
CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Before comparing and analyzing the representations of homosexuality in 

Indonesian films, it is of significance to comprehend background information 

concerning the research topic and also data to which it relates. Furthermore, this 

chapter will identify the problem as well as define the statement, purpose, 

significance and organization of the study.  

 

I.1 Background of Research 

 

A world without media is a world we have long gone forgotten. The 21st 

century has witnessed science fabricate many unprecedented creations to its 

acclaim. Radio, television, the Internet, and film all have made their marks in our 

every day lives. The captivating world of cinema and film no doubt inhabit a 

special place among them. Film has the power to give voice to controversial 

issues, awaken interest and increase knowledge, and leave lasting images of 

certain matters (Summerfield 2004). 

It is from this medium that takes us literally to a whole new world; the 

physical appearance of human beings on screen somehow lures its audience into 

another level of emotional appeal. Being a very powerful and effective means of 

communication, it is an educational tool, an instrument for creating public 

awareness, and certainly effects the perceptions and opinions of its viewers. 



Subsequently, the messages and portrayals that films convey prove to be an 

imperative element.  

 
“A media culture in which images, sounds, and spectacles help produce the fabric of everyday 

life, dominating leisure time, shaping political views and social behavior and providing the 
materials out of which people forge their very identities. A film can help us to understand what is 
going on in contemporary societies and cultures…” 

(Kellner, D. 1995, 70) 
 
 

Ever since first coming into the world, people learn and understand social 

constructs based on their culture and values. A person’s worldview and 

understanding of the world around them come from many influential agents 

including family, peers, media etc.  

 

I.1.1. Representation  

 

These understandings of certain issues in society are interpreted and 

learned in media through representation. Representation is the process by which 

members of a culture use language…to provide meaning (Hall 1997, 61). 

According to Hall, ‘representation’ cannot possibly be a fixed, unchangeable 

notion. While culture and language evolve and grow with human society, the 

same must therefore be said of the perceptions of ‘representation’. Gillian 

Swanson continues with this idea:  

 
Ideas	  about	  what	  people	  are	  like	  and	  how	  they	  are	  meant	  to	  be	  understood	  already	  
prevail	   in	   our	   culture.	   They	   give	   meaning	   to	   our	   sense	   of	   self	   and	   allow	   us	   to	  
position	  ourselves	  in	  relation	  to	  others.	  Such	  meanings	  and	  attitudes	  are	  reproduced	  
in	  representation	  but	  the	  way	  representations	  are	  constructed	  is	  as	  important	  as	  the	  
ideas	  and	  meanings	  they	  project,	  since	  they	  offer	  positions	  for	  us,	  through	  which	  we	  
recognize	   images	   as	   similar,	   or	  different	   from,	  ourselves	   and	   those	   around	  us.	  We	  
continually	  define	  ourselves	  in	  changing	  relations	  to	  those	  meanings;	  images	  change	  



over	  time	  and	  the	  meanings,	  which	  are	  legitimated	  by	  the	  social	  or	  cultural	  context	  
change	  as	  well.	  

(Swanson 1991, p 123) 
 

The representations we find in media inherently pose as representation of 

the public’s perception and view of a certain subject or issue. When discussing 

homosexual representation in the mass media and popular culture, we must look 

beyond understanding the ‘mass’ or ‘popular as necessarily meaning a mainstream 

media or culture that only address millions of heterosexuals (Doty & Gove 1997, 

84). From a conservative point of view, this should be because the mass media 

should represent the will and desires of the ‘majority’ and thus should not be 

made to positively represent anything that opposes the society’s dominant 

ideology. 

In terms of the topic homosexuality in mass media, it was only really from 

the mid-1990s onwards that there was a notable, albeit small, presence of gay and 

lesbi voices in the general media, with a substantial increase after 2002 (after the 

reformation era) (Boellstorff 2005, 75). In recent years, attitudes towards 

homosexuality have altered slightly and there have been more depictions of 

homosexuality in Indonesian news media, television, and film. 

  Waria (male to female cross dressers/transsexuals) have been quite visible 

in Indonesian culture. Transsexuals are often featured in Indonesian traditional 

performances such as lenong, ludruk, and ketoprak as objects of humor, ridicule, 

and jest. In today’s media, gay and transsexuals perform and feature in Indonesian 

television and entertainment industry such as Opera Van Java, Facebookers, and 



the Dorce show, all popular Indonesian television shows that were not evident in 

President Soeharto’s era.  

 

I.1.2. Homosexuality in Indonesian Cinema 

 

The history of Indonesian cinema can be reflected into the following 

periods: The Dutch colonial period to 1942; the Japanese occupation to 1945 and 

the struggle for independence, 1945-1949; the transition from the Sukarno period 

to the New Order 1965-1967 (Heider 1991, 15); and the years of the transition 

from the New order to the Reformation era 1998-present day.  

During Sukarno’s presidency, foreign film imports were banned. After 

being overthrown by Suharto, film imports resumed again and local films were 

controlled under tight censorship. This censorship was to maintain the highly 

regarded values of the largest Muslim country, the diverse ethnicities and cultural 

significances as well as to maintain social order. Some themes that were 

prohibited included criticism against the supremacy of the government, sexual 

scenes and nudity, ethics, religion, socialism etc.  

The number of films produced decreased remarkably from 115 movies in 

1990 to only 37 in 1993. In 1996, 33 films were made while only 3 films were 

produced in 1999 (Ciecko 2006, 102). Heavy censorship, competition from 

foreign films, counterfeiting, and television were some factors to the degradation 

of Indonesian cinema at that time.  



During this New Order Period (1966-1998), there was a small but 

nonetheless significant portion of films that were produced which in one way or 

another represented non-normative sexualities and genders (Murtagh 2011). These 

films include Akulah Vivian (I am Vivian, 1977), Istana Kecantikan (Palace of 

Beauty, 1988), Pergaulan Metropolis (Metropolitan Association, 1994), and 

Gadis Metropolis (Metropolitan Girl, 1995).  

After the post-Suharto era, the Reformasi movement changed the world of 

the media industry. The country gained freedom of the press, censorship was 

decreased, hence producing an era of independent filmmaking, where filmmakers 

were more liable to express and address topics that were previously banned such 

as religion, race, love, and sexual minorities etc. (Cieko 2006). Since the rebirth 

of the film industry after the fall of the authoritarian New Order regime, several 

commentators have highlighted the proliferation of representations of alternative 

sexualities in Indonesian cinema, particularly of the gay and lesbi subject 

positions (Murtagh 2006, 391). The films that obtained non-normative sexualities 

and genders during this period included Kuldesak (1998), Arisan (the gathering, 

2003), Gay (2008) Coklat Stroberi (2007), Arisan 2 (2011), and Sanubari Jakarta 

(2012).  

They all represent a change that would have never been possible 10-20 

years earlier in the Soeharto era. The films having these themes certainly give out 

certain messages and portrayals unto the viewing public. Certainly, in this case, 

homosexuality has always been a controversial issue in history and has continued 

to be so in modern times.  



 

I.2. Identification of Problems 

 

We are bombarded with diverse images, messages, and representations 

consequently effecting how we perceive and view certain societal issues. The 

media is a very powerful tool; a tool that has the ability to change opinions, 

attitudes, and beliefs.  The issue in question is homosexuality that has been a very 

controversial and interesting issue in the country of Indonesia. The amount of 

coverage homosexuality has received before and after the reform era differs and 

this is largely due to the changing in perception from the society. The fact that 

these two eras, before and after the Reform era, bear differences to each other is 

primarily why the researcher feels the issue is important to explore further. 

It should be noted that the researcher only focused upon gay homosexuals 

as opposed to lesbian homosexuals. This is also different from the terms banci or 

waria (male to female transsexuals) that is seen in Indonesian media such as TV 

shows and daytime programs. A gay homosexual is subtly defined as a male who 

is sexually attracted to other males and identify himself as being gay. Gay is 

different from waria or banci, in that waria and banci will often see themselves as 

men with women’s souls, dress as women, and therefore in their attraction to men 

are expressing an attraction to the other rather than the same (Murtagh 2006, 215). 

They are seen as effeminate males.  

  Especially related to an issue that has not been discussed quite often and 

still viewed as taboo, the media play a very vital role in terms of how we view 



homosexuality. Tom Boellstoff (2007, 213) commented on non-normative 

sexualities in Southeast Asia, one of which he highlighted the role of the mass 

media 

Mass media play a pivotal but contingent role in non-normative sexualities and genders. 
It appears that print media, television, and movies have been crucial to the formation of gay 
and lesbian subject positions. This seems more consequential than either the historically rare 
consumption of Western gay and lesbian media or publications produced by Southeast Asians 
themselves.  

 

 This gives indication to however little this issue is obtaining in terms of 

coverage; the fact that it has been appearing in mass media still makes quite the 

difference in society. The existence of the representations can be seen primarily to 

indicate the recognition and discussion of these subjects’ positions in society more 

generally; the public discourse may not necessarily be positive, but it does at least 

exist (Murtagh, 2011). 

 Media awareness concerning homosexuality, however scattered, began in 

the 1980’s with an aftermath of the increased media coverage of alternate 

sexualities. According to Richard Dyer (1977), ‘Because, as gays, we grew up 

isolated not only from our heterosexual peers but also from each other, we turned 

to the mass media for information and ideas about ourselves’. 

However, while this statement does not relate quite strongly to the 

situation of Indonesia, the argument between the media and the need to obtain 

‘information and ideas about ourselves’ is strong (Boellstorff 2003, 33). Hence, it 

is important to analyze this construction of homosexual representations and it’s 

implications to the public and the messages they convey.  

 



 

I.3. Research Questions 

 

The following research questions will be the focus point of this study:  

1. How are the representations of homosexuals in film before the Reform 

Era? 

2. How are the representations of homosexuals in film after the Reform Era? 

3. Are there any differences in the representations of homosexuals in film 

before and after the Reform Era? 

 

I.4. Purpose 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the representation/portrayal of 

homosexuality in terms of images, characters, and behavior in Indonesian film by 

conducting a content analysis of two films that specifically deal with homosexual 

themes and issues and collecting data on major and minor characters from both 

these films. Films that contain lesbian or transgender (waria) themes are 

excluded.  

The sample consists an Indonesian film that primarily focuses on a gay 

theme before the reform era during the Soeharto regime (1966 – 1998) as well as 

an Indonesian film that contains gay characters and themes after the reform era 

during the Megawati Sukarnoputri regime (2001 – 2004). These two films were 

chosen primarily for their similarity in content and themes of homosexuality. The 



films that will be analyzed are Istana Kecantikan (1988), the film during the New 

Order, and Arisan! (2003) the film after the Reformation.  

The researcher will use the obtained data to compare and report the 

portrayal of homosexuality in Indonesian film in order to determine the 

similarities and differences as well as if there have been changes in portrayal and 

representation between these two films. 

 

I.5. Significance of the Study 

 

The significance of this analysis primarily pertains to the examination and 

comparison of the portrayal of homosexuality in two Indonesian films. The 

significance is highlighted in three particular angles. The first perspective is from 

an academic point of view. This study will deepen pre-existing knowledge on 

sexual minorities, especially homosexuality in Indonesian films. It will also 

provide a more present analysis that provides to the knowledge already gained 

from previous studies of homosexuality in film. Furthermore, this study will add 

and be useful in the field of semiotic studies.  

The second perspective is from a practical point of view. This practical 

angle will give insight to moviemakers in the future who have an interest in 

highlighting themes such as homosexuality.  

       The third and last perspective is from a social point of view. From this 

point of view, an analysis such as this is particularly significant in the case in 

which we wish to understand the impact, if any, sociopolitical developments have 



made on representations of homosexuality during and post-New Order culture. 

The different portrayals in film send intentional and unintentional messages to the 

audience, consequently influencing how they view homosexuality.  

Seeing that film has a tremendous influence on how homosexuality is 

viewed by the society, it is very important to study the portrayals and understand 

the messages they send. The information that this research will result in will add 

to the intelligence concerning this topic and anyone who wishes to know more 

about the issues addressed. 

 

I.6. Organization of the Thesis 

 

The organization of this thesis will proceed as so: 

 

CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION 

 The first chapter will focus on the background of the research, the problem 

identification, the research question, the goal of the research, the significance of 

the study, and the organization of the study.  

CHAPTER II RESEARCH OBJECT 

 A thorough explanation and description of the research objects, Istana 

Kecantikan and Arisan, is given.  

CHAPTER III LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter will focus on correlating theories and concepts concerning 

this research.  



CHAPTER IV RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter will explain the methodology used throughout the conducting 

of this research.  

CHAPTER V RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 The research findings will be analyzed in this particular chapter. The 

analysis will be conducted based on the research methodologies, theories, and 

concepts already explained.  

CHAPTER VI CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTION  

The last chapter will consist of the conclusion to the research conducted 

and also suggestions related to the conclusion and study 

 

 

 

 




