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S
tationed at Australian Na-
tional University in Canber-
ra, Ariel has returned home 
to promote his most recent 

work of scholarship, Identitas dan 
Kenikmatan: Politik Budaya Layar 
Indonesia. The book is an Indone-
sian translation of the original Eng-
lish version, Identity and Pleasure: 
The Politics of Indonesian Screen 
Culture, published late last year. 

When questioned why he de-
cided to dedicate his working life to 
pursuits of the mind, Ariel replies, in 
clipped English, that “it was the only 
thing I could do”. 

After the collapse of guided de-
mocracy and the rise of Soeharto’s 
New Order, options for Indonesians 
of Chinese descent narrowed con-
siderably and Ariel suffered from 
the distortions of state-sanctioned 
discrimination. 

Banned from attending major 
universities, or if not banned, asked 
to pay prohibitively expensive 
course fees, Ariel attended a private 
and inconspicuous Christian uni-
versity located in small town Central 
Java and then continued his studies 
abroad, first in the US and later Aus-
tralia, where he earned his doctor-
ate specializing in the emerging field 
of cultural anthropology. 

Authoritarianism, in all its forms, 
corrodes the mind because the ex-
pansiveness and possibilities of 
thought must be clipped and shad-
owed to make the mind conform to 
dogmatic principles or a specific vi-

sion of life. 
When discussing the intellectual 

influences that have shaped Ariel, it 
becomes clear that the New Order 
regime acted as the pillar against 
which Ariel organized himself. 

Attracted to Marxism, the radical-
ism of the French post-structuralists 
and certain elements of the Ameri-
can New Left, these philosophical 
traditions all offered Ariel a kind 
of intellectual rebellion against the 
form of order erected by Soeharto 
and his allies. 

The French, he says, were excit-
ing simply because “they were so 
anarchic and destabilizing. I grew 
up in a particular time when order 
was sacred, was everything. I mean 
militarist order. So anything disor-
derly attracted me”. 

Speaking of the kind of life he en-
visioned as a young man, Ariel noted 
that, “I would not be able to formu-
late that very well, but definitely to 
get rid of the military dictatorship. 
We knew what we did not want, I 
don’t think we quite knew what we 
wanted, to be honest”. 

The result of research spanning 
four years, between 2009 and 2012, 
Identity and Pleasure explores the pol-
itics of identity and pleasure through 
the medium of screen culture. 

Specifically, Ariel attempts to ex-
plain and clarify two striking char-
acteristics of Indonesian life in the 
two decades following the collapse 
of the New Order. 

First, Ariel tries to explain the 
tremendous explosion of Islamic-
themed popular culture and the 
similarly wild reception of Korean 
popular culture in the archipelago. 

And second, 
Ariel explores 
how certain po-
litical cultures in 
Indonesia have 
been avoided, 
repressed or for-
gotten by soci-
ety, particularly 
those cultures 
connected to the 
mass murder of 
1965-1966 and the 
c e n t u r i e s - l o n g 
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
against ethnic Chi-
nese and lower-in-
come Indonesians. 

The metastasiz-
ing Islamization of 
Indonesia is a subject 
of considerable interest for many. In 
Identity and Pleasure, Ariel consid-
ers how religious observance finds 
embodiment in the history of in-
dustrial capitalism in Indonesia and 
how the logic of capitalism responds 
to today’s growing market for Islam-
ic lifestyles. 

Taking inspiration from the 
concept of “Post-Islamism” pro-
posed by scholar Asef Bayat, Ariel 
analyses how certain segments of 
Indonesian-Muslim youth have 
rejected the dictates of dogmatic 
Islamism, and in its place, have at-
tempted to construct an alternative 
to reconcile the realities of moder-
nity with religious observance. 

Ariel describes Post-Islamism as 
both a condition and a project, an 
enterprise to unify religiosity with 
rights, faith with liberty, Islam with 
freedom. 

But the Post-Islamism that Ariel 
emphasizes here is really cultural 
Post-Islamism. The process of Is-
lamization and its Post-Islamist 
backlash seems to have taken place 
simultaneously in Indonesia, and 
both of these forces contradict one 
another. This process, among oth-
ers, illustrates the fierce contesta-
tion of identity in Indonesia. 

The phenomenon of the film 
Ayat-Ayat Cinta (Verses of Love) — 
in the cinematic battle behind its 
production, the eventual end prod-
uct presented on film and the re-
sponses from Indonesian audiences 
— serves as an interesting example. 

In addition to the representation 
of Islamic themes on screen, Ariel ex-
plores some other products of screen 
culture that exhibit the process of re-
defining identity in Indonesia. 

Some new films produced 

by a younger generation of 
Indonesians depict what were once 
marginalized and shadowy subjects 
(Chinese ethnicity, the role of the 
Indonesian Communist Party in the 
country’s history) from a different 
perspective and one that often chal-
lenges the approved perspective 
built up and propagandized by the 
New Order regime. 

Furthermore, the active role of 
young Indonesian women in accom-
modating and supporting screen 
culture from South Korea can be 
viewed as another attempt to form 
a new identity as a modern and cos-
mopolitan citizen. 

This condition demonstrates the 
easing of racial prejudice and eth-
nic tension, as well as a new kind 
of hybridity in Post-Islamist circles. 
If you’ve ever expressed wonder at 
the sight of young women in hijabs 
dancing frenetically to K-Pop hits, 
Ariel’s book may well offer you some 

explanation for this curious reality. 

For Indonesians in particu-
lar, the book offers insight into 
how political contestation and 
the search for identity is a con-
tinuous process and one that 
largely defines what Indonesia 
means, and what it means to be 
an Indonesian. 

The book emphasizes the 
importance and value of inter-
preting the diversity of iden-
tities that constitute the rich 
body of Indonesia, as opposed 
to some program to try and 
streamline or compress these 
varied identities into a singu-
lar, state-approved form. 

The book, though schol-
arly and restrained in its prose, has a 
critical fervor to it and it could gen-
erate energy for social change in the 
future if it is picked up by a younger 
generation of Indonesians. 

For readers who are interested 
in the topic of Post-Islamism, the 
book demonstrates that there are 
still open spaces for further re-
search. One that comes immediately 
to mind is how a Post-Islamist gen-
eration might respond to more chal-
lenging matters dealing with issues 
of human rights and freedom such 
as those that are presently being dis-
cussed globally. 

‘JULIA’S JIHAD’
by Julia Suryakusuma

I have never read a book so 
thick in my life. But, as a bule
(Westerner) this book is so en-
lightening. I gave it to my mother 
— and all my friends bought cop-
ies, too. It’s informative, so you’ll 
learn a lot about Indonesian his-
tory but Julia’s perspective on 
it just turns your brain upside 
down. Things I once thought 
were true I started to second 
guess. As a feminist, I’m ac-

tually no longer a fan of Kartini 
Day because of this book. It’s like 
an educated “how to act Indone-
sian” in written form, and also 
very funny. I loved it.

Identity and Pleasure: 
The Politics of Indonesian 
Screen Culture
Ariel Heryanto, 2014 
NUS Press
National University of Singapore
248 pages

ALL THE WORLD�’S A STAGE
ARIEL HERYANTO AND THE POLITICS OF SCREEN CULTURE
It’s a late Thursday afternoon, the sun is slowly falling into a pink orange horizon and a 
coffee shop in South Jakarta is filled with people eager to hear a presentation by Ariel 
Heryanto, one of the country’s most well-established intellectuals. 

SACHA STEVENSON

A selective 
reader

C
anadian actress and comedian Sacha Ste-
venson admits that she doesn’t read many 
books. 

“I wish I read more. But I suppose I am just 
selective,” Stevenson, 33, tells The Jakarta Post. 
“I’ll get a book if it is recommended to me by 
someone I respect; or, I’ll browse through the 
bookstore when I’m feeling lonely and different 
and find something that looks like ‘me’.”

As a young child, Stevenson says that she 
would only read books about serial killers. 

“My mother later admitted she was very 
worried about me but she bought the books for 
me anyway because ‘at least I was reading’,” 
adds Stevenson, who stars in a local comedy 
flick, Comic 8: Casino Kings. 

Living in Indonesia since early 2000, Ste-
venson started to gain popularity following her 
How to Act Indonesian series, which is thick 
with satirical humor, on her YouTube account. 
The series expresses her personal views, com-
ing from her own experience, on how most In-
donesians live.

With her Indonesian husband, Angga Prasetya, 
Stevenson plans to start a business. Other than 
that, she is also gearing up for new episodes of her 
YouTube series after taking a break.

‘ROOM’
by Emma Donoghue

It’s written in the voice of 
a young innocent child in bro-
ken English and all. The child 
was born in a very unusual and 
dark place. The book shows the 
child’s perspective of this very 
adult situation. I was so jealous 
of the author that I hadn’t come 
up with that idea myself. It is fab-
ulous. I couldn’t put it down. As 
I mentioned earlier I love read-
ing about psychopaths. But I also 
enjoyed it when the child sees 
the real crazy world for first time 

after the escape.

‘BOB SADINO: MEREKA BILANG SAYA GILA!’ 
(THEY SAY I AM CRAZY)
by Edy Zaqeus

I met Bob Sadino once and I wanted him to mentor me but he didn’t really 
have much energy left to mentor a stranger he had never met before. Instead, 
he suggested that I read his books. This is one of them. I loved it because this 
guy is everything I love about Indonesia. 

My husband brought a television into our home, before he did that I was a 
much happier person. 

The mass media is for the majority and we forget that 20 percent of us are 
left feeling wrong and weird when we see what we are “supposed” to be like, 
especially when we don’t fit that mould. I was reading Bob Sadino’s book and 
the whole way through I was feeling like I’m not alone and there are many 
Indonesians out there just like me — only way better.

�— JP/Niken Prathivi

Duncan Evans
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