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Saskia Wieringa is a cultural anthropologist and, since 2006, Professor of
Gender and Women’s Same-sex Relations Cross-culturally at the University
of Amsterdam (UvA), The Netherlands. Between 2005 and 2012, she was
also Director of the International Information Centre and Archive of the
Women’s Movement, in Amsterdam, the oldest institution of its kind with
the biggest international collection on the position of women.1 Prior to that,
for over 20 years, Wieringa’s academic home was at the Institute of Social
Studies (ISS) in The Hague, where she contributed to the construction of
the Women and Development programme in the early 1980s and led a
comparative research project on women’s movements around the world.

Her work on Sexual Politics in Indonesia (Wieringa, 2002) exposed the
importance of sexuality and gender in the legitimation of anti-communist
violence during the establishment of Suharto’s ‘New Order’ regime during
and after 1965. It highlighted the disastrous impact of slander, persecution
and hate campaigns inflicted throughout this period on the women’s move-
ment and the women who were part of it. Her research earned her a travel
ban to Indonesia that lasted from 1986 until the overthrow of Suharto in
1998. In 2013, observing the ongoing impunity in relation to human rights
abuses committed in Indonesia, Wieringa helped to set up the Foundation
of the International People’s Tribunal 1965 (IPT 65), for Crimes against
Humanity committed under the New Order of the Suharto regime.

I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers, the editorial board of Development and Change,
and Ellen M.H. Mitchell for valuable feedback on previous drafts. I would also like to thank
Mahardhika Sjamsoeoed Sadjad for her outstanding editing work completed at very short notice.
Finally, many thanks to Constance Dupuis for transcribing the interview.

1. The International Information Centre and Archive of the Women’s Movement, also known as
IIAV for its name in Dutch (Internationaal Informatiecentrum en Archief voor de Vrouwen-
beweging), was founded in 1935. Between 2009 and 2012 it was named Aletta, Institute for
Women’s History, in honour of Dutch feminist Aletta Jacobs. In 2012 it was merged with
the Institute E-Quality and renamed ATRIA, the Institute on Gender Equality and Women’s
History (www.atria.nl/nl/over-atria/geschiedenis).
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Her book Female Desires: Same-sex Relations and Transgender Practices
across Cultures, co-edited with Evelyn Blackwood (1999), won the Ruth
Benedict Award of the American Anthropological Association in 1999. This,
together with a wide range of other historical and anthropological work docu-
menting female same-sex sexualities and female masculinities in different
regions of the world, has contributed to challenging dominant ‘Western’
representations of ‘Third World women’ as either asexual or heterosexual.
It has also dispelled the myth of a supposed absence of sexual diversity in
the global South, resulting from ‘postcolonial amnesia’ (Wieringa, 2009).

In 2003, Wieringa contributed to setting up the Kartini Asia Network, a
research network aimed at bringing together women’s studies, gender studies
and feminist activism in the region.2 A recent collaboration that emerged out
of this is the book Heteronormativity, Passionate Aesthetics and Symbolic
Subversion in Asia, published together with Abha Bhaiya and Nursyahbani
Katjasungkana (2015). Since 1996 Wieringa has been a board member of
the International Association for the Study of Sexuality, Society and Culture
(IASSCS), where she was President from 2003 to 2005.

In this interview, Professor Wieringa looks back at more than 40 years of
personal, political and academic engagement with the three fields of concern
that have characterized her passion, work and contribution: feminism, sexual
diversity and international solidarity.

Your field ‘Gender and Female Same-sex Relations Cross-culturally’ is
about validating and giving visibility to women’s same-sex desires and
experiences. In that sense, it addresses a double taboo: that of women’s
sexuality and of same-sex relations. You have also repeatedly emphasized
your interest in both feminism and sexual rights. How did you get in-
volved in feminism and in the struggle for sexual rights and how was your
relationship with the feminist movement at that time?

I started out as a feminist. It was the first movement I became involved
with via the student movement. I moved to Amsterdam from Almelo [in the
east of The Netherlands] in the late 1960s, just when students occupied the
Maagdenhuis in protest about the university system.3

Coming from a very conservative background, I found my home in the
women’s movement that was also starting at that time. My first allegiance
was to a socialist feminist group and we had enormous discussions on what
to do with Marx and Engels, and about what came first: women and gender
on the one hand, or class on the other hand — as if one had to choose. We

2. For more on the Kartini Network for Women’s/Gender Studies in Asia, see the website:
www.iasscs.org/institution/research-network/kartini-asia-network.

3. The occupation of the ‘Maagdenhuis’ in Amsterdam in 1969, which was the administrative
centre of the university, came in the wake of the student movement in The Netherlands
for democratization of the university (see: socialhistory.org/nl/collecties/maagdenhuis-
bezetting-amsterdam).

http://www.iasscs.org/institution/research-network/kartini-asia-network
https://socialhistory.org/nl/collecties/maagdenhuis-bezetting-amsterdam
https://socialhistory.org/nl/collecties/maagdenhuis-bezetting-amsterdam
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talked about gender already from the mid-1970s onwards, following Gayle
Rubin (1975). At the same time, I was also studying anthropology. My old
guru, Professor Wim Wertheim, whom I honour to this day, had published
a study on Indonesia, Indonesian Society in Transition (1956), which was
fascinating. I wanted to study with him and switched from English literature
to anthropology.

Then my interest in the global South started to grow. At that time, we had
the ‘Third World solidarity movement’ — that is what it was called back
then — where I joined various groups, including the Colombia committee
and the Cuban Solidarity movement.

Since 1973, when my first relationship with a woman started, I was also
active in the lesbian movement. Interestingly, in the 1970s and 1980s in
The Netherlands, these three movements were not connected. The women’s
movement was not really interested in lesbian issues, the lesbian movement
was unconcerned with ‘Third World’ solidarity, and the solidarity movement
was rather patriarchal and had no interest in women’s or lesbian issues. While
participating in all three groups, I simultaneously had to earn my own living
because I was too radical for my family. So, it was a very busy time. But the
1970s were fascinating and a learning period.

In 1976 I conducted my first fieldwork in Indonesia, researching women
in the batik industry in Central Java from a socialist feminist perspective
for my master’s thesis. Then I came to work at the Institute of Social
Studies (ISS) in The Hague in 1981. It was wonderful because it offered
the possibility to combine at least two issues: women’s issues and ‘Third
World’ issues. I joined the group that built up the Women and Develop-
ment (W&D) programme in the 1980s. That was a beautiful period because
the students of ISS were fantastic. It was such a privilege to be working
with students who came from all over the world, with all their different
experiences.

For a long time, I taught and developed the course ‘Women Organizing
for Change’, combining movement activism and theories on activism and
movement building. From the mid-1990s onwards Gina Vargas4 worked on
the course with me for several years. I had some Asian experience and she, of
course, had her rich Latin American experience; together we could combine
the two. It was a wonderful course, I really loved it. But still we could not
talk about sexuality. It was really about organizing, social issues, change,
social justice — these kinds of issues. I also wanted a place for sexuality
because it is very important. However, at ISS at that time there was no place
for sexuality and definitely not for same-sex sexuality.

4. Virginia Vargas is a well-known Peruvian sociologist and feminist, founder of the Flora
Tristán Peruvian Women’s Center (www.flora.org.pe/web2/), and of the Latin American
Section of the Development Alternatives with Women for New Era (DAWN) as well as
co-organizer of the Latin American Feminist Encuentros (Trevizan, 2001: 289–90).

http://www.flora.org.pe/web2/
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Can you say a bit more about this, and about the difficulties you encoun-
tered in working on the topic of sexuality?

The whole study of anthropology in the 1970s, 1980s, and I think also
1990s, was rather phobic in relation to sexuality, and definitely in relation
to same-sex sexuality. In June 1983, we had a conference of LOVA —
the professional association of feminist anthropologists5 — and there, for
the first time, we talked about sexuality. I remember saying ‘Couldn’t we
also combine the two and talk about organizations of women who are in
same-sex relations?’. And they turned to me and said, ‘How can you be so
ethnocentric? There are no lesbians in the Third World!’. However, by that
time I had already met groups of lesbians, both in Indonesia and in Latin
America, where I often travelled for my research. I knew that there were
quite a few lesbians in the ‘Third World’. Their reaction to my suggestion
made me so angry that I started doing a number of things.

First of all, I started collecting older anthropological material, because
before World War II anthropology was not so bigoted in that sense. There
were quite a few studies on same-sex relations, also on women’s same-
sex relations. I began collecting material to find the history and a place in
anthropology for these kinds of topics and found out that there is indeed
a history of women’s same-sex relations, one that is both beautiful and
diverse. There are so many interesting forms of relations, very different
from the European forms of same-sex relations. This became the focus of
my publications.

Similarly, I wanted to write about my own experiences meeting lesbians
in the ‘Third World’. I was not meeting them in an academic sense but in
a personal sense, as friends. They were as surprised as I was to learn that
there were lesbians in both Amsterdam and Jakarta. We were discovering
each other. In Indonesia, in particular, I was doing dangerous research on
the anti-Communist violence under the Suharto regime. People disappeared.
It was risky for myself and particularly dangerous for my informants. Con-
sequently, there were a lot of tensions around that research. I really needed
friends to talk to, to go out with, and they became my lesbian buddies. Being
a good anthropologist, you write down everything.

I started writing, and upon my return to The Netherlands, I told my lesbian
friends about my friends in Indonesia. Their interest motivated me to write
about it. But I could not write in an academic sense, so instead, I wrote
about it in a travelogue (1987). My pseudonym was Dora D. I was ‘out’ as
a lesbian — at that time, in 1985, 1986, it was not a problem. But I was

5. LOVA stands for Landelijk Overleg Vrouwenstudies in de Antropologie (National
Consultative Committee of Women’s Studies in Anthropology). It was founded in 1979. In
1991 it changed its name to Nederlandse Vereniging voor Genderstudies en Feministische
Antropologie (Netherlands Association for Gender Studies and Feminist Anthropology)
(www.archivesportaleurope.net/ead-display/-/ead/pl/aicode/NL-AsdATRIA/type/fa/id/
IIAV00000632).

http://www.archivesportaleurope.net/ead-display/-/ead/pl/aicode/NL-AsdATRIA/type/fa/id/IIAV00000632
http://www.archivesportaleurope.net/ead-display/-/ead/pl/aicode/NL-AsdATRIA/type/fa/id/IIAV00000632
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involved in a big research project involving six countries with colleagues
from all over the world. Working on women’s issues back then was not
always appreciated by various regimes and it could have reflected badly on
them if their work — which was already under pressure — was linked to
a coordinator who was publicly a lesbian.6 That was why I originally used
the pseudonym, Dora D., from Sigmund Freud’s famous case. So the stories
were kind of ‘letters from the field’, but fictionalized. It was nice to write
fiction because it allowed me to fantasize.

After finishing my PhD thesis in 1995, I really wanted to work more on
combining the three issues which were still running in parallel. And of course
I found colleagues such as Evie Blackwood and others. We produced quite
a few books together. Female Desires (Blackwood and Wieringa, 1999), I
think, is still a classic in the field, and some others on female masculinities.
Working with other scholars during this period was fascinating. We used oral
history because it is a very good way of ‘giving voice’ to all these women
all over the world and writing about the diversity of these relationships.

But there was no place for that at ISS and that really bothered me. Indi-
vidual students ‘came out’ to me to talk about their problems even in the
1980s and 1990s. Sometimes I gave lectures or seminars to small groups
of students just on a voluntary basis. That taught me that there was a real
demand. Finally, I decided to propose a course. The debates on HIV/AIDS
had been raging for a long time, and a lot of scholarship had been produced
on the topic, so I thought I would start there. The proposed title of the course
was ‘HIV/AIDS and the regulation of human sexuality’. Though the cur-
riculum was rather conservative, the reactions from ISS staff were negative.
Management told me that the problems in the Third World were related to
poverty, that sexuality was a luxury topic for the West. The professor of the
Women and Development programme at the time accused me of being back-
ward and not being up to date with the academic development of working
on gender — as if I had not been working on gender already since 1975 and
as if sexuality was not relevant to understand gender as well. Tension built
and I decided that it was time for me to leave; we negotiated my exit and I
left in 2003. This was very liberating for me.

I could finally finish my writing on sexuality and in 2005 I became the
Director of the International Information Centre and Archive of the Women’s
Movement in Amsterdam, known as the IIAV and shortly thereafter renamed
Aletta. In fact, I was the first and only director of Aletta because right after
my time, in 2012, it became ATRIA. It was nice because it reconnected me to
the Dutch women’s movement. People were beginning to know my work and
there was support for me to get this special professorship at the University of
Amsterdam. Ultimately, in 2006, the University of Amsterdam created the

6. This refers to the ISS research project ‘Women’s Movements and Organizations in Historical
Perspective’, comparing women’s movements in India, Indonesia, Jamaica, Peru, Somalia,
Sudan, and Trinidad and Tobago, which led to an edited volume (Wieringa, 1995b).
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special chair for me — in a field I had helped to create: ‘Gender and Women’s
Same-sex Relations’. I had come full circle; I had started in Amsterdam and
now I was back there as a professor, allowing me the opportunity to study
my major topics of interest: ‘Third World’ issues, sexuality and same-sex
sexuality.

You say that working at IIAV/Aletta re-connected you to the Dutch women’s
movement. What do you think about the contemporary Dutch women’s
movement, in comparison to when you first engaged with it?

In the 1970s the movement was characterized by sharp divisions and by
remnants from Leftist thinking. Many feminists were connected to various
forms of Leftist groups and had a hard time convincing themselves and
(even more so) their male comrades that the Marxist paradise held little
promise for women. So the idea that women’s rights had to be fought for in
an autonomous movement was critical. But the various groups that sprang
up still somehow clung to the old Marxist vanguard idea and all claimed
to possess the truth. It was also a very white and middle-class movement.
I myself belonged to both socialist feminist groups (teaching housewives,
abortion marches), lesbian groups (squatting in women’s houses, spraying
lavender slogans on walls), and ‘Third World’ solidarity groups (who felt
imperialism only affected men). Gradually the realization grew in the 1970s
and 1980s that we had to look at what is now called the intersectionality of
gender, class, religion and ethnicity.

Now, after an anti-feminist backlash, there is a greater awareness among
younger generations of women that the issues we fought for have not been
resolved — sexual violence is still rife, the gender wage gap is still there.
There is greater acceptance of homosexuality, and transgender issues have
gained some prominence (which does not necessarily mean their stigma is
much reduced). And above all the women’s movement has become much
more colourful. Of course, nowadays the younger generations are able to
use social media and thus their techniques of mobilizing on particular issues
are different.

There is an amazing level of complacency, an idea that in The Netherlands,
women’s and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) rights are
guaranteed. Homo-nationalism has become an issue — the illusion that The
Netherlands has always been tolerant in relation to LGBT issues and will
continue to remain so. Well, that is not true. In 1976, I was the victim of a
homophobic attack and lost my two front teeth. And today, gay bashing is
still a problem. Homo-nationalism is dangerous, for it can be exploited by
populist groups, who use the so-called Dutch LGBT tolerance to bash Islam.
But populists are fickle, they may switch their allegiance any time if it suits
them.

To come back to the women’s movement, there are still gaps in awareness
of how, for instance, Islam and feminism can go together — but not in the
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way that many white feminists may like to see. The Netherlands is a plural
society, now more so than in the 1970s, but there are groups whose histories
have not yet been incorporated into the total store of ‘Dutch culture’. This
was one of the reasons why we set up an oral history project of women with
a migrant background when I was the director of IIAV/Aletta.

Throughout your career you worked in many regions from Asia to Africa
and Latin America. Indonesia, however, occupies a special place in both
your work and your personal life. So it was during your study and through
a professor that you became interested in Indonesia?

Yes, Professor Wertheim, whom I mentioned earlier. He is one of the great
anthropology scholars in The Netherlands. His work on Indonesia is fas-
cinating. He combined sharp historical and social analysis with a political
position. He was one of the first in The Netherlands to write about the Suharto
dictatorship (Wertheim, 1956), and how this change really was depoliticizing
society and allowing for the exploitation of people. I have always admired
him and made a gender analysis of his wonderful book, Indonesian Society
in Transition (1956). This is when I had my first conflict — academic conflict
— with him. I asked a simple question: ‘How different would the book have
been if it had really included a gender analysis? What are the questions that
are not being asked? What biases are the result of that?’.

Wertheim did not take that very kindly. In fact, he was furious. We
became estranged for a while. However, when I had completed my thesis
on Gerwani (Wieringa, 1995a) — the women’s movement in Indonesia —
he, as an emeritus professor, joined the committee on his own initiative, to
show his appreciation for my work. He was also the first person to write a
glowing review of my book. And then there was the reconciliation. He was
living in Wageningen at the time and I visited him often. The reconciliation
was really wonderful and I appreciated it very much.

One of your important contributions was to show how sexuality and gender
were at the centre of the political violence and slaughter of the Suharto
regime directed against communists. What triggered your interest in this?

The communist feminist movement in Indonesia was quite a ‘normal’ (you
could even say heteronormative) women’s organization, identified with the
political Left. It was the largest women’s organization outside of the commu-
nist bloc countries. They were wonderful women. They did brilliant work:
mobilizing peasant women, labourers and all that. Going on foot to all the vil-
lages, educating, training, really building the country, building up women’s
issues, organizing around that, with literacy courses, you know. The kind
of work that I was doing in the 1970s, in a different situation and a differ-
ent society, they had already been doing in the 1950s in Indonesia. I was
flabbergasted to find out that the whole movement, with all those brilliant,
intelligent, motivated women, totally disappeared between 1965 and 1966.
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As an activist, I wanted to know: ‘How is it possible that the movement
disappeared so suddenly, and so completely, and became so denigrated?’.
That story wasn’t known at that time. The women themselves asked me to
tell the story when they came back from prison in 1981. I was just arriving
in Jakarta when they were released from prison and they had heard some
rumours about themselves — stories of sexual perversion — which were ab-
surd. They had been promoting monogamy and equal partnership relations;
how were these stories spreading around?

I started interviewing people and looking at archives to find out what
happened. On the night of 1 October 1965, some generals were abducted
and killed and thrown into a deep hole somewhere.7 What actually hap-
pened is still a riddle as we don’t know the whole story. The one general
who was spared, Suharto, took over and within two or three days, stories
began to appear that the generals were dumped where young girls had been
training. It is true that they were training, which was not uncommon under
socialist regimes, which is how one would categorize the Sukarno regime.
But the stories described young girls of 13 and 14 years of age, dancing
naked, seducing the generals and castrating them, and then killing them and
gouging out their eyes. Total nonsense! But it was widely believed and an
enormous propaganda machinery was set up around that. Such propaganda
really damaged the women’s movement in Indonesia. It has had a lasting ef-
fect on women’s agency and women’s activism because even now, more than
50 years after the event, women who are politically active are often associ-
ated with sexual deviance. So pervasive, so successful was that campaign.

The report of the International People’s Tribunal 1965 (Katjasungkana
and Wieringa, 2016) states that the tribunal emerged out of the disap-
pointment with the failure of the Indonesian government to address the
impunity of perpetrators and the stigma suffered by the victims. Can you
tell us how you got involved in the organization of the People’s Tribunal?

By the time I became a professor at the University of Amsterdam, the
human rights issues related to the slaughter of women from the women’s
movement under the Suharto regime had moved somewhat to the background
of my work. They resurfaced again with my involvement in the International
People’s Tribunal on the 1965 Crimes against Humanity.

When writing my thesis on the communist women’s movement in Indone-
sia, I had the perhaps naive idea, that once that you’ve done your research,
you’ve written a book about it, and people should know it. But nobody knew
my book. People knew it outside of Indonesia, but nobody knew it inside

7. This ‘deep hole somewhere’ refers to the crocodile pit in the outskirts of Jakarta where
many believed seven Indonesian army officers were murdered in an alleged coup attempt
on 1 October 1965. This ‘crocodile hole’ also became the title of Wieringa’s novel about
these events — in the Indonesian, Dutch and English versions: Lubang Buaya (2003), Het
Krokodillengat (2007), and The Crocodile Hole (2015).
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Indonesia. So I took up my old trade of writing fiction and wrote a novel
entitled Lubang Buaya [The Crocodile Hole] in 2003; later also published
in Dutch (2007) and English (2015).

However, even then, people did not know the book in Indonesia. That
was a big frustration. I had returned to Indonesia in 1998, after the end
of the Suharto regime, having been blacklisted for 13 years following my
work on Gerwani. But still people did not read my work, or understand
what had happened. There was no opening-up and the old forces were still
in power, particularly the army, which was very powerful. And then the
films of Joshua Oppenheimer came out — ‘The Act of Killing’ and ‘The
Look of Silence’. Powerful films. There was also a major report of the Na-
tional Human Rights Commission about 1965. We thought that now there
must be an opening. But again it was closed. So a group of us decided
that we had to do something by creating a political movement; in 2013
we set up the International People’s Tribunal (IPT) with a team of 40 re-
searchers who all contributed their material in ways that were useful for
the judges. For two years, we just worked non-stop on collecting the ma-
terial and filling in the gaps. And the gaps turned out to be particularly on
propaganda.

My question was always — and continues to be — ‘How come that
in a country like Indonesia, in which harmony is often presented as the
overriding emotion, people start killing each other?’. The role of propaganda,
as of course with every holocaust and genocide, is so important. This is what
really set me on the track of the importance of sexuality in 1965. But through
the work for the Tribunal, I gained a much better understanding of how
much broader the propaganda campaign was. It was not only about sexual
perversion, but also about anti-religion, anti-national philosophy. Hence,
the book that I am working on now is about the whole, broad propaganda
campaign. From sexual politics, I now understand much better how a society
works and how these discourses connect to the way in which the nation
imagines itself.

An article that I have been working on more recently deals with the
communist-phobia and homophobia in Indonesia (Wieringa, 2017). In 2015,
there was an enormous campaign of communist-phobia, then in the first few
months of 2016, one of homophobia. In the article I analyse how these
two campaigns flow into each other, using almost the same arguments, and
how they are all used to create enemies and to strengthen each other. It is
all about the soul of the nation, how Indonesia wants to see itself and the
struggle involved. And it is about how the nation excludes and marginalizes
those that it does not want to associate itself with. It wants to purge from
its own, from the nation — just like in the case of heteronormativity — and
by doing that it is affecting not only the people who are made abject. Its
bigotry and narrow-mindedness are also limiting all the people who identify
themselves as belonging to that nation; they cannot have any association with
communism; they face constraints in studying Marx; they are stigmatized
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for having friends who are gays or lesbians, or for whatever other reason
that does not fit the heteronormative model.

You say that the propaganda against the women’s movement in Indonesia
was so pervasive that even today women who are politically active are asso-
ciated with sexual deviance. Can you say a bit more about the Indonesian
women’s movement today?

My partner, for instance, who is a well-known feminist, was called ‘gerwani
baru’, meaning ‘new Gerwani’, more than once, by hardline Muslims and
conservative politicians. That is a dangerous epithet, for Muslim militias are
used to lashing out at anything they consider to be Marxist. The Indonesian
women’s movement has never recovered from its destruction in 1965. To a
considerable extent the gender ideology of Suharto’s military government —
that women should be busy but obedient housewives — has hardly changed
in official circles. Added to it nowadays is that they also have to be reli-
gious (sholehah). Major issues for the Indonesian women’s movement now
are domestic and sexual violence, and the growing dominance of hardline
Muslim groups. There are some fine Muslim feminist groups, but they are
confronted with the rising tide of fanaticism.

In the past, while you have pointed towards the growing religious con-
servatism, you have also criticized the undifferentiated and monolithic
representation of religion in ‘Western’ media, and its connection to a
very worrisome rise in Islamophobia. Can you say something about that?
In your article on homophobia and Islamophobia, published in Signs
(Wieringa, 2011b) you discuss how you and your female partner from
Indonesia personally got caught in this tension: of homophobia on the
one hand, but also the distrust of your feminist friends following your
conversion to Islam in 2003.

In Indonesia, first of all, you simply are not relevant if you do not under-
stand the importance of religion. If you say ‘I am a secular feminist and
I do not believe in religion’, people will stop listening to you. From a
strategic perspective, it is simply not a good choice. There are very few
really secular feminists, and you exclude yourself from the debate. That
is one thing. The second thing is that there are many, many thousands of
Muslim feminists in Indonesia. And it is important to understand them and
to listen to them. I am not a religious scholar, but I have read quite a bit
on the subject, and it is clear that all major religions can be interpreted in
a feminist progressive way and in a conservative way. Then it is an easy
choice to make. If you say you are secular, you are not credible in many
parts of the world. But if you say ‘listen, I am going for the human rights,
women’s rights, sexual rights perspectives, and I find that in your religion’
— in this case Islam and I am a Muslim, but the same goes of course for
Christianity, with its liberation theology — ‘that’s the kind of religion that I
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seek, and I will fight for, and these are my arguments’, then you can have a
conversation.

Unfortunately, in Indonesia that space is shrinking, and that is a major
fight. I like certain positions within Islam. For me, Islam and human rights
and women’s rights are totally compatible. There are great Muslim feminist
scholars, such as Fatima Mernissi (1975) who has written beautiful books.
In Indonesia there are these kinds of women and you need to support them.
They need my support and I need their support.

Only when we do that, when we engage with Islam in that way, can we
make some progress, or at least try to stem the tide. Because let us not forget:
fundamentalist religions, whether they are Christian Evangelicals invading
countries like Uganda or areas like Latin America, with their absolutely
homophobic policies and billions of dollars, or whether it is Salafist Muslims
coming from Saudi Arabia with billions of dollars, they are the same. And
these are our enemies. These are very dangerous forces but we have to fight
them in a strategic way. That is what I am trying to do, to understand what
they are saying and to counter their arguments. But you cannot unhinge
their arguments by saying that all Islam is bad, or all Christianity is bad, or
all religion is bad. It is also not my position. I do believe that religion can
give people a lot of beauty and solace and support. But it can be done in a
feminist way. Every religion has the possibility of right wing extremism and
of inclusion and love.

In 1999 you co-edited the book Female Desires (Blackwood and Wieringa,
1999) — as you say, ‘a classic’ now. The book engages in a very interest-
ing reflection on studying same-sex relations cross-culturally. Blackwood
points towards the risk of projecting one’s own identity categories on the
‘Other’, and in her work on female same-sex relations in West Sumatra,
she chose the identity categories the research subjects themselves chose —
tombois and lesbi. Something that has always intrigued me is that in your
book chapter, you chose to use the ‘Western’ terminology of ‘butch/femme’
to refer to your research participants. I was curious to understand your
thoughts behind that.8

Yes, it is very good that you raise this question. This is always a problem:
how to use these terms. It is always best to use the term that people use

8. Butch/femme refers to a particular set of working class sexual subcultures that were promi-
nent in the US and Europe during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, characterized by a pattern
of male-identified and female-identified partners that might on the surface seem similar
to other identity constructions in other times and contexts. The point that Blackwood and
others have made is that gender identities are culturally variable and therefore always con-
text specific. A male-identified, female-bodied person can hence develop a wide range of
different identities based on different constructions of masculinity. Therefore one must be
careful with using the same terms cross-culturally and it is preferable to use context-specific
terms (Blackwood and Wieringa, 1999: 181–88).
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themselves, particularly if you are working in anthropology. But in a book
which is covering different regions, this can prove challenging. There is
always a tension between using general terms that reflect similar patterns, or
particular terms because there are so many of them, and they can become very
confusing for readers. When it comes to butch/femme, it is more difficult.
On the one hand, there is a consistent pattern that is salient in that particular
heteronormative society, in which the butch assumes certain roles more
associated with masculinity, and the femme is an exaggerated form (usually)
of femininity. On the other hand, there are so many local terms for it, which
change over time, that it becomes very complicated. Using an umbrella term
then can be more practical. But it is not an ideal solution; rather it is a
compromise.

I also used the term because we, in 1960–1970s Europe and the United
States, were so ungenerous towards the old butch/femme relations. I did
not realize this at the time. We were young, we were feminists and we
were coming from a leftist background — and the leftist background usually
teaches you some kind of arrogance, like you are ‘a vanguard’. We thought
we were the lesbian feminist vanguards and everybody else should fall in
line with us. It was a terrible arrogance.

And a class issue as well, no?

Yes, the butch/femme cultures in The Netherlands developed around these
women who had survived the 1950s and 1960s, with their terrible suppres-
sion. They found a niche and a code for themselves that developed into a
culture that fitted them to a certain extent, in which they were in some ways
happy. They were happy that there were these young feminist lesbians who
were coming out — myself included. And they were ready to join us. Yet we
turned them down, denigrated them and destroyed their culture. Only later
did I realize how painful that must have been. That was one of the reasons
that I used the term, as a way of reclaiming these identities in a more positive
way.

When I went back to Indonesia in 1998, there was a similar trend going
on. The young lesbians were coming out and they were feminists. They were
also starting to look down on butch/femme culture and we talked about this.
I shared my experiences and the regret I felt about our arrogance at that
time. We had a series of seminars and workshops and started to discuss our
prejudices and the issues we perceived as problematic, such as the presence
of violence and arrogance in the expression of butch masculinity. Our dis-
cussions led to the conclusion that we can work on these issues, without
having to do away with the whole butch/femme pattern. This provided the
opportunity for lesbian feminists and butch/femme groups to come together
in a much more harmonious way and allowed both butches and femmes to
identify as feminists. Very often, identities become fixed, rather than being
open. That is a pity. In a really free society, we would be much more fluid
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and there would be more change, as Lisa Diamond (2009) argues. I think
this is very true, fluidity has been underrated. People sometimes close off
their own options.

My work has been in trying to find connections; between heterosexual
women, lesbian women, and between women from different parts of the
world; among women, among lesbians, among same-sex oriented people;
and among human rights activists to include sexual rights. I try to build
bridges, see commonalities of oppressions and see how binaries work. The
moment we create a binary, we engage in a creation of inequalities. Therefore
we need to try to break down those binaries, to break those relations of
inequality and to build societies based on inclusion.

A lot of work on sexual diversity focuses rather narrowly on issues of
identity and struggles for legal rights from a ‘Western’ perspective of
liberalism and individual rights. Your research has contributed to our
understanding of how heteronormativity affects not only sexual minorities,
and how sexuality is more than an issue of identity, but connected to
fundamental power structures in society.

I have always tried to think both about methodologies and the concepts we
need to further our work on sexual rights. The methodology used most often
in my work is oral history; giving a voice. Meanwhile, the concept that I
have worked on, particularly since working on sexual rights, is ‘postcolonial
amnesia’ (Wieringa, 2009). I think this is a very relevant concept. It helps us
to understand how people forget their own histories, particularly the histories
of sexual diversity, gender, gendered relations and power relations.

What you see is that in colonial regimes, as well as modernizing regimes
of the 19th century, European powers expanded, either directly through the
colonial enterprise or indirectly through their imposition of modernity. How-
ever, they did so from a bourgeois morality, which was totally patriarchal,
and from a society in which women’s rights were at their lowest ebb. Women
here, in 19th century Holland, had far fewer rights than women in Indonesia.
No political rights, no economic rights and definitely no sexual rights.

This ideology was exported and became the dominant ideology in the
colonies. When the colonies became liberated, the new leaders who replaced
the white leaders — male, brown, black leaders — wanted to emulate the
power of the white male leaders. When they took over, they accommodated
the same kind of bourgeois morality, but now in the name of tradition.
However, these were already modern, corrupt traditions imposed in the 19th
century. This is what I call ‘postcolonial amnesia’: the forgetting of what
was actually in place in pre-colonial societies. And that is a helpful tool that
also encourages the kind of archaeological work in discovering, for instance,
transgender relations.

The latest book, Heteronormativity, Passionate Aesthetics and Symbolic
Subversion in Asia (Wieringa et al., 2015) which was the outcome of our
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work within the Kartini network, expands on this previous work on hetero-
normativity. It is about the ‘combining’ of feminism and sexual rights.
We did comparative research between India and Indonesia, working with
widows, sex workers and lesbians to find out how they were all affected
by the workings of heteronormativity. They all expressed how much they
suffered from heteronormativity, how it stigmatized and marginalized them.
At the same time they created boundaries amongst themselves rather than
seeing the commonalities in the ways in which they were subjugated by the
heteronormativity around them. The widows considered themselves poor
but morally superior to the lesbians and sex workers. The sex workers also
considered themselves morally superior to the lesbians and they took pride
in their economic possibilities that enabled them to give their children an
education (as opposed to the widows who lived in poverty and could not do
so). The lesbians saw themselves as sexual rights warriors and in this sense
also superior to both the widows and the sex workers (ibid.: 221–4). That
was one important finding.

In this book we worked on the effects of heteronormativity and how
it marginalizes and stigmatizes those that it throws out; but also, how it
polices women from inside through their fears of being persecuted. I call this
passionate aesthetics. I use aesthetics in a Kantian sense, in which subjective
emotions — for instance, what you like in sexuality and what you like in
your social relations — become an objective truth, become normativity.
There are no natural laws that organize relations in such a way that one
particular kind of family is the only possible form of family. If you look
historically, you see so many different family forms. But in each situation,
a particular family becomes the normative family. This is what I call an
aesthetic, a rule of aesthetics. More particularly, I use the term passionate
aesthetics because it has to do with sexuality, emotions, family relations,
kinship, etc.

A useful concept here is Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic power (1991), the
kind of power by which you are subjected but you do not understand that it
is a relationship of inequality. Looking at the subversive tactics of the three
groups we worked with (the widows, the sex workers and the lesbians), we
realized that the struggle for sexual rights is not the only struggle against
heteronormativity. There are so many other forms in which widows and sex
workers are also subverted; I call them symbolic subversions.

Subversion can be seen as a kind of sliding scale, just as heteronormativity
is a sliding scale with the normative family on top (whatever it is called and
however it is composed) that slides down to levels of abjection. Hence,
you also have levels of subversion, starting from symbolic subversion. For
example, let us say in India there is a widow who decides to go out and get a
job. She does so in a context in which widows are supposed to stay at home,
at the mercy of their husbands’ family. This widow subverts the normativity
of her society. The sexual rights activists might not see this as a form of
subversion, but it is.
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In relation to some of these strategies that women used to cope with
heteronormativity — though I certainly see agency in them — I also
had difficulties seeing subversion in them, because they seem more a form
of survival strategies. Maybe you can say a bit more about why you wanted
to stress the element of subversion?

Yes, it is important for us to see that in certain contexts a survival strategy
can be a form of subversion, such as in the case of India, where widows
are actually not supposed to exist. Although it is very often not seen as
subversion, you also might say it is just survival. That is why I referred to
Bourdieu; with symbolic power, you do not see the power relationship, the
inequality is hidden. Here too the subversion is hidden. When you are not
even supposed to live, then being able to survive is a form of subversion —
but it is a hidden subversion.

If we also consider the sliding scale of subversion, we may be able to
overcome the divides between the various groups of women. We can link up
the widows, the lesbians and the sex workers to see that we are all fighting
the same system, but in different ways, and we must learn to respect the
ways in which we all fight. If you see it as linked, then you cannot say, ‘Oh
my struggle is more subversive, better, higher than the other struggles’, or,
‘I am morally better because I am a widow’.

We are giving trainings to introduce these concepts. The Kartini network
has also helped us understand how to forge relations between various groups
of activists and workers. In Indonesia, I work a lot with Asosiasi Perempuan
Indonesia (APIK),9 a group of women lawyers who campaign for justice for
marginalized women, including widows and sex workers, on various issues
such as sex workers’ rights.

One methodological question about this research on India and Indonesia,
is what kind of rationale informed the decision to make one category out of
widows and divorced women? In many contexts these would be considered
quite different categories.

We did that because in Indonesia, there is one word for them, janda. This
is the word used to refer to a woman who is known to have been in a
heterosexual marriage and is no longer in it. You can be a janda because of
death or divorce. So, the organizations and activists that we work with also
work with janda as one group. In India, our research participants were really
widows as we found very few divorced women.

In your previous work, you have drawn noticeably on Foucault (1978, 1985,
1986). Here you use the term aesthetics but in a quite different way. Do you

9. APIK (Asosiasi Perempuan Indonesia, Association for Justice) was established in 1995 by
seven feminist lawyers in Jakarta to fight for gender justice. It has expanded to 18 cities in
Indonesia (Wieringa et al., 2015: ix).
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see a connection with Foucault’s ‘aesthetics of existence’? I ask this ques-
tion because one could see a connection in that he uses the concept to refer
to the techniques of the self through which people constitute themselves as
‘subjects’ within and through normative frameworks.

I have read Foucault and greatly admire his work. In terms of the concept, I
found the Kantian definition of aesthetics more helpful and clearer. I am not
a philosopher; I am a practical academic and I try to find a term that really
suits my purpose.

In addition to academic writing you have also used literature as an outlet for
your research. There is an increasing call within academia to acknowledge
art and literature as legitimate sources and outputs of social scientific
research. I was wondering what you think about that. How do the two
means of knowledge production relate to each other, how do they differ?
Can books like Dora D. and The Crocodile Hole express things that
academic writing cannot? And vice versa? You mentioned a few things
about how writing a novel enabled you to write things that you could not
write as an academic.

You can speculate and you can fantasize in novels. That is one thing. But
you also reach a different audience, and that is another thing. There is also
the sheer pleasure of writing. I always love to write, but writing a novel is
a different kind of pleasure and really beautiful. The best non-fiction books
are also books that are really well written. I think there is too little attention
paid to the art and pleasure of writing in academia, so that some of our
work becomes dry and boring and overly academic. The pressure to produce
academic work can sometimes lead us to forget that it is also important to
make sure that people derive pleasure from reading it. I would really plead
for more attention to writing beautifully and convincingly.

Novels also allow one to convey much more complexity than academic
work, through these personal stories.

You can bring it to life. It also allows you to put yourself in your work; to
write about your fears and your emotions. All those things that you usually
leave out of your academic work but at the same time are also very important
for your academic work. We all know about reflexivity, but if you read your
so-called reflective statements in theses or books, they often come across
as very dry. But in a novel, you can really go much deeper than that. Your
whole personality is involved — not just, ‘I like this, I like that, I grew
up like this, and I became interested in that’. Reflexivity seems limited in
this sense. It rarely covers researchers’ fear and emotions — the way you
were moved, you were swayed, and the things that make you angry such
as injustice. Your anger is never there. Whereas I think anger is often a
motivating factor — at least in our human rights work, it is. One is totally
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appalled by poverty. It is not necessary that some people are so poor and it is
terrible that some are exploited in the ways that they are exploited. However,
we are taught not to write this in our academic work. People will think that
you are being subjective. Sometimes subjectivity is good. I cried when I
heard the stories about women in prison; how they were raped and sexually
humiliated.

My own thesis and books, including my book Sexual Politics in Indonesia
(Wieringa, 2002), are motivated by this anger and it reflects my own anger
towards sexual humiliation and sexual violence. I have experienced sexual
violence. So, when people describe their experiences of sexual violence, it
strikes such a cord within me and this anger helps me; it motivates me to
write better, to do better research. In a novel it is much more convincing
and much more natural. You have to do that; you have to expose yourself. I
think this sometimes allows for much better writing. People may not read my
academic books, but lots of people very much like my novel The Crocodile
Hole (Wieringa, 2015). It is in English now and it is receiving good reviews,
which is nice.

By the way, this is also an interesting story. We were launching it in 2015,
during the Ubud Writers and Readers Festival in Indonesia, and the book
launch was prohibited, because it dealt with the situation in 1965. So, instead
of a big formal launch we decided that as feminists we were not going to
let ourselves be intimidated by all the police deployment, and that we were
going to have a feminist lunch, a book lunch. We went to a restaurant owned
by someone we knew. We all sat down there and ordered food and drinks.
Then we started discussing the book. Three times the military came in. Three
times, they tried to disturb us. But we had lawyers with us, including my
own partner. She argued with them, saying ‘Please tell me where it says that
it is prohibited to eat lunch in a restaurant. If you can find any article, we will
leave. But if you can’t find an article that says it is prohibited to have lunch
and to have a discussion while we have lunch, then you must leave us alone’.
In the end they had to go, they had no reason to forbid us eating lunch. They
did harass the owner and the family of the owner. This is always their way:
harassing families. But the owners were behind us and we supported them
as well. So even at 65, I am still an old activist!

I think writing fiction — as it gives you the opportunity to express all these
emotions that are often downplayed in academic work — it also opens up
the question about ‘truth’, about what is a better representation of what is
actually happening. You say that the novel gives you space for fantasizing,
but at the same time it gives you space to say a lot of things that actually
academic work silences.

It reaches different layers of truth. It is about how things affect people,
how people are not only unable to express certain things but also how their
emotions are changed and affected by particular kinds of social events. And
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I think a novel — art in general — is a very apt way to reach that deeper
level, of how people are really affected by the societies around them.

Thank you very much for your time and engagement.
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