu said she had 
been receiving a lot of unfair treatment. “‘A nancyboy walks into 
church’, ‘sinner’, you name it, I’ve heard it often,” she said.

Ayu chose to go to another church to avoid discrimination, 
but it did not work. She still received the same discriminatory 
treatment. It crossed her mind to walk away from all religious 
activities, but she realized that to do that would only reinforce 
the stigma that she was a sinner. Ayu had no other choice.
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CATHOLIC CHURCH PERSPECTIVES

The issue of LGBT is discussed in the Roman Catholic Diocese of 
Manado Statute of 2018, Article 53 on pastoral care for members of 
the congregation that are lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT). While the statute acknowledges LGBT as fellow God’s 
creation, the community itself is still strongly associated with the 
stigma of sin.

Chair of Social Communication Commission of Manado Diocese 
Father Steven Lalu said that the statute defines LGBT as part of 
God’s peoples that cannot be separated from the church, “They 
have to be accepted and loved as individuals who were created 
by God and called unto holiness,” Father Steven said.

He said that the statute also advised shepherds of the souls and 
community of faithful Christians need to differentiate between 
natural LGBT tendencies, societal influence that turn a person 
into an LGBT individual, and LGBT sexual practices that go 
against moral sexual norms. 

Father Steven said that natural predilection must accepted as a 
fact and should not be morally judged. LGBT sexual practices, 
on the other hand, must be prohibited, including efforts to gain 
church and state recognition of same sex marriage.

He added that the Catholic Church does not offer marriage 
services for same sex couple and does not condone LGBT sexual 
practices. However, the church accepts them as brothers and 
sisters in faith, part of God’s peoples that are worthy of service 
and salvation.

Father Steven said that the intent of the diocesan statute is to state 
that the church has never condone LGBT behaviors. However, 
on the basis of love, the church recognizes the existence of LGBT 
people. “The church encourages those with such tendencies to 
endeavor not to fall into the sin of LGBT,” he said.
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CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY AND ATTITUDE TOWARD LGBT

Chair of the National Executive Committee of Indonesian 
Association of Women Theology Scholars (Peruati) Reverend 
Ruth Ketsia Wangkai said that Christians have varying 
theological perspectives or attitudes toward LGBT community. 
Theology, she said, is not singular, but varied according to the 
person who espouses and delivers it. 

“My personal theology might differ from the theological 
perspectives of the Protestant Christians. Mine also might differ 
from the theological standpoint of the church where I serve as 
minister,” said Ruth to kabarmanado.com, on Saturday, October 
20, 2018.

Ruth is a minister with the Minahasa Christian Evangelical 
Church (GMIM), a member of the Communion of Churches in 
Indonesia (PGI). GMIM stance on LGBT is one of rejection.
Rev. Ruth said that theology is the reflection of person’s 
interaction with others. She believed that a community should 
not be segregated since every human being is a creation of God, 
and there lies diversity. She also emphasized that she viewed 
LGBT community from the perspectives of humanity, regardless 
of differences in gender and sexual orientation. “Humanity 
comes first [because] we are all God’s creation,” she said firmly.

On the use of Biblical text to discriminate LGBT community, 
as Coco mentioned earlier, Ruth said that certain groups that 
are against LGBT do pick parts of the Bible to suit their cause, 
including Genesis 19 on Sodom and Gomorrah.

She said she had proceeded to study and reread the chapters in 
question. She said the text does not speak about homosexuality or 
the crime of homosexuality, but rather the behavior and crime of 
people who might either be heterosexual or homosexual. It does 
not, however, specifically talk about the crime of homosexual 
people.

Ruth said the story revolves around the crime of the people 
of Sodom and Gomorrah of unspecified gender and sexual 
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orientation. “It wasn’t referring to [any particular gender 
orientation], but focused on the crime,” she said.

She went on to elaborate that references for the crime of Sodom 
and Gomorrah may be found in the Books of Isaiah, Ezekiel and 
Jeremiah. “They committed social crime by neglecting the poor 
and widows. Social crime, not the crime of certain identity or 
sexual orientation,” she said.

Ruth conceded that while certain crimes are indeed gender-
based, the church only focuses on the issue of homosexuality. 
“Maybe because the word sodomy is derived from the name 
Sodom. The text tends to be interpreted as referring to sexual 
crime, when it does not touch on the issue,” said Ruth who also 
taught at Christian University of Indonesia in Tomohon.

The theologian, who was also an activist with the North 
Sulawesi Peace Loving Movement, said that after analyzing the 
text’s express and subtle meaning, she found that the story does 
not speak about the crime of homosexuality. “The [same] crime 
might have been committed by heterosexual people.”
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To people who stick the stigma of pro-LGBT minister on her, 
Reverend Ruth Ketsia Wangkai replied that her life calling is to 
be present in defense of the rights of marginalized groups.

Her story began at Consultative Meeting on Theology of the 
Womb in Tomohon, North Sulawesi, in 2013. As Chair of the 
National Executive Committee of Indonesian Association of 
Women Theology Scholars (Peruati), Ruth, a minister with the 
Christian Evangelical Church of Minahasa (GMIM) also invited 
the organization’s committee from various regions across 
the country. In addition to Peruati members, the meeting was 
attended by some ten representatives of the LGBT community. 
Reverend Steven Sulaiman from Jakarta Institute of Theology 
spoke at a special session at the meeting.

The issue of LGBT rights, particularly with members of the 
LGBT community in attendance, sparked a controversy that split 
the forum in two. “Some ministers were willing to accept that 
[members of] LGBT community are God’s creation, while others 
considered [their sexual orientation] deviant,” said Ruth.

Following the meeting, Ruth was compelled to take a closer 
look at LGBT community. Peruati regarded LGBT community 
as potential collaboration partners. Ruth, who studied in Dar 
Comboni Institute, Cairo, Egypt, said that her organization’s 
close relations with LGBT community were developed through 
advocacy works that led to personal acquaintance. Peruati also 
build trans-regional network in Manado, Jakarta, and several 
other cities in Sumatra.

THE MARGINALIZED 
DEFENDER
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After the 2013 meeting and the follow-up advocacy works with 
LGBT community, many parties then chose to oppose Ruth. 
What started at the Consultative Meeting on Theology of the 
Womb led to lingering repercussions that lasted to this day. 
Ruth said more people were against her idea than in favor of it, 
especially those among her fellow ministers.

The issue rankled even as the General Synod of North and 
Center Sulawesi Churches were planning a Diversity Festival in 
Bitung, North Sulawesi. A committee member said that diversity 
encompassed more than religion, ethnicity, and culture, but 
gender as well. “When the ministers heard the word LGBT, they 
looked as if they had just seen a ghost. They were immediately 
reminded of me. Some said that Ruth is true pro-LGBT,” Ruth 
said.

For Ruth serving the LGBT community was a life calling. She 
said it was impossible to abandon the commitment. Who else 
would stand up for the LGBT community, she said.
The Minahasa-born minister said that as marginalized 
community, LGBT groups were treated the way women used 
to be treated when they used to be marginalized. And in the 
same way, today’s women who are enjoying equality, turned to 
oppressing other groups including LGBT.

Commenting on the view held by some that LGBT is curable 
through conversion therapy, Ruth said she had a different 
opinion. She believed that conversion therapy does not work.

She gave as example the story of a gay man who had been forced 
to take conversion therapy in order to be “cured” and turned into 
a heterosexual man. Under duress and haunted by the church’s 
teachings of what constitutes sin, the man had agreed to take 
part in the therapy.

Conversion therapy might take the form of pastoral counseling 
or certain physical exercise. Ruth said that exercises meant to 
develop male physical traits on a man were not effective. “[The 
exercises] would not work. [Sexual orientation] is intrinsic 
within us. If it changes, it is only out of fear. [Later] the [gender] 
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expression will reassert itself,” Ruth concluded. 

The article was published on kabarmanado.com, November 15, 2018
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It’s not easy being a transwoman. Transwomen in Batam are still 
fighting to survive.

Margaretha Nainggolan, Batamnews.co.id

It was close to midnight on October 19, 2018. Lila was sitting 
by herself on a bench by the roadside of Terminal Jodoh, a bus 
station in Batam. Wearing tight, low-cut, black T-shirt and shorts, 
she waited for customers. The transwoman had to go out of her 
boarding house as she had not heard from her loyal customer.

Lila has been living such life for three years. She used to work in 
a beauty salon before deciding to quit; she could no longer work 
non-stop every day without any day off. Born in Pematangsiantar, 
North Sumatra, she had decided to leave her hometown as she 
felt she was no longer accepted there now that she had changed. 
Even her father was no longer a big fan of hers.

In middle school, Lila decided to drop out as she found the 
atmosphere unfriendly. Contemptuous look and derision were 
nothing new to her. She had already changed her looks then, 
though she had not yet let her hair grow long. “I was already 
girly, that’s why my friends – and even my teachers – mocked 
me,” Lila said. 

Dropping out of school, Lila took on-the-job training at a beauty 

BATAM TRANSWOMEN 
ONGOING STRUGGLE 
FOR EMPLOYMENT
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salon. Once she was confident with her skills, she decided to 
move to Batam, eager to avoid her neighbor’s stares and stop 
bringing shame to the family.

Lila kept her long blond hair down. Her face was all dolled 
up. She admitted that with her appearance she had difficulties 
landing a job. She once applied for a job as server in a restaurant, 
but was rejected because of her feminine appearances. 

“Well, this is how I look,” said the 23-year-old transwoman.

For now, prostitution is her last resort. She found “freedom” 
there. She felt she could dress however she wished to and no one 
would mock her, no one would be mad at her, and no one would 
forbid her.

Working as a prostitute, she earned only enough for her daily 
meals. She charged IDR 50,000 (some USD 3,5) for a date. It was 
not every that day she got customer. Her income had plummeted 
in the current economy, she said. Some nights she did not get 
even a single customer. “On lucky nights, I get three dates, but 
that’s very rarely,” she lamented. 

Lila still kept her dream alive. She was dying to quit her job and 
started her own beauty salon. Yet she considered it a mere pipe 
dream, as her income from prostitution was unstable and barely 
enough to make ends meet.

Lila was not alone. Another transwoman, who wished to be 
called Putri was seen sitting nearby. She, too, claimed that 
circumstances had forced her to resort to prostitution. Every 
night, she left her boarding house to wait for customers in dark 
places.

Putri wore a body-hugging red dress with brown stockings and 
a black wig. A while ago she was busted during a Civil Service 
Police Unit raid and they shaved her hair off. Hence, the wig. 

Before she turned to prostitution, Putri used to work as a mini 
market clerk. The management had allowed her to work there on 

Margaretha Nainggolan



291Aliansi Jurnalis Independen | Perbankan dan Fintech

one condition: she should lose her feminine look.

Putri agreed and worked for almost a year at the mini market, 
until she was fired since a lot of customers complained that 
she made them uncomfortable. Putri admitted that she could 
not fully assume the typical man’s body language and mode of 
speech. “Eventually, I was fired,” the 26-year-old transwoman 
said. 

She said that in her early days as a prostitute at the age of 21, she 
charged IDR 100,000 (some USD 7) for a date. To date, however, 
she charged less, IDR 50,000 per date.

As competition increased in the past five years, Putri had been 
forced to cut her rates. The unpredictability of the situation made 
her pessimistic. She hoped to be able to leave her profession. For 
the past year, she had been saving to start a small business of her 
own. She dreamed to running her own stall.

In Batam there were more transwomen who worked in the same 
line of work as like Lila and Putri. According to Putri, Batam 
transwomen community listed no less than 185 members, 
including her. Some members opted to work in beauty salons or 
night clubs. Members rarely held gathering these days, making it 
difficult to know their exact number. “We also have lost contact 
with our chairperson,” she added.

Batam government acknowledged the difficulties that 
transwomen experienced in getting proper job. Head of 
Batam Manpower Agency Rudi Sakyakirti said there is no job 
opportunity for transwomen in the formal sector. The state, he 
added, only acknowledges two genders, man and woman. “This 
is also why companies do not accept them,” Rudi said recently.
The only opportunities available for them rest with the informal 
sectors, like beauty salons. However, the government could not 
reach out to people who try to eke out a living in the informal 
sector. “I cannot monitor the informal sector,” Rudi admitted. 

Head of Social Services and Community Empowerment Agency 
Hasyima claimed that the government had made optimum 
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efforts to help people with social welfare issues. The government 
would provide training for them, including for transwomen like 
Lila and Putri. “What do the [transwomen] want to do? Open 
a deli? Start a beauty salon? We can provide trainings. In fact, 
some have already started,” she said. 

However, she added, there were obstacles in the way.  Her 
agency had trouble finding transwomen to train. Those they 
found were caught in raids. They also found the transwomen’s 
transient domiciles difficult to track.

The above factors contributed to lack of participation in 
government-organized trainings. The agency only held a single 
training between 2016 and 2018. “And that was only in 2017. We 
don’t organize any training this year,” Hasyima said. 

The training was on special beauty salon skills for transwomen. 
Only three transwomen participated. They had been grouped 
with female sex workers. The agency had advertised the training 
through sub-district and local community channels. “There just 
wasn’t enough interest,” Hasyima said. 

Before signing the transwomen up for the training, the 
government had tried to change their appearances. Those caught 
in raids would have their hair cut, even shorn completely off, 
in an effort to turn them back into men. “We just want them to 
change, that’s why,” Hasyima reasoned. 

She claimed that the government were prepared to give not 
only beautician training, but also other skills requested by the 
participants. So far, however, most of them had only requested 
training in beauty salon skills. She said they were the most 
popular skills because the participants do not have proper 
education; they mostly dropped out of school. “If they want to 
culinary training, we would have trained, provided there were 
enough participants, at least 20 of them, because our budget is 
limited,” Hasyima said.

Thanks to the training, she said, one of the participants had 
managed to open her own beauty salon in Batuaji. Hasyima 
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admitted that her agency did not closely monitor the salon’s 
development. However, she said so far there had not been any 
report of the transwoman being caught in prostitution raids. 

She said that so far, based on her monitoring, no transwoman 
has returned to prostitution once she started her own business. 
This most likely indicated that their business had thrived, “And 
the people of Batam are more receptive of them,” she explained.
Secretary to Commission IV of Batam Regional House of 
Representatives Udin P. Sihaloho concurred that trainings have 
been made available to transwomen. He denied any accusation 
that the government is being discriminative against transwoman 
sex workers, dismissing it as only perceived by the transwomen 
themselves. “In reality, the government has given them enough 
attention. After all, the government provides training for people 
with disability, nevermind [the transwomen],” Udin said. 

Udin argued that since the transwomen are physically able, 
there are a lot of job opportunities available for them, though 
he admitted none of them is in the formal sectors. However, 
plenty are still available in the informal sector. It is up to the 
transwomen to make serious effort in training themselves. “For 
instance, if they want to learn how to sew, we will provide them 
with trainings,” he added. If the transwomen want to be trained 
for jobs other than a beautician, they are welcome to submit a 
proposal, including if they wish to start their own businesses. 

Financing programs for small- and medium-scale enterprises 
are widely available for the public, including transwomen. 
Revolving fund is available for anyone who wish to develop 
their own business. “If I’m not mistaken, some IDR 6.5 billion of 
revolving fund is allocated for 2018,” he said.

The funds have been allocated in the local government budget 
for SMEs that have been in business for at least two years. Putri 
and Lila, on the other hand, had not even had the chance to start 
their own business due to lack of capital.

Udin further said the transwomen could create job opportunities 
for themselves. As long as they could optimize the various 
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trainings they are given, it would allow them to leave their 
previous profession. However, he conceded that their success 
would hinge on society’s acceptance.

Not everyone would accept a transwoman given their altered 
appearances. “It’s a dilemma. On the other hand, we cannot 
force the society to accept them with open arms,” Udin said.

Even so, he added, people would be more likely to be receptive 
if the transwomen themselves open up to the community. He 
said that the transwomen should dismiss the notion that they are 
being shunned by society. 

To date, the Regional House of Representatives had received 
no report of any incidents that might be caused by transwomen 
opening their own businesses. “As long as they don’t do funny 
business, the society would accept them as they are,” Udin said 
in conclusion. 

The article was published on Batamnews.co.id, December 1, 2018.
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Social media content may pose a threat to LGBT community. 

Ignatius Dwiana, Satuharapan.com | Independen.id

The need for social interaction and companionship may drive 
a person to join and network on social media platforms. They 
were certainly what motivated Rudi (not his real name), 27, an 
executive in Jakarta. 

Rudi, who came from Bekasi, West Java, was a member of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community. He 
had created a social media account for that reason. 

Rudi chose to keep his social media account private for security 
reasons, given the current unfavorable situations for persons 
like him, especially in the run up to local, parliamentary, and 
presidential elections.

Although he kept his account private, Rudi was far from being 
reclusive. He said he had a number of interests and passions 
related to his personal development. He joined a lot of groups 
and were involved in various social activities. Nevertheless, not 
many of his online acquaintances were aware that Rudi was a 
member of LGBT community. He had chosen to be socially 
active while concealing his sexual orientation. 

Rudi said he maintained good relations with non-LGBT 
individuals, except with those who were already consumed 

LGBT AND THE 
MINEFIELD OF SOCIAL 
MEDIA
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with hatred and hostility against LGBT community from the 
beginning. He also said that he often saw negative information 
about LGBT community being distributed on social media. 

He said that when he came across such information, he did not 
bother to respond and instead chose to simply block the accounts 
that posted them. However, he had the impression that the 
people who hated LGBT kept making new accounts to continue 
spreading the negative information. This had had a serious 
impact on his life. “Everything got blown up on social media, 
and this was affecting my life. I became more cautious in real 
life,” he said.

Teguh from Suara Kita, an organization that was concerned with 
sexuality and gender diversity noted that there had been a lot 
of negative information circulating on social media. He said his 
organization had often been subjected to cyber-harassment or 
cyber-bullying. In election years especially, there was an increase 
in contemptuous content that mocked the feminine aspects of 
certain gender expressions and sexual orientation. 

Suara Kita had trained Teguh to deal with issue. “So, if I see 
false information being distributed, I go on and make my little 
countermeasures.”

ONLINE DEBATE AROUND LGBT ISSUES

LGBT were among some of the most debated topics on social 
media. Social media monitoring in October 2018 revealed that 
on Facebook and Twitter, Facebook and Twitter users’ opinions 
were divided on LGBT issues. Some were favorable and 
supportive, while others were denouncing them. There were 
even calls for persecution of LGBT. The following were some 
posts that denounced LGBT.

SAFEnet, an organization that is concerned with digital safety 
issues also looked into the problem of LGBT persecution on 
social media. SAFEnet Nabilah Saputri agreed that the social 
media had been far from friendly towards LGBT community. She 
said social media may be used as a platform to post content that 
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could potentially endanger LGBT communities “by assuming 
the identity of certain majority to call out for things in the name 
of normality.”

Andreas Harsono from Human Rights Watch (HRW) said that 
anti-LGBT hysteria is a growing phenomenon that began in 
late 2015 when Aceh Province began to enact their own qanun 
jinayah (sharia criminal code). As soon as it was put into effect, 
the sharia police captured two young women for being a lesbian 
couple. “In January 2016, the hysteria that began in Aceh started 
to spread to Jakarta.” 

Anti-LGBT sentiments even made their way into academic life. 
This was reflected in a statement made by Minister of Research, 
Technology and Higher Education Muhammad Nasir who on 
January 24, 2016 banned LGBT student organizations in campus. 
“LGBT are a violation against the Indonesian moral values. I 
forbid it. Indonesian values are about upholding moral,” said 
Muhammad Nasir as quoted by Detik.com on January 24, 2016.

According to a number of media, Muhammad Nasir’s statement 
led to the banning of LGBT-related activities in universities, 
including University of Indonesia, State Islamic University 
(UIN) Syarif Hidayatullah in Jakarta, Diponegoro University 
in Semarang, Jendral Soedirman University in Purwokerto, 
Yogyakarta State University (UNY), Gadjah Mada University 
(UGM), and Andalas University (Unand) in Padang. 

Furthermore, Andreas Harsono said, “In the following weeks, 
anti-LGBT statements, from nonsensical ones to disaster 
prophecies were widely featured on Indonesian media. In a 
health seminar for pregnant mothers, a mayor warned young 
mothers against eating instant ramen. He said that mothers 
must take the time and care to cook nutritious food for their 
children, instead of feeding them instant food. Such practice, he 
said, explained why there were so many LGBT in the country 
nowadays. Even Minister of Defense labeled LGBT rights 
activism as proxy war by foreign agents against Indonesia, a war 
that was more dangerous than nuclear warfare.”
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CONSTANT SURVEILLANCE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

LGBT involvement on social media are constantly under 
surveillance. Andreas Harsono said the police monitored social 
media for content that might be in violation of the Pornography 
Act and may be used to criminalize LGBT individuals.

Teguh said that both the Pornography Act and Law on Electronic 
Information and Transaction (UU ITE) posed a threat to LGBT 
freedom of expression on social media.

Ministry of Communication and Informatics (Kemenkominfo) 
had a special interest in LGBT websites and groups, stating 
that they might contain elements of nudity, pornography and 
homosexuality. “Our approach focuses on the content, because 
[the websites and groups] may contain pornography,” said the 
ministry spokesperson Ferdinandus Setu.

The ministry acknowledged the occurrence of cyber-harasment 
and cyber-bullying, as well hate speech against LGBT community. 
However, they maintained that such issues were not included 
within their domain of authority. 

Basically, according to the specifics of Article 27 paragraph 4 of 
the Electronic Information and Transaction Act, no action could 
be taken against hate speech that does not make any mention of 
personal names. “It is hard [to take any action] when the hate 
speech only specifies a group of people. Who should be charged 
with bullying in that case? Such content then cannot be classified 
as violation of [Electronic Information and Transaction Act]. The 
law in question is currently not applicable for this situation.”

Social media platforms gave their own response to the issue 
of distribution of hate speech against LGBT on social media. 
Twitter representatives stated they provided a digital space 
to accommodate various opinions on the basis of freedom of 
expression and open dialog.

Twitter rules specifically forbid the use of the social media 
platform to promote violence, direct assault, or threat against 
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other individuals on the basis of religion, race, nationality, sexual 
orientation or gender.

“When you see something on Twitter that is in violation of this 
rule, please report them to use,” said Twitter representative for 
Indonesia and the Philippines who wished to remain anonymous. 

Facebook, on the other hand, had not responded to the queries 
we made to them regarding this issue.

OVERCOMING HATE AND DISCRIMINATION

The fact remains that LGBT groups exist in Indonesia and are as 
much a part of the country’s diversity as any other community. 
However, they are targeted with hate and threat of violence on 
social media.

Jakarta Metro Police had been contacted for a statement on 
hatred and intimidation on social media but had yet to issue a 
response by the time this report was due for publication.

Andreas Harsono said that in the context of basic human rights, 
hatred, discrimination and violence on social media should not 
be allowed to continue. He said that the government and the 
Ministry of Communication and Informatics must assume the 
responsibility of mitigating the issue. It should also be reported 
to other state agencies, “including the National Women’s 
Commission, Ombudsman, and the Ministry of Law and Human 
Rights.” 

Teguh said he could not understand people who professed 
loathing for LGBT individuals. He said, “They claimed that they 
despise LGBT people, but when asked ‘So how many LGBT 
friends do you have? Have you ever met LGBT? [They replied in 
the negative.] So, if you’ve never met one, why is it that you hate 
them so much?”

The article was published on independen.id, November 28 , 2018
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Discrimination against LGBT people occurred in many places, 
including in the academic environment. It had prevented the group 

from getting a higher education.

Marina Nasution, Independen.id

Raz, not her real name, was lucky. The 26-year-old transwoman 
had successfully finished her study in a university in Medan, 
North Sumatra and received a bachelor’s degree. 

She now worked as a teacher in a private school in North 
Sumatra. With her monthly income, the youngest of five children 
could contribute to the family’s expenses.

“Yes, thank God, now I can make my mother happy,” Raz said in 
an interview on Sunday, November 11, 2018.

Similarly, Ari, 21, believed that higher education could improve 
someone’s social status. Therefore, Ari—a dance trainer who 
was still a student at one of the universities in Medan—was 
determined to finish her education. 

“Education is my number one priority, that’s what makes people 
respect us,” Ari said.

For Rusli, 40, however, she only had regrets. Asiong, as she’s 
usually called, only finished junior high or middle school, known 
here as SMP. She did go to senior high school but dropped out 
after only three months because of the frequent bullying from 

TRANSWOMEN POOR 
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hers schoolmates. She was bullied for her feminine expression. 

“There were 40 students in the class, and I was the only one who 
got bullied, they often called me: ‘Hey... Rusli nancyboy!’ That 
made me sad, and I couldn’t take it anymore, I was ashamed. So 
I decided to stop going to school,” Rusli said.

Her parents disputed her decision then. Her homeroom teacher 
regretted her decision too because she was a bright student, 
especially in mathematics. The homeroom once made Asiong go 
back to school. However, it only lasted a few days because she 
was still constantly bullied. 

Asiong was determined then, she left school. “I tore all of my 
books. My parents warned me that I would regret my decision 
someday. ‘I’ll go find a job’ I told my parents. I can do laborious 
work in a factory with my middle school certificate.” she said.

Since dropping out of school, she did various jobs. She once 
worked as a shrimp peeler at a factory, a restaurant waiter at a 
hotel, a sex worker, and a field supervisor in a non-governmental 
organization that focused on drug counseling in Medan. 

“I regretted my decision because all of my current colleagues 
graduated from university. I am the only one whose final 
education was junior high school, of course, I feel ashamed 
sometimes,” she said.

Stigma and discrimination in the academic environment 
often hindered transwomen from getting a higher education. 
Monitoring conducted by Arus Pelangi, a group that advocates 
the rights of LGBT people, in 14 cities in Indonesia in January-
August 2016 showed that of 161 cases of violence against 
LGBT groups, governmental intuitions were ranked first as 
the perpetrator, followed by educational institutions, mass 
organizations, professional organizations, and the media.

Stigma and discrimination even occurred at the highest level of 
the educational institution. In 2016, the rector of the University 
of North Sumatra banned the LGBT community. In the same 

Marina Nasution



304 Perbankan dan Fintech | Aliansi Jurnalis Independen

year, the academic community of Bandung Islamic University 
put out a banner that read “We condemn LGBT.”

In 2017, rector of Andalas University in Padang, West Sumatra, 
issued a statement for prospective students who passed the State 
Higher Education Entrance National Selection (SNMPTN) to 
declare, in a form, that they were not part of any LGBT groups. 

“The form is still valid until today, a statement which says that 
the student is free from drugs, casual sex, and LGBT. In West 
Sumatra, LGBT groups have also been banned and are not 
allowed to enter campuses,” Rector of Andalas University Tafdil 
Husni said in a phone interview in November 2018.

In January 2016, Minister of Research and Higher Education 
Mohamad banned LGBT on campuses, which human rights 
activists criticized and called as a notorious policy.

“LGBT people are not following the values and morality of the 
Indonesian people. Therefore, I forbade it. Indonesian has a 
value system to protect people’s morality,” said Nasir.

Dewi Biotika Gangga from the Medan Legal Aid Institute (LBH 
Medan) said that banning LGBT people to enter educational 
institutions are discriminatory and unconstitutional. Dewi 
quoted Article 6 (b) of Law Number 12 of 2012 on Higher 
Education.

The law said that universities shall uphold democratic, just and 
nondiscriminatory values. They also shall respect human rights, 
religious values, cultural values, pluralism, and national unity. 

“If some people are not given access because of their gender 
identity, in my opinion, that is discrimination,” Dewi said.

The LGBT groups did not get proper access to education. The 
2014 survey conducted by Sanggar SWARA—interviewing 
224 young transwomen under the age of 30 in 17 provinces in 
Indonesia, including North Sumatra—showed that the majority 
of transwomen only completed middle or junior high school 
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(45.5 percent), high school (42.4 percent), elementary school (8.9 
percent), and only two women graduated from university.

As a result, transwomen were lacking of academic qualification 
and were not competitive in the formal work field. The situation 
had forced them to find jobs in the informal sector, such as 
working as a busker or sex worker. 

The survey showed that transwomen mostly worked as sex 
workers (55.4 percent), buskers (29 percent), stylists at home 
salons (10.3 percent), employees (3.1 percent), and freelancers 
such as makeup artists and nightclub entertainers. 

In general, young transwomen did not have a stable income, 
only earning around 500,000 to 1 million rupiah (around USD70) 
per month. More than 96 percent of them lived alone in a rented 
house or boarding room; only 3.6 percent lived with their family.

In line with the survey, a 2016 study conducted by Cangkang 
Queer, an organization that advocates LGBT rights in North 
Sumatra, found that 7.89 percent of LGBT people were 
unemployed and 15.79 percent took various jobs available. 

The Chairperson of  Cangkang Queer Amee Adlian said that 
until now the education access for transwomen was a serious 
issue. One of the reasons was because their family, who could 
not accept their identity and expression, denied them since they 
were young. That had forced many transwomen to live on the 
street, lost their interest and motivation as well as lacking a 
financial resource to continue their education. 

“It’s necessary to have a support system to hone their talents and 
expertise,” Amee said.

She said all elements should push for fair education access for 
LGBT people, especially transwomen. Despite their gender, 
Amee said, citizens should be encouraged to finish their 
education because ‘education for all’ is the goal of the nation. 

The article was published on Independent.id, December 6, 2018
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People living with HIV/AIDS often experienced discrimination in 
healthcare services. They asked to be treated fairly like other patients. 

Prisca Papilaya, Independen.id

For Rama, not his real name, living with HIV/AIDS as a man 
who has sex with man (MSM) had not always been easy. The 
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is a virus that can 
drastically weaken a person’s immune system, allowing bacteria 
and viruses to attack the body and cause various infections.

The social stigma often prevented Rama from getting sufficient 
medical treatments. Whereas just like other patients, Rama also 
needed general health services—not only treatments for his 
HIV/AIDS. 

“[The stigma] will stay, wherever it is. We went from home to a 
healthcare service, and surely we would experience stigma and 
discrimination,” he said in an interview in early October 2018.

Rama was diagnosed with HIV/AIDS in 2010. There were times 
when healthcare providers denied him treatment because he 
was honest about his condition. 

DISCRIMINATION 
AGAINST PEOPLE 
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“If we did not tell them my condition, I was worried they would 
use the same drill [they used for me] for other patients too, that 
will be bad for them. However, when I let the medical staff know, 
I was denied a service,” he said.

Another MSM living with HIV/AIDS Samputra also experienced 
the same discrimination. Samputra worked for a non-
governmental organization (NGO) that focused on HIV/AIDS 
issues in Jakarta. He said he was once discriminated against by a 
big government-owned hospital in West Jakarta.

Samputra was a buddy—a trained individual that helps and 
accompanies people living with HIV/AIDS in hospitals and 
homes. 

“I have been a buddy for years. The male nurse refused to help, 
and suggested the patient to hire buddies,” he said.

Samputra had been a buddy for over ten years in various 
hospitals in Jakarta. During his service, he often witnessed 
discrimination carried out by health workers, especially against 
HIV/AIDS positives who stayed in the hospital. The most 
apparent difference was the physical contact, or lack thereof, the 
staff engaged with HIV/AIDS patients and the rest. 

“They never helped [HIV/AIDS positives] going to the restroom. 
They would call their family. They said that during the night, 
certain medicines needed to be prepared,” he said.

Samputra hoped for a clearer standard operational procedure in 
treating patients with HIV/AIDS. He expected medical workers 
to be equipped with enough knowledge to help the patients. 

“I hope nurses assigned in the special room for HIV/AIDS 
patients would be given the basic training about the disease 
so that they wouldn’t offend the patients and create a distance 
because it could affect patients’ psychology,” he said.

In 2017, the Indonesian Health Ministry estimated there were 
around 631,000 people with HIV/AIDS. One-sixth of them lived 
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in Jakarta, while the rest resided in several other areas—including 
Papua (the highest), Bali, Sumatra, Sulawesi, Kalimantan, and 
Nusa Tenggara.

Based on a survey conducted by the ministry, 49 percent of the 
people with HIV/AIDS in Jakarta were from the men sex with 
men (MSM) community. 

However, physically, the Health Ministry had only detected 
around 54 percent of people living with HIV/AIDS nationwide. 
The ministry noted the increase of HIV/AIDS cases annually, 
but the number of patients had relatively been stable. 

A professor from the Faculty of Psychology in Atma Jaya 
University in Jakarta Irwanto said the stigma against MSM living 
with HIV/AIDS rooted from the society’s limited understanding 
of the issue. With only limited knowledge—plus disapproving 
set of explanatory information—people tended to attach a 
negative label to MSM living with HIV/AIDS. 

Not just due to their physical illnesses, but also their sexual 
orientation since Indonesian people considered MSM and 
homosexuality as a social “disease.” He also said that there’s a 
tendency for the society to blame gay people, sex workers, and 
drug users for the transmission of HIV/AIDS. 

“So the hatred, fear and also ignorance of the [LGBT] community 
made the people isolate them automatically,” Irwanto said.

Not just in the healthcare services, stigma and discrimination 
against MSM living with HIV/AIDS was also apparent in the 
public policy domain. Irwanto mentioned examples of articles in 
the laws and bills that could criminalize the LGBT groups. 

“The urge to discriminate [LGBT] is there, it is attached to 
the people like a parasite, especially in the mainstream policy 
domain,” he said.

The Jakarta Health Agency confirmed that discrimination by 
health workers happened because they were lacking HIV/AIDS 
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knowledge. However, various measures had been taken by the 
department to eliminate such practices. 

“We usually initiated a workshop to raise awareness of our 
medical staff; we held clinical mentoring in places where stigma 
was high,” said Finan, the HIV/AIDS Program Manager in 
Jakarta Health Agency.

However, Finan said the program had not been very successful. 
“Because sometimes we already informed staff A, staff B, but 
their mindsets haven’t changed,” he said. 

Nevertheless, the agency claimed that discrimination had 
periodically declined. Finan said they did not provide special 
treatment for people living with HIV/AIDS. He argued that 
special treatment could trigger discrimination. 

“That’s the practice that we want to abolish. Slowly, we will no 
longer hear about discrimination in Jakarta,” Finan said. 

The article was published on Independen.id, November 16, 2018.
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Since 2017, Simpang Kawat Puskesmas in Jambi, a province in 
Central Sumatra, had set special service hours to cater to LGBT 
people. Limited budget, however, threatened to put an end to this 

operation.

Suwandi, Jambipro.com

A big box, containing wedding gowns, was dropped hurriedly 
from a car. Makeup equipment was also stored hastily. Bima, the 
owner of the box, then braved the drizzle, racing his motorbike 
on the wet road. 

“I am afraid they have left,” he said, as he passed a line of trucks 
carrying coals on Sunday night, November 11, 2018.

The lights from Bima’s motorbike finally caught the shadows 
of two men. They were waiting in front of Simpang Kawat 
Community Health Center, or known here as Puskesmas. It 
was already 10 p.m. One of them, a 58-year-old man, greeted 
Bima warmly after he parked his motorbike. The three of them 
then went inside the facility and were welcomed by a smile and 
hospitality.

“I remember, three days ago you joined the study club,” Raodah, 
the head of Simpang Kawat Puskesmas, said, referring to an 
HIV/AIDS-focused study group that she helped run. “Thank 
God, finally you are ready,” she said to the two men.

The Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is a virus that can 

LGBT-FRIENDLY 
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drastically weaken a person’s immune system, allowing bacteria 
and viruses to attack the body and cause various infections.

After turning the air conditioner on, Raodah asked several 
people who were sitting in the 2x3 meters room to leave. She 
then explained the stages of the test before proceeding to the 
consultation session. 

“I think we should give them some privacy,” Raodah said while 
shutting the door off.

After nearly an hour, the two men—who looked very sure—
went straight to the laboratory. In there, staff was ready to serve. 
One staff made a joke to get the two men relaxed. The men, 
who identified themselves as men sex with men (MSM), then 
underwent a series of voluntary counseling and testing (VCT) 
using the rapid test method. The result of the tests would only be 
released upon their requests. 

To help deal with the trauma, Bima accompanied them for a 
month. During the counseling period—right after they took the 
test—Bima helped train the men’s emotions to be more positive, 
discipline and to maintain healthy lifestyles.

The post-test support was necessary. Bima said he was diagnosed 
with HIV/AIDS in 2004. At the time, he said, he couldn’t accept 
it, and therefore he did not go for proper treatment. His cluster 
of differentiation 4 (CD4), which was 900, suddenly dropped up 
to seven points in 2006. CD4+ cells are white blood cells that are 
an essential part of the human immune system. 

“I thought it was the end, game over. But fate said otherwise. I 
survive until today,” Bima said in the Puskesmas.

Bima said he switched to a healthy lifestyle and took his 
medication with discipline ever since. He also regularly checked 
his condition, to know his viral load every three to six months. 
Viral load is the term used to describe the amount of HIV in the 
blood. 
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The bigger the amount of the virus in the blood, the higher 
is the risk for someone to transmit the virus or experience an 
HIV complication, such as opportunistic infections and AIDS 
(Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome). 

As the breadwinner and father of two children, Bima fought for 
his life. “I have been surviving for 14 years,” he said. 

Living with HIV/AIDS had never been easy for him and other 
HIV positives. They often experienced stigma and discrimination. 
Fortunately, Simpang Kawat Puskesmas was there for Bima and 
many others. Besides always tried to make everyone comfortable, 
the facility also helped create an opportunity for Bima to meet 
other people with HIV/AIDS to stop the transmission of the 
disease. 

Simpang Kawat Puskesmas had set special service hours to cater 
to LGBT people since 2017. The launch of the service was a result 
of cooperation between Jambi Health Agency and Kanti Sehati 
Foundation. The Chairperson of the foundation David Chandra 
Harwindo said that the health facility for the LGBT groups was 
intended to prevent the transmission of HIV/AIDS. 

“Status-checkups to early detect the virus in high-risk groups 
shall be done massively,” he said. 

Kanti Sehati Foundation estimated there were 1,571 people living 
with HIV/AIDS in Jambi City—943 of them were heterosexual, 
355 syringe and needle users, 93 transwomen, and 180 gay men. 
In a 2013 survey, four junior high school students were found to 
had been infected with HIV/AIDS.

Besides supervising with tests for sexually transmitted infections, 
Simpang Kawat Puskesmas also provided counseling, trauma 
healing, support for health access via various lobbies, advocacy 
for antiretroviral services, medication supervision and drugs. 
David said the support, like what Bima had been providing, 
could help people living with HIV/AIDS to open up. 

To provide professional service and make LGBT people who 
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sought help in the Puskesmas feel comfortable, Raodah said 
she had to train her team for five years.  She said she hoped the 
night service could help reduce the risk of death due to HIV/
AIDS. Since the facility opened its doors in 2017, Simpang Kawat 
Puskesmas had treated nearly 1,000 people—both HIV/AIDS-
positives and negatives. 

“They came by themselves, and they felt safe because we treated 
them right,” she said. 

Unfortunately, the service came under a severe threat—and the 
limited budget was to blame for. In the past, the Global Fund 
financially supported Simpang Kawat Puskesmas. In 2018, 
Global Fund stopped its funding, and the local authorities had 
yet to allocate any financing. Whereas, the city needed around 
2 to 3 billion rupiah (USD 210,451.50) to treat and prevent the 
transmission of HIV/AIDS. 

“That’s the ideal number,” David said.

Without sufficient financing, the Puskesmas’ operation came 
under threat. Raodah said she already lobbied Jambi authorities 
to continue the night service in 2019. 

However, the head of Jambi’s Health Agency Ida Yulianti said 
that the closure of the 24 hours service was an instruction from 
the Mayor. 

She said the night service would be replaced with inpatient-
service in several Puskemas. The inpatient-service at Simpang 
Kawat Puskesmas was scheduled to be launched in 2019, she 
added. Therefore, she argued, the night service would not be 
affected. 

Ida said the authorities would still support and had promised 
that they would disburse the budget in 2019 for the HIV/AIDS 
related health services.

“We have proposed the budget,” Ida said, without mentioning 
the total number and details of the proposal. 
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Responding to the possibility that authorities would shut down 
Simpang Kawat Puskesmas, Ferdia Prakasa from Jambi AIDS 
Prevention Commission said that he hoped Jambi administrations 
would support the prevention measures comprehensively.

He said the night service provided by Simpang Kawat Puskesmas 
had helped reduce the stigma and discrimination against LGBT 
people. 

“Now, the facility are used not only by the LGBT groups but also 
by heterosexual and syringe, needle users. They went along well 
and did not experience abuses or stigma from the Puskesmas’ 
staff,” he said. 

The article was published on Jambipro.com, November 27, 2018.
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The art of lengger lanang is on the verge of extinction. The rising 
negative sentiments against LGBT community made lengger dancers 

wary of performing freely out in the open.

Shinta Maharani, Tempo.co

Agus Widodo was apprehensive. The lengger lanang dancer was 
cautious about accepting bookings now as calls for rejection and 
prohibition of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
were on the rise. “I make a point of asking the booker whether 
[the venue] is safe for a lengger stage [performance]. I’m afraid 
of raids,” said Agus, who went by the stage name Agnes. 

Lengger lanang is a cross-gender dance performed by men. It is 
a traditional dance from Banyumas which has been passed down 
for generations as part of a fertility rite. Banyumas sociologist 
Yusmanto predicted that the folk dance has been around since 
the days of the Majapahit Empire.

Lengger is performed by men who dressed as women. In 
Banyumas native language, the word lengger is derived from 
the word leng, meaning hole, which symbolizes female genitalia, 
and jengger, meaning a cockerel’s comb, which symbolizes 
masculinity. 

Agus was famous as one of the rising stars among young lengger 
lanang dancers in the greater Banyumas area. In December 2013 
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he had been invited to dance at the festival celebrating the 40th 
anniversary of Korea – Indonesia diplomacy in South Korea.

Agus had been dancing since the age of seven before deciding 
to become a lengger dancer. He had been performing the dance 
since 2004 in and around the town of Banyumas. His decision 
was met with disapproval from various parties. Some argued 
that since Agnes is male, he should not be dancing in a woman’s 
costume. 

Off stage, Agus dressed as a man. But he came on stage bedecked 
in full lengger regalia: hair up in an ornate, jewelled bun; sampur 
(scarves wound around the waist to trail down to the floor); a 
bustier; pleated batik wraparound; and a woman’s make-up. “I 
totally [transform] into a lengger on stage,” he said. 

Agus said that lengger lanang performers often became the object 
of discrimination. Scorns and curses were common occurrences 
for those who decided to become a lengger dancer. “They call 
me sissy and treat lengger dancer in general with dismissive 
contempt,” Agus said.

On stage, they were often subjected to inappropriate treatment. 
Drunken revellers mocked them by calling them nancyboys 
while groping at their body. “I was terrified and traumatized,” 
Fizay Nurhamid said, recalling an incident that happened when 
he performed in Kebumen, Central Java, in 2017.

Fizay, who went by the stage name Fifi, had been a lengger 
dancer since 2011. The Cilacap-born man used to perform at 
kuda kepang (stylized cavalry-inspired group dances) shows 
with Mekar Budaya Kencana troupe, before following in his 
grandfather’s footsteps and becoming a lengger dancer. A week 
after the incident in Kebumen, Fizay received another offer to 
perform lengger dance. He turned down the invitation because 
he was still traumatized.

Otniel Tasman, a choreographer who created a contemporary 
dance based on lengger traditions shared a terrible experience 
that took place when he moved to Solo, Central Java, to study 
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arts. His lecturer at Surakarta Arts Institute laughed at him when 
he performed lengger dance. 

He was forbidden to perform lengger dance at the institute’s 
auditorium, although at the time he was about ready to go 
on stage. “Lengger is considered as nothing but [tawdry] 
entertainment, especially when it is performed by men,” he said.

Many people claimed they felt uncomfortable watching lengger 
dance. Take Danang, who came to last September’s Lengger 
Festival. He said he was reluctant to watch the performance but 
had no other choice since he had to escort his guests to Kaliori 
Village where the festivities were held. “I was a bit afraid, ill at 
ease and uncomfortable,” he said.

Despite the negative public image, Agus and Fizay strived to 
prove themselves as professional lengger dancer. They wished 
to preserve the traditional art form, which has been in danger 
of extinction ever since the public started to prefer to hire organ 
players to provide entertainment at social functions. 

Cross-gender dance maestro Didik Nini Thowok conceded 
that the number of lengger dancers is in declining due to 
discrimination. Many of them were rejected, shunned, and 
discriminated against. “It is not easy to remain a lengger lanang. 
Those who could not stand [the pressure] and are afraid will find 
it difficult to stay,” Didik said.

***

A photograph of Indonesian first president Sukarno dressed 
in a tailored suit decorated the living room in Dariah’s family 
residence. The photograph was a reminder of Dariah’s golden 
days as lengger lanang performer throughout Old Order era 
until it ended with the advent of the New Order. The New Order 
regime had suppressed all forms of folk arts, including lengger 
lanang, for allegedly being affiliated with the People’s Cultural 
Agency (Lekra), an organization considered to be a part of the 
Indonesian Communist Party.

Shinta Maharani
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Only a handful of men were able to dance the lengger, and Dariah 
counted himself among them. His career as lengger dancer began 
with a troupe of musicians wielding the simplest instruments 
like calung (bamboo percussion instrument), kendang (small 
drums), miniature gong, and gambang (wooden xylophones). 
Together they travelled and busked from one village to the next 
all over Banyumas.

Dariah was a popular dancer from the 1930s to 1960s. The man, 
whose real name was Sadam, was a celebrity in Banyumas. His 
willowy feminine dance moves were a magnet for Banyumas 
residents.

Since the government suppressed the art form, Dariah spent the 
remaining of his life in the village of Plana in Somagede-district 
of Banyumas, with his niece Misti. The two lived in a brick house 
with paint peeling from the walls. Dariah lived as a woman for 
the rest of his life. He took to wearing women’s clothes while 
doing his daily errands and earned his living as a bridal make-
up artist in villages all over Banyumas and Purbalingga.

On February 12, 2018 Dariah passed away at the age of 97. His 
family remembered him as a man who lived in fear after the 1965 
upheaval. “He lost all his wealth in the 1965 incident,” Misti’s 
daughter Nur Kholifah told Tempo in early November 2018.

In 2011 President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono awarded Dariah 
the title of Maestro of Traditional Arts. To honor him, the local 
government of Kaliori Village in Banyumas, along with the 
village arts community, organized the Kendalisada Festival on 
September 14 – 16, 2018.

The article was published on tempo.co in November 2018.

Shinta Maharani
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Instead of acting on a violence report submitted by a transwoman, a 
police officer decided to upload the investigation process on YouTube. 

Khairiyah Fitri,  Ambonnesia.com | Kumparan.com

With a swollen, black and blue face, Nuke went to a police station 
in Tantui District, Ambon, Maluku, at around 2 in the morning. 
The 28-year-old transwoman had bickered with her boyfriend, 
which ended in violence.

It was unfortunate for Nuke that her visit to the police led up to 
another disappointment. One officer told her to go home because 
no one would process her report, a violent act against her. “Just 
wait at the front post, or come back tomorrow,” Nuke repeated 
what the police officer said to her. 

Nuke retold her story, happened to her a year before, in October 
2018.

At the time, she insisted on staying at the police station. She was 
worried that her boyfriend would find her and return to blow. 
When she told two police officers what had happened to her, 
they responded with a joke. “If you love each other, resolve it in 
a peaceful way,” Nuke repeated. She was disappointed. 

“From what I know, when someone came to report a case, they 

LAW ENFORCEMENT 
DISCRIMINATION 
AGAINST TRANSWOMEN
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would proceed it. But, no, their response was slow, and they 
kept telling me to wait. I’m a citizen, too,” she complained.

Nuke’s report remained unsolved. The police never followed up 
on her report and the perpetrator walked free.  

That was not the only case where the police ignored reports from 
transwomen. Around three months before Nuke experienced the 
discrimination, the same thing happened to Luna and Sakira.

In January 2018, Luna reported a dispute she had with Sakira at 
the Tantui District Police Station. Unexpectedly, the police asked 
questions that shocked her. “Are you wearing a bra or not? Have 
you slept with Roy?” asked an investigator, trying to find the 
story behind her incident with Sakira.

Not only that, a police officer even videotaped the investigation 
process, then uploaded it on social media, which then viewed 
643,935 times on YouTube. 

“At the time Sakira called me to bring her water to the police 
station, while the officer had been broadcasting it live on 
Facebook,” said Siska, a witness.

Because the video had gone viral, Siska’s sister shared the video 
with her to confirm one thing: she had thought the woman in the 
video was Siska. 

“When the video went viral, many thought the woman was Luna. 
Yes, we looked alike. But neither Luna nor Sakira responded 
when asked for a confirmation. In fact, Sakira did not want to 
leave the house,” Siska said.

Both of the women could not be contacted. Luna was in Kisar, 
Southwest Maluku Regency, she worked there. While Sakira 
reportedly had returned to her hometown. 

The Chairperson of Gaya Warna Lentera Maluku—a community-
based organization working on HIV, health, and human rights 
issues—Halim Silawane regretted the police treatment to the 

Khairiyah Fitri
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women. However, he said that discrimination was not new 
among transwomen; it often occurred. 

Halim had reported the case to be followed up but was 
unsuccessful due to legal constraints. “They considered 
transwomen worthless, though we have explained that we did 
not violate any laws or local norms of Maluku,” he said.

Head of the National Human Rights Commission (Komnas 
HAM) in Maluku Benediktus Sarkol said that the fulfillment of 
rights for the minority groups—based on gender identities—is 
still a controversy. Benediktus noted that human rights violations 
based on gender identity often occurred, despite a guarantee 
from the Constitution that all citizens are equal before the law.  

“The investigator’s work is not such a spectacle. They should 
have done their job according to the procedures,” he said.

Benediktus questioned the work of police investigators, judging 
from the video that went viral. He said that the procedure for 
questioning suspects and witnesses had been regulated in the 
many laws and regulations, especially those concerning criminal 
acts. Such as Law Number 13 of 2006 on Protection of Witnesses 
and Victims, the Indonesian Police Chief Regulation Number 7 
of 2006 on the Indonesian National Police Professional Code of 
Ethics, and Indonesian Police Chief Regulation Number 8 of 2009 
on Implementation of Human Rights Principles and Standards 
in the Work of the National Police of Republic of Indonesia.

Responding to the actions of his personnel, the Maluku Regional 
Police, at the time, stated that it would investigate the individuals. 
Head of the Legal Department at Maluku Police Office Sli Harno 
said that the police would process any reports of human rights 
violations from the community, including minority groups. “We 
hope we can do our job better, enforcing the law,” he said.

The article was published on Ambonnesia.com | kumparan.com, 
December 14, 2018.

Khairiyah Fitri
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Padang Municipality formed a Ruqyah Team, a group of spiritual 
healers, to supposedly ‘cure’ LGBT people in a practice that is 

unrecognized by the world’s medical community.

Yose Hendra, Beritagar.id

Dozens of posters hung on lampposts on Khatib Sulaiman Street, 
one of the main boulevards in Padang City, West Sumatra. The 
posters were lined up for 2.6 kilometers, conveying a single 
message: “Padang’s Free From Immorality: Adultery, LGBT, 
Drugs, Alcohol, Gambling.”

The government of Padang was vigorously promoting a ‘cleanup’ 
campaign against Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender 
(LGBT) people. It was a serious campaign with the authorities 
prepared a special team to perform ruqyah—spiritual healing or 
Islamic exorcism—for LGBT people. 

“We prepared a special team that involved Forkopimda [Regional 
Leader Coordinating Forum] and Ruqyah Team because it is 
believed that LGBT people are under the influence of demons,” 
Padang Mayor Mahyeldi Ansharullah said on Friday, December 
7, 2018, during an event to celebrate the birthday of Prophet 
Muhammad PBUH at the Nurul Iman Mosque, in Padang.

Mahyeldi, a politician backed by the conservative Prosperous 
Justice Party (PKS), also asked supports from the public, 
Forkopimda, ninik mamak (indigenous community) and local 
ulemas or Islamic scholars. 

CONTROVERSIAL LGBT 
EXORCISM IN PADANG 
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Mahyeldi said LGBT people are part of immorality. Therefore, 
the ‘cleanup’ campaign conducted at the same time with the 
authority’s plans to shut down nightclubs.

“Sinful places, illegal entertainment operations will be closed 
down. We ask for your support,” Mahyeldi said. 

The Ruqyah Team involved several organizations, they were 
Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia, Majelis Takziyah, Ukhuwah 
Islamiyah, Sanak Hijrah, and Relawan Hijrah. 

Jel Fathullah, the deputy leader of Majelis Mujahidin 
Indonesia, confirmed the organization’s involvement. “We are 
volunteering,” Jen, who acted as an advisor for the Ruqyah 
Team, said on Saturday, December 15, 2018. 

Jel said the team comprised of 20 people. He claimed that they 
got both the ability to heal people spiritually and da’wah or 
preaching. 

Lucky Abdul Hayi from Laskar Majelis Mujahidin Padang was 
appointed as the leader of the team. “The religion does not 
acknowledge sissy or gay,” Lucky said, on December 15, 2018. 
“Sometimes LGBT [sexual orientation] is perceived as fate. That 
is dangerous, a mistake in the education system. Therefore, 
da’wah is needed to bring them back to their fitrah,” or state of 
purity, he said. 

***

In the middle of November 2018, before the idea of ruqyah was 
mentioned, the Padang Public Order Agency, or known here as 
Satpol PP, arrested 18 suspected LGBT people—they were ten 
female and eight transwomen. The head of Padang Satpol PP 
Yadrison said that the arrest was part of the commitment to fight 
immorality. 

He said that LGBT people went against Padang’s customs 
and culture. “We are in the land of Minang that upholds the 
philosophy of Adat Basandi Sarak, Sarak Basandi Kitabullah,” 
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Yadrison said, referring to the local philosophy that takes Islam 
as its foundation. 

Yadrison said LGBT raids would continue, adding that the 
local authorities had identified 12 locations suspected to be the 
meeting points of the groups. 

Lucky said the fate of the 18 people arrested by Satpol PP had 
yet to be decided—whether or not they need to ‘oust the jinn’—
demons or spirits. “But the municipality already talked to us, 
they will be sent to us if ruqyah is needed to be performed,” he 
said.

Lucky said LGBT eradication program involved many institutions 
and government bodies as well as local communities. “The had 
the meeting already. We will be responsible for the training and 
preaching. The Padang Municipality will handle the economic 
and skill-transfer aspects. Baznas [the National Alms Agency] 
will help with the business capital, Satpol PP will be tasked to 
monitor on the ground,” he said.

The ruqyah and preaching services, Lucky said, would be given 
for free. He said his organization already prepared five clinics to 
cure LGBT people. “For us, ruqyah is part of da’wah. If someone 
is detected to be under the influence of jinn, then ruqyah can 
be performed. If not, we will talk to them, give them some 
understanding,” he said. 

The team claimed it had ‘cured’ three people suspected to be 
LGBT—each was sent to the clinic by their family in November 
2018. “Two of them were influenced by a demon,” Lucky said. 
“After being healed and preached at for a month, we saw a 
change. They started to perform prayers.”

During the process, he said, if a suspected lesbian, gay, bisexual 
or transgender tried to rebel, then it was clear that they were 
under the influence of a demon or spirit. During the ruqyah, 
LGBT people were asked to read the Quran. Specifically, Surah 
Al-Fatihah, Al-Baqarah (1-5), Al-Kahfi, Al-Ikhlas, Al-Falaq, and 
An-Nas.

Yose Hendra
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They would continue reading the Quran until ‘their souls are 
at peace, and the demons are exorcised.” However, Lucky 
continued, even though the demons had been exorcised, 
suspected LGBT people were not instantly cured. It would take 
six months of preaching to make them completely leave their 
LGBT identities, he said.

During ruqyah, LGBT people were limited to or prohibited 
from communicating with their environments—especially if the 
environments were accepting of LGBT values. As a replacement, 
they would be introduced to a community “whose basis is Iman” 
or faith. Those who were ‘cured’ would be asked to spread the 
word and to invite their old friends in the LGBT community to 
do ‘repentance.’ The system was similar to multi-level marketing 
(MLM).

RUQYAH IS NOT A SOLUTION

Anti-LGBT groups in Padang often said that ruqyah was a way to 
‘cure’ LGBT people because LGBT is a mental illness. However, 
International medical community does not recognize this view. 
The LGBT debates throughout the years can be seen from the 
development of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM)—the taxonomic and diagnostic tool published 
by the American Psychiatric Association (APA)

In 1968, DSM still classified homosexuality as a mental illness. 
However, it changed in 1973 after APA voted on the issue. As 
many as 5,854 psychiatrists agreed to remove homosexuality 
from the DSM, while 3,810 psychiatrists voted disagree. And 
finally, In 1987, homosexuality was completely removed from 
DSM.

In 2016, APA sent a letter to the Indonesian Psychiatrists 
Association (PDSKJI), asked the association to reconsider their 
decision in classifying homosexuality as a mental illness. 

While the World Health Organization (WHO) removed 
homosexuality from the International Classification of Diseases 
(ICD) document in 1990. In June 2018, transgender was also 
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removed from the ICD. 

Jeje, a gay man who lived in Padang, perceived sexual orientation 
as part of someone’s true self. He disagreed with the ruqyah 
practice. “Sexual orientation is within ourselves, not because of 
demons or spirit’s influence,” he said.

“Sexual orientation is one with each individual. And although 
someone can still have an intimate relationship with a person of 
opposite sex, but the feeling for a person of the same sex is still 
there,” Jeje said. 

Jeje said he got a friend who went through a ruqyah, and did not 
change. “He performed prayers more diligently, but his sexual 
orientation did not change,” he said.

Another friend of his even decided to marry a woman to meet the 
expectation of the people near him. “He has a wife and children, 
but he still fancies men,” he said 

The two said friends of Jeje refused to be interviewed, saying that 
it was risky to talk about LGBT considering the current climate. 

Jeje said raids and arrest, as well as ruqyah, would give people 
a chance to persecute sexual minorities. “So LGBT people who 
merely express themselves femininely could be arrested,” he 
said.

Yefri Heriani a social activist based in Padang also shared the 
same opinion. “It could provoke new abuses, new persecution,” 
Yefri said. 

She said West Sumatra government often used Quranic context 
to frame social realities. “Whereas, when we talk about LGBT, 
surely Allah protects all of His people. That is why, it is the 
responsibility of the state to protect its citizens,” he said.

Yefri said, if the local government insisted on its argument 
that LGBT people are a problem, then the solution they offered 
should still honor them as human beings. “The [program] 
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should be based on the appreciation of [LGBT] rights as God-
given creation.”

The article was published on Beritagar.id, December 19, 2018.

Yose Hendra
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Despite discrimination from the church, this gay deacon lost none of 
his determination to serve the congregation.

Isa Anshar Jusuf, BeritaKawanua.com

“So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, with his wife and 
everything he had, and Lot went with him. Abram had become 
very wealthy in livestock and in silver and in gold. From the 
Negev he went from place to place until he came to Bethel, to 
the place between Bethel and Ai where his tent had been earlier 
and where he had first built an altar. There Abram called on the 
name of the Lord.”

This excerpt from Genesis 13 was recited by Ace—not his real 
name—who led the Christian youth service on September 22, 
2018. Ace, who happened to be a member of the lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community had always been 
actively involved in religious services in the area. Ace had been 
appointed Elder among the special attendants (a post on par 
with deaconship) who lead the teen and youth services for two 
terms. The third time he was nominated, though, he ran into an 
obstacle in the form of church regulation that led to his removal 
from the synod.

The regulation, which was issued in 2017, stipulates that 
individuals who are identified as LGBT should not serve as a 
church special attendant. “Of course it hurts. After all this is 
all about how we worship,” Ace said. He went on to say that 

LGBT AND FAITH 
IN GOD
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when the regulation pas passed, some people had come down to 
where adolescents liked to hang out, campaigning against Ace’s 
appointment on the grounds that he was gay.

Some went even further, knocking on doors only to inform 
everyone that Ace was gay and was not eligible for appointment 
as special attendant. “I’ve served as special attendant for two 
terms in the teen and youth department. But [these people 
canvassed] as if it’s a political election. They went door to door to 
talk about me to make sure I didn’t get appointed because I am an 
LGBT,” said Ace reminiscently. Ace said that at the subsequent 
polling many had voted for his appointment as Elder, although 
in the end he lost the contest. “Well, it’s passed anyway,” Ace 
shrugged with a smile as he recalled the moment.

***

In a blue batik shirt with colorful motifs, Ace solemnly recited 
Genesis 13 verse 1 through 18. That evening he was in charge of 
leading the youth service held at the residence of a congregation 
member. Ace reminded the teenagers who attended the service 
not to use their mobile phone for purposes other than reading 
the Bible. 

Occasionally Ace asked his young audience a few questions 
based on his recitation. “If I didn’t give them any reminder, they 
would just be too busy taking selfies or posting updates on their 
social media. So I told them that mobile phones are to be turned 
off or used only for reading the Bible during service,” Ace said 
once the service was over.

The youth who attended the service seemed enthusiastic. The 
commonly one-directional occasion was enlivened with direct 
interaction. Moreover, when his charge managed to answer a 
question or express their mind, Ace never failed to reward them 
with snacks and chocolate. “I like Brother Ace very much. The 
services he leads always leave me with some food for thought,” 
said one of the members of the youth congregation.

“Brother Ace is very attentive. There is no barrier between us 
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[and him]. He never fails to remind us to pray diligently. He said 
that if we pray diligently, we will be loved by God,” said another 
teenager.

Ace said that teens and youth are more likely to be interested in 
religion if they are allowed to actively participate, for example 
by reciting the Scripture, being invited to express their opinion 
or asked to identify a real-life example of the Bible discussion 
topic. After the youth service, Ace went directly to a birthday 
party that doubled as another youth service in the same area. 
“Devotion, after all, is between us and God,” he said.

Ace said that when he did not get appointed as special attendant 
due to the campaign against his homosexuality, he did turn his 
back on all kinds of religious practices. Later he felt guilty for 
walking away from the opportunity to do good. “I also noticed 
the youth group became segregated, divided into cliques. I 
didn’t want that to happen. I want all of our youth to be devout 
Christians. In the end, I accepted what they had done to me and 
clung to the belief that I can still be devoted [to God] without 
having to be a special attendant,” he said.

Ace’s steadfastness in his faith and the rush of support from the 
teen and youth congregation in the region eventually led several 
church authorities to reinstall him in the church committee. 
“At the moment I am the church financial auditor and deputy 
commissioner,” Ace said.

****

Ian is another gay man who devotes his life to God. Though he 
has not come out of the closet yet, Ian said he had been aware 
of his preference for males since he was in elementary school. 
Nevertheless, he was still afraid to express his identity to his 
family, even though he had always been known for his penchant 
for putting on makeup and feminine outlook.

On Friday, September 14, 2018, along with dozens of teenagers 
from his congregation Ian went to Motoling, a region in Minahasa, 
North Sulawesi. They took part in the Christian Evangelical 
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Church of Minahasa (GMIM) Youth Arts and Creativity Week 
on September 14 – 15, 2018. Ian was the teen commissioner in the 
congregation.

Ian accompanied his fellow teen friends who took part in the 
all GMIM choir competition. Along with fellow commissioners 
he worked as member of the organizing committee in charge of 
preparing everything before the stage performance.

Ian said that he had loved to dress up like a woman ever since 
he was little. Try as he might, he could not change the effeminate 
way that he walked. Even so, he was afraid of publicly expressing 
these tendencies. His siblings were always scolding him about it. 
“They get mad, but they let me dress and talk like a girl,” he said.
Ian was a gifted singer. With his falsetto, he chose to keep 
singing psalms and hymns. Though still a teen, he sometimes 
took part in the youth and adult choir competitions, singing the 
high registers in the church choir.

“Thank God, I have never been banned from [attending] services. 
Maybe it’s because the congregation are familiar with my ways. 
Elsewhere, I sometimes get bullied. But I let it all pass, because 
service [to God] is service after all,” he went on.

THE MANADO TOLERANCE

Unlike other regions where LGBT are often subjected to violence, 
the people of the greater Manado area are generally more 
tolerant. A survey on State of LGBT Rights and Access to Justice 
in Indonesia by Arus Pelangi, an organization that advocates 
equal rights for LGBT community, placed Manado and North 
Sulawesi in general as LGBT-friendly region. 

The survey findings were released in 2017. While 30 cases of 
violence against LGBT were registered between 1998-2016, 
respondents in North Sulawesi did not rate these incidences as 
serious. No government policy in North Sulawesi is discriminatory 
against LGBT community. The only discrimination identified 
existed in religious practices.  
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Rajawali Coco, coordinator of Sanubari Sulawesi Utara (Salut 
Sulut), an organization concerned with LGBT issues, stated that 
members of his community are free to express themselves while 
getting their personal data taken for electronic identity card. 
“Officials in Manado do not allow the staff in charge of recording 
[personal data] to complicate the process for LGBT citizens who 
apply for ID card and such,” he said.

The survey revealed that LGBT community reported no problems 
in applying for health insurance either. They also encountered 
no difficulties in accessing public and private health facilities. 
In terms education, one respondent stated that they initially ran 
into some issues before the school eventually accepted them. As 
many as 29 respondents said that they had never experienced 
any discriminatory treatment until they finished their education. 
All 30 respondents said that there had been no discrimination 
from other students.

North Sulawesi LGBT community reported no incident of 
expulsion from their residences even after they were recognized 
as LGBT. Meme, a lesbian who lived in a boarding house in 
Manado, said that no one cared about her sexual orientation so 
long as she did not break any of the house rules. 

“The other residents have no problem with me. I can mingle with 
them,” said Meme who now worked as a waitress. The LGBT 
respondents also claimed that their family had never pressured 
them into taking any corrective “cure”.

Denny Pinontoan, an academician from Christian University 
of Indonesia in Tomohon, said there are some concerns over 
the one-dimensional understanding of religion, which leaves 
room for potential violence—both physical and psychological—
against LGBT community. “Unfiltered flow of openly available 
information may lead the public to have dangerous perceptions 
of the LGBT community,” Pinontoan said.

To this day, contempt and bullying continue to be directed at 
members of LGBT community who wish to take part in religious 
practices. They are considered unworthy of joining the rest of 
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the congregation in church. This, according to Reverend Ruth 
Wangkai, is caused by the public’s prevailing perception of 
LGBT as people with deviant sexual behavior.

Ruth, who chaired the National Executive Committee of 
Indonesian Association of Women Theology Scholars (Peruati), 
expressed her concern for the public tendency to accuse LGBT 
groups of being responsible for the transmission of Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency 
Syndrome (HIV/AIDS), a virus that can drastically weaken a 
person’s immune system, allowing bacteria and viruses to attack 
the body and cause various infections.

Ruth said that such a perception occurred because for a long 
time the public are only fed information that focuses on a 
particular sexual practice that is described in only a single story 
in the Scripture. Those that harbor this prejudice fail to take 
into account the numerous other biblical verses on compassion 
for mankind and the fact that diversity has always been there 
since the beginning. “There are parts [of the Bible that address 
the issue], but the public choose to ignore the teachings on 
compassion and diversity. They only see one side of the issue,” 
said Ruth.

Ace, a gay deacon and diversity activist stated that the majority 
of the public failed to make a distinction between sexual 
orientation and deviant sexual behavior. The public, he said, 
only viewed LGBT community from perspectives of sexual 
perversion. “In reality, deviant sexual behavior is not only the 
monopoly of LGBT. There are a lot of heterosexual perverts too, 
but [the public] don’t make a fuss about them, because from the 
beginning they believe that only LGBT can be deviant,” Ace said.

***

Rajawali Coco, coordinator of Manado-based diversity focused 
organization Salut Sulut, spoke about his experience trying to 
get himself attracted to a woman. He said that for a year he tried 
to turn into a man who could be romantically involved with a 
woman. He spoke about the experience on Sunday, September 
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23, 2018, at a location at Manado Town Square.

“I’ve always preferred men since I was in elementary school. But 
in 2010, I tried to get attracted to a woman. For a year I hung 
out with people at the church, joined prayer circles, and dated a 
woman. That went on for a year,” he began.

Coco said that his desire to be attracted to a woman stemmed 
from the doctrines that had been instilled in him: that for a man 
to be attracted to another man is a disease, and that it can be 
cured. Lacking information, Coco had tried to “cure” himself. 
At the time he knew nothing about the role of chromosomes in 
sexual orientation.

After trying for a year to fall in love with a woman, he failed. 
Coco felt that the urge to be attracted to another man was far 
stronger. Worse, for a year while he tried to get attracted to a 
woman, he was constantly being bullied at church. “I meet [the 
church people] daily. But instead of support, all I got from them 
was bullying and ridicule. It was very uncomfortable,” he said.
Coco only managed to try falling for a woman for a year. In the 
end he told his girlfriend that in truth he was not attracted to her. 
“At the time my girlfriend could not accept it because we were 
getting along just fine. Then I told her that I was more attracted 
to men,” he said.

Fortunately, he said, the woman could finally accept his 
confession. They broke up in good terms and remained friends 
ever since. “Nowadays I often jokingly tell her ngana so dua kali 
kaweng, kita tetap lebe suka pa lekong (you’ve been married 
twice and here I am still preferring men),” Coco concluded with 
a laugh.

The article was published on BeritaKawanua.com, November 14, 2018
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A transgender was “forced” to resign from her workplace for 
expressing her gender identity. 

Rahma Amin, Koran Harian Radar Makassar

October 2018 was the wedding season in the District of 
Pangkajene and Surrounding Isles—an area the locals refer to as 
Pangkep District—some 30-minute drive from South Sulawesi 
provincial capital of Makassar. It was a season where the services 
of bridal makeup artists like Muhammad Sakir—who goes by 
the nickname Eky—are in high demand.

Eky is a transwoman who had been forced to resign from PT 
Semen Tonasa, a well-known cement manufacturer in South 
Sulawesi, for expressing her gender identity. Following her 
forced resignation, Eky had turned to business of beauty salon. 
“There have been a lot of wedding parties lately,” she said.

Before plunging into the beauty salon business, Eky, who born 
on May 13, 1990, had worked for six years in PT Semen Tonasa. 
The company operates in Pangkep District. Eky had a diploma in 
civil engineering from Hasanuddin University that had enabled 
him to start working for the company in 2012. Previously she 
had worked at a plywood company while running a wedding 
decoration business on the side.

In early 2018, Eky finally decided to resign from PT Semen 
Tonasa in light of the unfair treatment she received with regards 
to her identity as a transwoman. She had been let go for allegedly 

TRANSWOMEN 
DENIED RIGHTS TO 
EMPLOYMENT
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Rahma Amin

besmirching the image of PT Semen Tonasa, a subsidiary of state-
owned PT Semen Indonesia.

Her story of forced resignation began in 2015, when she took 
part in Pangkep Transgender Community annual function. At 
the event, Eky was dressed and made up like a woman, it being 
her way to express her gender identity when in public. A video 
of the gathering—recorded by an unknown person—had gone 
viral on social media. It had been watched by many, including 
the company’s board of directors.

Along with two other workmates, Eky was given the first 
Warning Letter reprimanding her for publicly expressing her 
gender identity. “The gathering was in 2015.  I was surprised the 
video could have gone viral in social media and found its way to 
PT Semen Tonasa’s top management,” said Eky.

In response to the incident, the company had required Eky to 
sign a document—made legally binding with an IDR 6,000 duty 
stamp—stating that she would refrain from repeating the action 
in the future. Violation of this commitment entailed dismissal 
from the company.

For two years after the incident, Eky claimed that she never 
dressed in her favorite clothes, the feminine attire that she felt 
most comfortable wearing. That is, until 2017, when she violated 
the agreement. At the time, she received an invitation from the 
Deputy Head of Pangkep District Syahban Sammana to perform 
at an event held at his private residence.

At first Eky thought of turning down the invitation. She knew that 
to attend the event would mean dismissal from her workplace. “I 
was in quandary, because the invitation came from a dignitary 
and I felt bad rejecting it,” Eky said.

After thinking it over, Eky finally decided to go against her 
agreement with the company. The event at the district deputy 
chief’s residence was open to public. As a result, Eky’s action 
was captured on video which subsequently was circulated on 
social media. It came to the attention of PT Semen Tonasa top 
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management.

The second Warning Letter was issued following the incident, and 
this time it did not stop there. Eky claimed she was interrogated 
by the company top officials. The hearing was attended by head 
of security, president of the labor union, heads of departments, 
corporate secretaries and a number of high-ranking officials. 
Eky claimed she was bombarded with a barrage of judgmental 
questions. “It felt as if I was on trial for a major crime that had 
nothing to do with [my] work at the company,” Eky said.

Eky, who had chaired Pangkep District Transgender Community 
since 2013, had never expected the company to treat her so 
unfairly. She said the company was aware of her gender identity 
and her proclivity to dress in feminine attire. “It’s no secret [to 
the company]. I had been asked to dance before the company 
executives, even the director, at various office functions,” Eky 
added. When she asked what she had done wrong, the company 
explained that what she had done was amoral and brought 
shame to the company.

On top of the second Warning Letter, Eky found that some 15 
percent of a total of IDR 30 million worth of annual bonus that 
she was entitled to for helping boost the company sales in 2017 
had been docked.

The hostile working environment eventually led her to leave PT 
Semen Tonasa. Derision, contempt, discrimination, and insults 
from her colleagues made the working condition untenable for 
her. Eky was often told that she was as abomination, a sissy and 
harbinger of bad luck for the company. “What good is getting 
big salary if I no longer enjoyed the job. In the end, I resigned,” 
she said.

Prior to her resignation, her transgender community advised her 
to bring her case, and that of her two fellow LGBT workmates, to 
court. However, she eventually backed down and chose rather 
to leave the company where she had held a high-paying position 
for six years.

Rahma Amin
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Eky’s extended family also regretted her decision to leave the 
company. Eky’s parents were so furious at her decision to leave 
PT Semen Tonasa that they threw her out of the house. Eky spent 
the next two years in solitude, never returning home because of 
the issue.

Her family eventually came to accept her again after she managed 
to build a successful business as a makeup artist. “Now I make 
as much as I used to earn at the company, even more at certain 
times. My family have also learned to accept me again,” she said.

PANGKEP AND THE FIVE-GENDER RECOGNITION

PT Semen Tonasa is the largest cement producer in Eastern 
Indonesia. It is located on a 715-hectare area in Biringere Village, 
Bungoro Sub-district in Pangkep, some 68 kilometers from 
Makassar City. Pangkep is one of the regions in South Sulawesi 
that is known for its people’s recognition of the five-gender 
concept.

The locals recognize “Oroane” which means a male or man, 
“Makkunrai” for female or woman, and “Calalai,”which is the 
third acknowledged gender in the local Bugis culture. “Calalai” 
is a woman who looks and behaves like a man. There are also 
“Calabai,” men who look like women, and “Bissu” as the fifth 
gender. “Bissu” is a concept beyond the other four genders.

Situated in culturally pluralistic Pangkep, Eky said that the 
company should have tolerated employees that identify with a 
non-binary gender, as is her case. “The locals here have a high 
regard for gender diversity, and they don’t have issues with 
transwomen. PT Tonasa should’ve been able to see that,” he said.

Head of PT Semen Tonasa’s Human Resources Development 
Rachmat ST said the company had a high esteem for gender 
differences, per government regulation. In fact, he added, LGBT 
employees have equal rights with other employees and receive 
similar treatment.

In Eky’s case, Rachmat said that the former employee of 
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engineering research and development department had issues 
that were not gender-related. “His problem was related to the 
company ethics. Outside of office hours, he always presented 
himself as a woman, and even identified himself as a woman,” 
he explained.
 
That Eky was crowned Queen of Transvestites in Pangkep also 
became a sticking point for the company. According to Rachmat, 
Eky’s behavior was not in compliance with the company ethics, 
by which every PT Semen Tonasa employee must abide. Eky’s 
behavior, he said, tarnished the good image of the company. As 
a result, management had decided to summon him and advised 
him to uphold company image by refraining from appearing as 
a woman.

Rachmat said that the Manpower Act specifies equal rights and 
obligations for every employee. Even so, he said, each company 
applies its own norms and ethics as laid out in its code of conduct. 
“[The Manpower Act] applies to every company, including PT 
Semen Tonasa,” he said. Rachmat also said that ever since Eky 
joined the transgender community, her performance at work had 
declined. Based on her employee performance records, Rachmat 
said that Eky had frequently been absent from his work unit. “He 
worked in engineering R&D department and was often absent to 
participate in transvestite pageants,” Rachmat said.

Law Number 13 of 2003 on Labor had proved to be an inadequate 
legal umbrella in guaranteeing the rights and protection for 
employees with non-binary gender identities, for example 
transwomen, in the formal sector. Though the law contains an 
article that provides members of minority groups with protection, 
there are multiple interpretations to its implementation as 
specifications regarding gender diversity had not been laid out 
in detail.

South Sulawesi Manpower and Transmigration Office (Acting) 
Head Gawan Lussa said that the Manpower Act stipulates 
that everyone has equal opportunities to secure employment 
without being discriminated against. The law also specifies that 
every employee or laborer reserves the right to equal treatment 
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without discrimination from employers.

However, he said, the regulation only acknowledged two 
sexes: male and female. Consequently, when problems arise 
that involve employees with non-binary gender identities, the 
company would find it difficult to accommodate their interest. 
In addition, he said, communication and training of employers 
and employees on the subject of Manpower Act had only been 
targeted at male and female workers. “However, so far we have 
received no reports on discrimination of transwomen in the 
formal sector,” Gawan added.

As for the deducted annual bonus and issuance of Warning 
Letters, Gawan said it was a violation of the employee’s rights, 
since gender expression had no bearing on corporate activities. “If 
this issue was not specified in the job agreement (PKB), then [the 
deduction] does not constitute a breach of contract. However, if 
the issue is addressed to in the agreement between the employee 
and employers [upon recruitment] then [the deduction] would 
have violated the law,” Gawan said.

LARGE NUMBER OF UNREPORTED CASES

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) groups are 
especially vulnerable to unjust practices in the workplace, 
especially in the formal sector, as Eky’s case had demonstrated. 
Of these groups, transwomen are especially vulnerable due to 
their easily identifiable physical appearances.

Komunitas Sehati Makassar (KSM), an organization advocating 
cases of violence, discrimination, and injustice involving LGBT 
groups, had noted various cases of unfair treatment experienced 
by transwomen in the workplace. Generally, the cases were 
related to gender expression. The transwomen are often bullied 
by their colleagues and received a lot of reprimand from their 
superiors.

Chairperson of Komunitas Sehati Makassar, Eman Memay 
Harundja said this is a regrettable situation. In many cases, 
when transwomen are bullied at the office, they declined from 
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reporting it to the community, a problem faced by transwomen 
who are not affiliated with any union. “They are reluctant to 
disclose [the incident], so that many cases went unreported or 
undocumented,” said Eman. The scope of job opportunities for 
transwomen is also limited, mostly to the informal sector. It is 
very rarely that transwomen work in the formal sector. when 
they do, they would have to conceal their identities.

Eman further said it would take a lot of effort to advocate the 
rights of minority groups—including transwomen—to secure 
employment. The state must guarantee the right of every citizen 
to work as is stipulated in the constitution and guaranteed by 
Law No. 13 of 2003 on Manpower.

Protection of fundamental rights and freedom is also fully 
guaranteed by the International Convention on Human Rights. 
The state must protect and fulfill the workers’ rights. “Corporate 
owner and managers should never make an issue of a person’s 
effeminate gestures and looks. The company should take into 
account only the employees’ capacity and accomplishments,” he 
said.

According to director of Indonesian Women’s Association for 
Justice (Apik) legal aaid agency Rosmiati Sain, the difficulty 
faced by transwomen in accessing jobs in the formal sector was 
linked to unfair services provided by state apparatus to the 
transgender group. This occurred, for example, in the procedures 
for application for legal documentations that the government 
staff have yet to fully comprehend. 

It is important for every citizen to understand Law No. 25 on 
Public Services. The law provides legal certainty in terms of 
relations between the state agencies responsible for public 
services and the citizens they serve. In practice, for certain 
groups of society access to many of these state agencies have so 
far remained unequal.

Marginalized groups in society—including the poor and minority 
groups—often experienced discrimination from public services 
agencies, whose tenet is supposed to be impartiality in services 
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to all individuals and groups. Members of the transgender 
community will need a valid ID card and other documentations 
to verify their identity when they are applying for a job. In this 
they are often hampered by the bureaucracy’s refusal to cater 
to them. “That was the first obstacle in my way when I wanted 
to find work in the formal sector,” said Rosmiati, who is better 
known as Ros.

Once they manage to land a job, transwomen continue to be faced 
with the issue of discrimination. Most people and companies 
have a poor grasp of the diversity of gender expressions. People 
in general and companies in particular should understand 
that Indonesia has ratified conventions related to the rights, 
protection, fulfillment, and appreciation of vulnerable groups 
such as the transgender. “The state, in this case the government, 
must protect the minorities, including the transgender. The state 
is responsible for protecting the rights of all its citizens, without 
any discrimination,” Ros reaffirmed.

Chairman of Komunitas Sehati Makassar, Eman Memay 
Harundja, stated that the government should take into account 
the needs and interests of all the citizens in the drafting of labor 
regulations. Gender is not limited to man and woman. “It’s only 
appropriate that special rules be passed that can accommodate 
transgender workers in the formal employment sector,” he 
concluded.

The article was published by Radar Makassar Daily, November 15, 
2018.
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While transwomen are often associated with the profession of sex 
workers, many of them are actually struggling to develop their career. 

Kristiawan Balasa, Suara Pemred

Wanda (41) was busy dyeing a young man’s hair at her salon on 
Jalan Tebu, Pontianak, West Kalimantan, last early November. 
Her hands deftly plied the brushes, marking the boundaries 
where the hair was to be dyed blue. Thirteen years ago, however, 
she was much more familiar with spatulas and frying pans. 

As a transwoman, Wanda chose to simply follow where her life 
would lead her, to go with the flow. She never thought about 
pursuing a career. She would do anything to earn a living, as 
long as she was comfortable and felt accepted. She had tried her 
hands on a variety of jobs, from karaoke attendant, construction 
worker, wood mill laborer, cook, to her current profession as 
make-up artist running her own business. It all began with a goal 
and determination. 

After her high school graduation in 1992, Wanda worked as 
karaoke attendant in Sitok Yo’, Pemangkat, in Sambas District. 
She was actually dreaming of becoming a teacher. After finishing 
her education in an Islamic middle school in her hometown in 
Pemangkat, she enrolled in an Islamic teacher’s training school 
(PGA) in Singkawang. 

TRANSWOMEN: 
EDUCATION, CAREER, 
AND OBSTACLES
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At the time, PGA graduates were automatically qualified to 
teach Islam studies in elementary school. “I had finished my 
education [but was awaiting graduation], when my late parents 
suddenly asked me not to study so far from home, and to go 
back to Pemangkat to ease [their] mind. So I just dropped out. 
I had a chance to become a teacher, but I guess that was not the 
path laid out for me,” she said. 

She had a number of teachers in the family. Both her parents 
were farmers, but many in her family turned to teaching as a 
profession. Wanda’s older sibling was a teacher in Pontianak. “If 
I had gone on and become a teacher, there was no way I would’ve 
started to wear lipstick. I would have been a good teacher. It 
would have been impossible not to be effeminate, but I believe it 
was all a question of manners and deportment,” she said. 

When the karaoke parlor where she worked closed, Wanda tried 
her luck in Pontianak. Lacking in experience, she tried to apply 
for a job in Sri Ratu Department Store in Sungai Raya. When he 
application was turned down, she returned to her hometown in 
Pemangkat. From here she headed to Sanggau District where the 
mill owned by PT Erna Djuliawati was enjoying a brisk business. 
Here she was tasked with preparing raw timber. 

A year later she returned to Pontianak, the provincial capital 
that seemed to call to her like a beacon. She applied for a job 
at Kapuas Palace Hotel and Mahkota Hotel. While waiting for 
the result, she worked at construction sites. A month later, the 
announcement she was waiting for arrived. “I didn’t pass the 
English test in Kapuas Palace. But I passed the test in Mahkota, 
even though they assigned me to the kitchen. It didn’t matter. I 
started working for Mahkota Hotel in 1995,” she reminisced. 

Wanda worked at Mahkota Hotel for ten years until she had to 
leave due to redundancy in 2005. “Thank God there was never 
any discrimination. We were all like a family, regardless of 
ethnicity or gender. The important thing was to go along well 
with others. If you have a bad attitude, others would respond 
in kind. And if you have good manners, things would go well. 
I was recruited in good faith and left with no rancor,” she said. 
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While working at the hotel, Wanda had kept her appearances 
modest, her only indulgence being her tight body-hugging shirts. 
When we met for the interview, she was also dressed casually. 
“It suits me better to look natural but still feminine. If I wear a lot 
of make-up when my hair is this short, people will laugh at me,” 
she said laughingly. 

She thought about going to college once. She registered to take 
the admission test to enroll in the elementary school teacher’s 
college but failed. Her college ambition vanished, buried under 
daily routines. She tried to apply for jobs in government agencies 
and institutions, especially schools. But her lack of education 
stood in her way. At the time the government was mostly 
recruiting holders of associate degrees. 

In her ample spare time Wanda met a lot of her acquaintances in 
Pontianak Transwomen Association (Perwapon). She started to 
learn to do hair and make-up. After working at three salons run 
by her friends, four years ago she opened her own business in 
West Pontianak. “It’s a different line of work, but now that I’m 
doing it, I quite enjoy it. The challenge is the different types of 
people that we have to deal with.” 

In her family, Wanda, who was nicknamed Joyah, or Joy, for 
her chatty nature, was generally well received. Sometimes her 
nephew or niece would ask when she would get married. But 
otherwise there was no problem. 

She did notice a change in her personality, though. In high 
school she was a very quiet student. Nowadays, she could never 
stop talking. It was part of her effort to keep her salon customers 
happy and entertained. She did not mind being called either 
brother or sister at the salon. “You can call me anything, so long 
as it’s a good name and not an animal’s name,” she said. 

She remained on speaking terms with her neighbors. But since 
her salon was situated by the side of the main road, she rarely 
went out. With the controversy of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender (LGBT) rights being bandied about in recent political 
rallies, she was afraid to venture out. “I don’t care [about politics] 
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as long as they don’t bother me. If they do, and they are out of 
line, well, I wouldn’t hesitate to tell them off. It’s easy to be evil 
in this life. It’s being good that’s hard,” she said.

While Wanda led her life on the basis of guts and determination, 
Bunda Yuni (61) had built her career on carefully prepared 
foundation. Since she was little, her family had instilled in her 
the importance of education. The family accepted her gender 
expression. She was used to wear women’s clothes at home. “I 
went to college dressed like a man, but when I was home, I took 
to wearing women’s clothes again. And my body language has 
always been like this,” she said. 

Bunda Yuni was a retired government official. She used to be 
a teacher at elementary school and vocational middle school. 
School was her favorite thing and she pursued her education until 
she ended up with a master’s degree. “Your career determines 
your quality of life. Career is built on education. You cannot be 
a teacher or a government official without education,” she said. 
She recalled a memory that had stayed with her as a reminder 
of how important school was. When she was still in elementary 
school and refused to go to school, her father had taken her on 
a walk. Not to any festivities, but to an alley where they were 
laying down the tarmac. Her father led her to where the asphalt 
was being melted. She complained that it was hot. “Hot, is it?” 
her father said. “Then go to school. If you don’t go to school, can 
you do this job? Well, can you? You’ve only come this close to 
it and you already complained of heat. Can you imagine having 
to stir it?” 

The conversation spurred Bunda Yuni to finish her education, 
until she graduated with a master’s degree in elementary school 
education from Tanjungpura University School of Pedagogy and 
Education Sciences in 2000. 

Initially, when she was already teaching at SDN 03 elementary 
school in Pontianak, the government had required all teachers 
to acquire a bachelor’s degree. She went back to school to study 
dance and music education. “There was no graduate program 
for arts in Tanjungpura University. So I enrolled for the program 
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in Yogyakarta Institute of Pedagogy and Education Sciences, 
although I took the classes here,” she explained. 

Her tenacity was rewarded. When she graduated with a 
bachelor’s degree, the government of Pontianak offered 
scholarships for post-graduate studies. The series of selection 
process finally picked 40 candidates out of 200 applicants. Yuni 
was one of the forty. “I enrolled for the post-graduate B regular 
program in Tanjungpura University, the one with the night 
classes. People did not know when I went to college, and they 
were all surprised when I graduated [with a master’s degree],” 
she recalled laughingly. 

Bunda Yuni retired from teaching at the age of 58. Pontianak 
Manpower Agency had  asked her to continue teaching for 
the next two years, but a car accident in 2013 had made it hard 
for Yuni to walk. “[I got the] assignment letter as autonomous 
government employee, but I am essentially fully retired,” she 
said. 

Now Bunda Yuni lived a life of comfort with her adopted 
child. She received a monthly pension of 3.5 million and ran a 
beauty salon where she enjoyed her retirement. She attributed 
everything to her family support, especially his father and his 
advice. 

“I am attracted to men. What’s the use of insisting on becoming a 
man, when I am a woman at heart. The important thing is what is in 
my heart. My father said, ‘Be yourself and accept responsibilities 
for the consequences, here and in the afterlife.’ That was how I 
managed to go to college and work as a government employee. 
I just ignore what other people are saying [about me]. After all, 
they might not be better off than me,” she said. 

Bunda Yuni chaired the West Kalimantan Transwomen 
Communication Forum. The future challenge of transwomen, 
she said, lies in instilling the importance of education, career and 
quality of life. “Don’t mind what people say. It might be a sin in 
the eye of our religion to be a transwoman. But other people sin 
too,” she said. 
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In her decades as government employee, Bunda Yuni had stuck 
to her father’s word. When teaching, she was not dressed to 
suit her expressed gender. She was dressed like a man, with 
a woman’s blazer her only concession to her femininity. But 
once when she taught make-up at SMKN 5 vocational school in 
Pontianak, she forgot to remove her fake lashes.  

“The students asked, ‘Ma’am, why are you looking so pretty 
today?’ I asked, ‘Do you mind [that I look like this]?’ They said 
they had no problem with it. What they wanted from me was 
not my looks, but my knowledge. So sometimes I taught classes 
without even removing my mascara,” she said. 

Bunda Yuni believed that God’s bounty was attached to each and 
every part of the body. For instance, Lionel Messi and Cristiano 
Ronaldo had their gift attached to their feet. But each of these 
gifts must be honed with training. Yuni believed that this was the 
reason many transwomen are working in the beauty industry. 

“Because that’s their career opportunity. It suits their mood. 
Turn your hobby and passion into your income. That’s what self-
discovery is all about. Many people fail at finding themselves. Or 
when they do, they are unable to commercialize it,” Yuni said. 

Working in a beauty salon is a lucrative profession. Barbering 
takes less than 10 minutes and earns 15,000 rupiah. Chemical 
straightening takes two hours and is paid 400,000. So it is 
definitely a good career option that may contribute to improving 
a person’s quality of life. And yet a large section of the community 
still perceives transwomen as deviant characters despite their 
career. 

“Some people think of themselves as normal, when in truth 
their life is anything but normal because they are unemployed. 
Myself, since my state duties are over, with my condition all I 
can I do is work in the beauty salon. And I’m comfortable this 
way,” Yuni added.

Pontianak Transwomen Association (Perwapon) data listed 
at least 110 transwomen in the city. Some 80 percent of them 
worked in the beauty industry. As for the rest, they could not 
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deny that some of the members were working as prostitutes, 
even though they were not allowed to solicit on the streets. 

Perwapon chairperson Tiara said that it was hard to get the exact 
number of transwomen in the city. Most of them had moved into 
the city to try their luck because they did not find acceptance from 
their family. “We reached out them, collecting data to determine 
what they need. For example, with regards to health, we always 
check to make sure that they do not have any communicable 
diseases, before we turn to the Social Affairs office. 

Pontianak Social Affairs Office had not only organized a series 
of trainings for transwomen but provided business capital as 
well to allow them to open their own beauty salon. Most of the 
transwomen had only middle school education, which made it 
difficult for them to apply for jobs. In contrast, there were only 
a handful of college students and college graduates among 
the transwomen. “So the trainings were designed to be more 
practical, including the one on beauty salon skills. Most of them 
had already learned the skills on their own anyway, without any 
formal training,” Tiara said. “There was also this sex worker kid, 
a college graduate, who still walks the streets [as prostitute], but 
she has been difficult to reach lately.” 

Tiara said the people of Pontianak are actually quite welcoming 
toward transwomen. She said that every year university 
students would come to her, asking for an interview. The general 
public treated her cordially. If there was any problem that held 
transwomen from accessing other professions, it was only their 
lack of education. “If we want to be accepted, we have to begin 
with ourselves. If we behave just as we pleased, we might as well 
be hurting ourselves. I keep telling [the members]: don’t make 
trouble. Mind how you dress and your manners,” she said. 

For transwomen who managed to secure other type of jobs, it 
was important to advocate their interests in the work place. 
However, most transwomen choose to simply adjust their 
appearances to suit their job and local norms. “They are afraid 
that if they rebelled [against the norm] they would be fired. So 
they follow the rules, but once they are out of the office, all bets 
are off,” Tiara said. 

Kristiawan Balasa
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TENDENCY FOR MARGINALIZATION 

Tanjungpura University social analyst Viza Julian said that the 
public are fundamentally afraid of, or hostile to, groups outside 
their circle. When the other group is considered inferior or 
weaker, they will be marginalized by the majority, and more 
superior, group. “This happens with all minority groups, 
including LGBT community,” he said. 

There were a number of factors contributing to the 
marginalization of a transwomen. First, the fact that they are 
in the minority. Second, LGBT have historically been viewed 
as an aberrant group that deviate from the community norms, 
so that it is deemed acceptable to treat them unfairly. Third, the 
majority of religions, especially the Abrahamic ones, describes 
LGBT as a group that defies the word of God, thus justifying any 
mistreatment of members of the group. 

However, any negative treatment toward members of LGBT 
community may be mitigated or even eliminated if they keep 
their identity concealed, for example by not expressing their 
gender identity at work. Coupled with competent work ethics: 
“It would help them be appreciated and accepted,” Viza said. 

Nevertheless, he said LGBT is more than just a socially-influenced 
phenomenon as was commonly understood by the public. There 
was also the genetic factor. Many boys who were raised as a man 
grew up to become a transwoman. “Hormones may have caused 
[the transition]. Imbalance between progesterone and estrogen 
might have some bearing on a person’s behavior,” he said. 

A person who was raised a man might find it difficult to control 
his natural feminine tendencies if his estrogen levels were high. 
In some areas there were even a high number of incidents where 
a man would willingly sacrifice his comfortable life to transform 
into a transwoman. “Even when everyone opposes her decision, 
she would choose to stick to her identity,” Viza concluded. 

The article was published in Suara Pemred on November 21, 2018

Kristiawan Balasa
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Ervan Wahyudin, RTV

I think it is not easy to report on LGBT issues, mostly owing to 
the sources’ lack of sense of security. It is common knowledge 
that members of LGBT community have been targeted with 
various kinds of discrimination. 

However, I believe that with personal approach and by taking 
measures to guarantee the sources’ safety, a journalist could 
write a story on the LGBT community without any problem. 

I feel fortunate to gain the experience that I had thanks to the 
gender diversity workshop held by AJI and Ardhanary. 

The workshop helped us understand that people come in all 
kinds of gender expression and none of them deserves to be 
persecuted. The rights of members of LGBT community are equal 
to those of other citizens. Sadly, unlike other citizens, LGBT are 
still denied these basic rights as Indonesians. 

It is my hope that the government would open their eyes to 
the situation and put an end to the discrimination of LGBT in 
Indonesia.

Zakki Amali, Tirto.id

How do you write a report on transwomen?

Writing a story about transwomen community did not go as easy 
as the usual topics I have covered in the past, especially in terms 
of contacting sources, setting up a meeting, and conducting the 
interview. It was all a little challenging, especially since I was 
racing with a deadline.

As I was not acquainted with the sources, my approach could 
have been met with either rejection or approval. I was lucky I 
received the latter. Thanks to colleagues with network in the 
Semarang LGBT community, any communication hassles were 
ironed out beforehand.
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I got the phone number of Semarang Transwomen Association 
(Perwaris) chairperson Silvi Mutiari, which I immediately 
contacted. I met her alone at her a residence, a house in one of the 
more densely populated areas in Semarang where I was warmly 
welcomed. 

Silvi offered to put me in contact with a number of transwomen 
in Semarang. One of them is a prospective lawyer while the 
other, like Silvi, is a highly in-demand event organizer and MC. 
I also met another transwoman, whose job was threatened since 
the red light district where she ran a beauty salon for sex workers 
was about to be shut down.

When I met Silvi at 2pm that day, we did not set out with an 
interview. Instead, we talked about transwomen’s opinion 
of journalists. Without hesitation, I said I agreed with her 
impression that journalists tend to have an unfavorable attitude 
toward the LGBT community on various occasions, which, as 
a result, creates a condemnatory tone in their journalism. For 
example, when the crime victim is a transwoman, the news 
would not focus on the perpetrator, but on the identity of the 
victim. The reality put journalism in a place where it does not 
lend a voice to minority groups.

Silvi spoke on behalf of her group, a militant minority. To counter 
the negative public opinion against them, she demonstrated her 
ability to come up with concrete achievements for her family and 
community. While it was hardly a novelty, but a decent job is a 
luxury for transwomen.

Silvi and her community were like the LGBT group I met in the 
AJI Indonesia-Ardhanary Institute 2018 workshops, people who 
shoulder the burden of the public phobia of different gender 
identity.

Media can play a role in either cultivating this phobia or curbing 
it. This report is born out of the second choice. To Silvi, I gave 
my word that I would write the story of transwomen the way 
I would report ordinary people: as human beings struggling to 
survive by doing whatever job comes their way. 
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Transwomen should have had the same right to work as other 
men and women. The media is responsible for controlling State 
policies to ensure that transwomen have access to as many job 
opportunities as a citizen whose rights are guaranteed by the 
Constitution. Nevertheless, even without any certainty that their 
rights will be fulfilled, transwomen kept building their own 
roads into the working world while the State slumbers on.

Saya memperoleh nomor telepon Ketua Persatuan Waria 
Semarang (Perwaris), Silvi Mutiari lalu menghubunginya. 
Bertemu seorang diri di rumahnya, menyempil di tengah 

Yoseph E Ikanubun, Kabarmanado.com

Covering the issue of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transsexual 
(LGBT) offers specific challenges for both the journalist and 
sources among the LGBT community. 

It is vastly different from covering economic or political affairs, 
where businesses are eager to promote their companies and 
politicians are always seeking greater popularity through news 
of their activities and existence.  

What about reporting and interviewing LGBT community? As a 
group that has so far been discriminated against in public spaces, 
even tacked with the stigma of sin by various religions, the 
members are bound to be very private. Nevermind journalists 
and the media, they would not even open up to their closest 
and dearest. This is especially true with members of LGBT 
community that have not come out, or openly declared their 
sexual orientation to the public. 

LGBT community have no need for their existence to be published 
or promoted. It takes a different approach to convince them to 
talk to the media, by letting them know that by publishing their 
story the media not only inform the public of their existence, at 
certain risk of repercussions, but it is also part of the campaign to 
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advocate their rights as citizens and human beings that the State 
is obliged to protect. 

Another important factor in getting access to interview or 
communicate with members of LGBT community is the issue 
of trust. Trust is built when journalists and the media are able 
to demonstrate the openminded attitude necessary to enter and 
understand the nature of the community, instead of simply 
presenting them with a list of questions, especially judgmental 
questions about their existence.

In my experience, communicating and interviewing members of 
LGBT community had not been particularly difficult. I attribute 
this to the journalism training and workshops that AJI Manado 
had organized in the past four years for LGBT communities in 
North Sulawesi.   

Yosephine Adriana Widia Primastika, Serat.id

To write about the lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer 
(LGBTQ) community is not a trivial matter. We know that in 
recent times LGBTQ issues have been drawing a lot of attention. 
It started off when the public resorted to using religion as an 
excuse to cast the group out by labeling them as the root of 
the nation’s moral degradation. Then it moved to politics and 
therefore policy-making (for instance in anti-LGBTQ local laws).

Sadly, in this absence of understanding (and lack of will to 
understand), some media workers decided to use the situation to 
mind clicks (visits) at the cost of further jeopardizing the public 
image of LGBTQ community, for instance by using titles like “A 
killed gay lover B out of jealousy”.

To date, only a very few media are willing to speak out for 
LGBTQ community or even feature their lives as they would 
ordinary people. This only serves to reinforce the public negative 
perception of the group while causing LGBTQ individuals to live 
under the looming shadow of persecution, which subsequently 

2018  Testimoni



364 Perbankan dan Fintech | Aliansi Jurnalis Independen

compromises their mental health.

These phenomena have forced LGBTQ community to shun the 
media. Few of them are willing to be quoted as sources of a story 
due to their distrust of media. 

For instance, a person I wished to interview for my story on LGBT 
discrimination in the work place only consented to speak to me 
following a protracted discussion. The person initially refused 
to be interviewed for fear of not getting the job they were in 
the process of applying for. It was an understandable reticence, 
given that this person had just been fired from an educational 
institution where they used to work, due to their involvement 
in LGBTQ rights organization. It was ironic, since the person’s 
previous job was at a School of Psychology, which should have 
been at the forefront of knowledge on LGBTQ issues.

The person only relented in the end after they were informed 
of their rights as a source in journalism. To add to their sense of 
safety, I also considered the diction that I used in the story with 
utmost discretion to avoid causing them further persecution 
because of my journalism.

Ignatius Dwiana Mulyanto, Independen.id

Discourse on LGBT is divided. There are groups that support the 
rights of LGBT community, while others are against it. This is 
what I perceived on social media.

The anti-LGBT groups resort to spreading hate. They believe 
they have the right to persecute. They do not even think of the 
persons they persecute as human and call for death sentence and 
extermination.

I could discern the expressions of concern in my sources speech 
when we were discussing the anti-LGBT sentiments on social 
media.
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The authorities, in this case the Ministry of Communication and 
Informatics and the police seem to turn a blind eye. Even when 
it is obvious that the LGBT groups are threatened, they receive 
no protection. It was as if LGBT community exist only in silent 
isolation.

Shinta Maharani, Tempo.co

My desire to take part in the workshop and fellowship on gender 
diversity held by Alliance of Independent Journalist (AJI) was 
prompted by the onslaught of discrimination and violence against 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community. In 
Yogyakarta, for instance, Al Fatah, an Islamic boarding school 
for transwomen, was attacked by an intolerant group claiming 
to act on behalf of a particular religion. The mob had come to the 
transwomen’s dormitories and had them evicted.

The action had robbed the transwomen of the opportunity to 
study Islam. Their worship was curtailed by pressures from 
intolerant groups. The state, in this case the local Yogyakarta 
government and the police, had not provided the transwomen 
with security and safety guarantee. 

Meanwhile, I read that in other regions like Aceh, transwomen 
are similarly discriminated against and persecuted, giving a clear 
picture of grave violation of the basic rights of LGBT community. 

Every journalist is responsible for producing journalism that does 
not discriminate against LGBT. However, not every journalist is 
fully aware of gender diversity, the principles of basic human 
rights, and the journalism code of ethics. The condition is a threat 
to minority groups that are at risk of being violently persecuted 
due to the way they are portrayed in journalism. Journalism code 
of ethics clearly forbids journalists from discriminating anyone 
on the basis of ethnicity, race, skin color, religion, and gender. 
Article 8 of the code of ethics stipulates that the Indonesian 
journalist does not write or report news based on prejudice or 
discrimination against anyone on the basis of differences in 
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ethnicity, race, color, religion, gender, and language and does not 
degrade the dignity of the weak, the poor, the sick, the mentally 
or physically disabled.

Journalists and the mass media may turn out to be perpetrators 
in cases of violence against LGBT if they fail to abide by their 
own code of ethics and violates the principles of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. Out of curiosity, I tried to gauge 
the Indonesian journalist’s attitude toward LGBT. Some of the 
journalists I talked to did not understand the difference between 
sexual orientation and sexual behavior. Some of them even 
believed that LGBT is a transmittable disease, while the World 
Health Organization (WHO) had firmly declared that it is not a 
disorder. This prevailing attitude was a source of concern for me. 

At this point I felt responsible for creating journalism that takes 
into account human rights and gender diversity perspectives. 
I started investigating for the story titled Tragedi 1965 dan 
Kebencian LGBT Meminggirkan Lengger Lanang (The 1964 
tragedy and hatred of LGBT and the marginalization of Lengger 
Lanang) for Tempo.co, on the lengger lanang dance in Banyumas, 
Central Java. Lengger lanang is a transgender dance that is often 
performed by men. The Banyumasan folk dance has been passed 
down for generations as part of fertility rites.

For this story, I met the family of a highly respected lengger 
lanang maestro, Dariah, who enjoyed great popularity between 
the final days of the Old Order regime and the middle period of 
the New Order. I tried to explore any discriminatory treatment 
that Dariah might have experienced by interviewing her family, 
since Dariah herself had passed away. 

The New Order regime had muzzled all kinds of folk arts 
including lengger lanang for their presumed association with 
the People’s Cutural Agency (Lekra), which was assumed as 
part of the Indonesian Communist Party. As her family recalled, 
Dariah had been living in fear following the aftermath of the 
1965 upheavals. She had lost all her wealth in the 1965 tragedy. 
She had to start from zero to survive.
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I also interviewed other lengger lanang dancers from generations 
following Dariah to find out about the discrimination they 
have been subjected to. The rampant growth of conservatism 
is threatening their existence. When performing on stage they 
are haunted by fear of intolerant groups that might come to 
persecute them. Some lengger lanang dancer have also received 
unpleasant treatment, like being called a sissy, while performing 
on stage. 

To support my findings on the discrimination of lengger lanang, 
I met a Banyumasan sociologist who understands lengger lanang 
and its history of discrimination. Edy Can, my mentor on this 
story, has been instrumental in refining this story.

With this story I hope to present facts on the discrimination 
of LGBT in Indonesia. I hope the state will perform its role in 
protecting minority groups from all kinds of violence. It is 
only fitting that state abides by the Constitution that provides 
protection and sense of safety even to vulnerable groups.

I think that the workshop and fellowship on gender diversity 
is crucial for strengthening journalist’s perspectives and 
responsibility on producing journalism that is non-discriminatory 
and respectful of the varieties of gender orientation. In-depth 
stories on gender diversity, written in adherence to the journalism 
code of ethics and with strong human rights perspectives will go 
a long way in creating a well-informed society when it comes to 
LGBT. It is hoped journalism can serve to enlighten the public 
and lead to respect the diversity of gender which has long been a 
part of the Indonesian society. 
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