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'Each society has mechanisms that legitimize, obscure, deny and 
thererore perpetuate violence.' (Heise 1994, p. 1) 

This paper discusses one of the most ignored, albeit most common, forms of 
violence, namely domestic violence, here defined as physical or psychological 
assault within the couple, or rather by males against their female partners. In 
using this definition, adapted from Davies (1994, p. 2) , we recognise that 
violence in the horne is also directed against children, elderly people (Davies 
1994) and, rarely, men (Campbell 1992). However, the definition emphasises 
that in the majority of cases it is women who are at the receiving end of male 
violence within the horne. In contrast to other studies, the paper does not attempt 
to investigate the occurrence and causes of domestic violence. However, we 
should state at the onset that of all the main approaches to the issue (see 
Camp bell 1992 for a review) we support that which posit domestic violence as 
both a symptom of women's subordination and one of the practical means to 
enforce it. In other words: ' ... physical violence towards women draws on and 
seNes to maintain this subordination and, indeed cannot be explained without 
reference to it' (Binney 1985, p. 124). Borrowing this conceptual framework, we 
seek to analyse the formal denial of domestic violence in Java, and relate it to 
dominant conceptualisations of the family and its gender associations. 

The focus here are various social institutions: the State, especially the law 
and social seNices, the growing number of non-governmental organizations 
active in the country, and the research bodies which could provide greater 
information and understanding of domestic violence. Their official statements 
and policy responses are different. There are, for example, signs that non-go­
vernmental organizations are beginning to acknowledge domestic violence as 
an issue deseNing public attention and inteNention. However, this remains in 
the context of generalised discourses and practices which exclude domestic 
violence, and the women who experience it, from their sphere of concern. 

In the paper we examine these considerations against the background of the 
experiences of western countries. Here the reluctance to recognise domestic 
violence as a social problem is olten explained with reference to the opposition 

The opinions expressed in the paper are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent those of the institutions with which they are associated. 
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between the public domain of society at large (associated to men) and the private 
one of the family (associated to women). Analytically this dichotomy between 
public and private domains has been superseded by views which emphasise the 
links between the two domains within systems of patriarchal domination, of wh ich 
physical power is both a tool and a manifestation. This shift in perception has 
gone some way towards influencing dominant views in the field (Hearn 1996; 
Hanmer 1996). Despite this, in western contexts the notion of the family as a 
'havenfrom a heartless world' persists, and still informs the understandings and 
the actlons of people at large and of the individuals and institutions responsibfe 
for relevant policies. 

We shall argue that this explanation, relying on the idea of the family as a 
safe refuge from the strife and conflict of the public arena, cannot be applied to 
the Javanese situation. In fact, in traditional Javanese thought as weil as in 
modern Javanese-Indonesian 2 ideology, family and the wider society are not 
contrasted, but perceived to be a mirror image of each other, both being 
regulated by harmonious and hierarchical relations, the latter placing men above 
women. This different conceptualisation does not include a more positive attitude 
towards the recognition of domestic violence. On the contrary, the emphasis on 
harmony in both private and public spheres can be seen as an even stronger 
incentive to ignore the existence of physical and other abuses within the family, 
In vlew of the fact that acknowledging conf/ict and violence in one sphere would 
Imply the same forthe other, and ultimately lead to questioning the political and 
cosmological order (see section 2). As conc/usion we shall argue that family 
notions can provlde relevant insights to explain the formal denial of domestic 
violen ce when they are studied within their particular socio-cultural framework 
rather than being posed as universal realities. ' 

To articulate our argument, we have divided the paper in three sections. In 
the first section we shall provide some general comments on domestic violence 
before trying to explain briefly its formal denial in western countries. Although 
we fully ~ecogmse the fact that the manifestations of domestic violence are very 
diverse In western countries, we assume a degree of commonality in its denial, 
shaped by the juxtaposition between the private and the public spheres. In the 
second section we discuss the relationship between institutional perceptions of 
the famlly and of the broader social and political context in which it exists on 
Java, showing the blurring of the borderline between pub/ic and private sphere 
and the resulting absolute denial of domestic violence. The consequences of 
such denial will be examined in the third section. A conclusion will sum up the 
maln argument and allow for a number of final comments. 

2 Id.eologies and policies promoted by the Indonesian slale will be discussed in the paper 
~Ith reference 10 Java, although they apply 10 the entire nation. We feel entitled 10 da so 
since nations embedded in national palieies are aften derived from Javanese Ihought du~ 
10 the political and cU/lura! hegemony of Java. 

,... 
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1. An harmonious family in a conflictual society 

When considering domestic violence two general characteristics emerge from 
the literature. The first is its prevalence, both in terms of its geographlcal spread 
and the cl ass composition ofthe families concemed (UN 1989, p. 15). According 

to the World Bank: 
The most endemic lorm 01 vio/ence against women is wile abuse or, more 
accurately abuse 01 women by intimate partners. (Heise et al. 1994, p: 4) 

The second is its secrecy. Titles such as 'Violence against Women; The Hldden 
Health Burden' , 'The Hidden Problem: Domestic Violence' , typical 01 the pub­
lished material on the topic, retlect the conditions under which abusive practices 
against women in the family are carried out, and also one of its consequences: 
the difficulty of obtaining reliable and comprehenslve information on the exact 
nature and extent of this problem. 
Nonetheless more information and analyses are available for countries in 
Europe, Nort'h America, and for Austra/ia and New Zealand, than for developing 
countries (UN 1989). These information show that In countnes such as the UK 
and the USA - despite the enormous differences in socio-economic charac­
teristics and cultural norms - women's physical and emotional abu ses 01 varying 
severity, in many cases leading to the death of the wo man (Caputi and Russell 
1992), have been an historical reality and continue to the present day In alarmlng 
proportions (UN 1989). For example, it is reported that in the Umled KIngdom 
one out 01 lour women has been attacked by an intimate partner (clted In Doyal 
1995). The FBI lound that in North America beatings by husbands 01 their wives 
occur every 18 seconds, and that 01 all murdered women in the country. 30% 
are killed by a male partner (cited in Tieszen 1991, p. 20). 
These shocking ligures have not yet affected dominant thinking signilicantly, and 
public discourses and actions continue to give very hesitant recognition to 
domestic violence. Such reluctance is linked, in our opinion, to one 01 the many 
persistent dualisms and dichotomies in western thought, namely that which 
separates the public Irom the private domain of sociallife, and whlch assoclat~s 
women with the lormer and men with the latter. Soclal theones contrast a 
sheltered, affection-based, organic group and the rude, commercial aggressive 
world' (Allen and Barker 1976, p. 1). These notions, and those related to the 
gendered nature 01 the two spheres, also mean that the public domain, as 
inherently violent. teems with dangers lor women who, therefore, must seek 
reluge within the presumed safety 01 the ho me and under the protecllon and 
tutelage of men (Hanmer and Saunders 1984). Thus social theory and social 
po/icies represent the nuc/ear family - i.e. 'the most basic and natural lorm.ol 
social arrangement' (Marcus 1994) - as both a private and a peacelul domaln, 
and women as salely ensconced within its protective walls. .' . . . 
At a different level, the very essence 01 lemininity and mascullmty are Identlfled 
respectively with the home and the wider world. The characteristics ollemininity, 
as bound up with emotions and with the 'natural', are also those 01 the home, 
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where affective ti es are assumed to prevail and where natural needs are said 
to be satisfied (Allen and Barker 1976). Masculinity. on the other hand. 
represents the cerebral. the social and the aggressive, typical of the public 
domain. 
Feminist theorists have amply debated the validity of the juxtaposition of a public 
and a private domain. For some feminist anthropologists this Iramework can be 
extremely uselul, as it ofters a universal model to explain female subordination 
(Moore 1988). Others have questioned the strict separation 01 the!wo spheres, 
or more lundamentally the universality 01 the model itsell. Forthose who embrace 
this latter position, the public-private division emerged and increased with the 
spread 01 capitalism and industrialisation, so it is culturally and historically 
specific (Jardanova 1985; Webb 1985). 
Furthermore, many explanations of domestic violence have by-passed these 
considerations, and have concentrated on placing violence by men against 
women in the context 01 relations of power and subordination . For example, lor 
Mackinnon the key to male domination is sexuality, but it is the social construct 
of gender wh ich explains man's subjugation 01 women through fonms of violence 
such as rape and pornography (Mackinnon 1987). Many theorists have overco­
me the public-private distinction by pointing to 'public' agencies (such as the 
State) as contributing to domestic violence both by their unequal treatment 01 
women and by their refusal to protect them through legal means (Hanmer and 
Saunders 1984). More recently, they have analysed how the gendered nature 
01 ollicial agencies operating in this lield has a direct impact on the kind 01 
understanding such agencies have 01 domestic violence, hence on the policies 
they implement (Hearn 1996). 
Despite these debates, the idea of aseparation and its gendered association 
remains deeply embodied in western social theories and practices (McDowell 
and Pringle 1992). As a consequence, olficial responses have lailed to recognise 
domestic violence, and thus condone it. For the case 01 the UK Binney (1985, 
p. 116) remarks: '11 seems that agencies maintained a peculiar "social blindness" 
to the problem, weil illustrated by research into social service records'. 
Undeniably some changes have taken place, and public institutions have 
become more willing to acknowledge the existence of domestic violence. This 
has usually happened because 01 the activities 01 women's organisations. 
Through different means and to varying extents, in many western countries 
women' groups have lought lor changes in the law and in social provisioning 
and developed analyses which made it possible to re-deline the terms 01 the 
debates around domestic violence (Hanmer 1996). The point of departure for 
such initiatives was to make the reality 01 domestic violence visible by challen­
ging discursive practices. According to Tieszen (1991) the tenm 'family violence' 
was used by those unwilling to recognise that it is men who are responsible lor 
the abuses, thus implying mutual responsibility lor the violence. By introducing 
terms such as wife battering into the accepted language, leminists have tried to 
move this lorm of violen ce Irom the private to the public and political arena. 

~ 
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The next stage was to start providing the kind 01 services wh ich until then had 
been totally unavailable (Fraser 1990). So, in the UK: 

Women's refuges sprang up all overlhe country in the late 70s in a community 
initiated response to the refusal of agencies to respond 10 Ihe most immediate 
emergency needs of women subjected to violent assaults by their sexu­
al/emotional partners. (Mama 1989, p. 38) 

But even when the problem has received reluctant recognition, provisions from 
both central government and local authorities remain poor i.n terms of funding 
priorities, and dubious in terms of becoming a means for pohtlcal manoeuvnng, 
and for strengthening repressive aspects of police work. In addition, such 
interventions have olten been built on racist and classist assumptions about 
'problem lamilies' (Mama 1989; Southall Black Sisters 1992). According toHearn 
(1996), the relative lack 01 radical changes in the perceptlons and practlces ?f 
state and other agencies is explained by the fact that those 'operate from men s 
definitions men's constructions and men's definitions of violence' (1996, p. 24), 
with the c;ucial addition that such constructions are reproduced by and within 

such institutions. 
The constant refrain in the responses provided by ofticial institutions, still remains 
that these are private, 'family' malters and hence outside the jurisdiction 01 public 
agencies (Radford 1992; Southall Black Sisters 1992; UN 1989; Webb 1985). 
T 0 all such responses can be applied what Schneider states for the law: 

The rhetoric of privacy that has insulaled Ihe female world from the legal 
order sends an important ideological message to the rest of society. It 
devalues women and their functions, and says that women are not important 
enough 10 merit legal regulation. (1994, p. 39) . . 

In summary, western perceptions 01 and reactions to domestlc vlolence vary 
geographically and have changed in time, most recently as the outcome ofthe 
challenges lrom leminist thinkers and activists. However, notions .01 what dlffe­
rentiate the private sphere of the lamily Irom the public one 01 soclety remaln at 
least in part responsible lor official responses which are inadequate both in terms 
01 alleviating its consequences (on the health, salety and general welfare 01 
women) and confronting its root causes. 

2. An harmonious family in an harmonious world 

Contemporary Indonesia is a country characterised by diversity in ecological, ethnic, 
and economic features. Its sheer size, and the richness of its history and cultures 
dety generalisations. The New Order has ruled this disparate country since coming 
violently into power in the mid-1960s. It has done so as 'a military-based regime wlth 
a developmentalist orientation that has been characterised by a high level of state 
control over politics and policy' (Macintyre 1990, p. 3). 

According to Sundari (1995, p. 6) this control has been exercised not only 
through violent means, but also through 'the permeation of regime values and 
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ideas throughout civil society·. In this section, we will look at those values and 
ideas promoted by state institutions which are relevant to our discussion of 
domestic violence and to its denial. However, we will not look at the violence 
exercised by the State, even when it is adressed against women. For a 
discussion of this, see Saptari and Utrecht (this collection). 

The discursive practices presented here are normally attributed to the entire 
Javanese population by government institutions, and by a number of social 
scientists. However we should be aware that such attribution often implies a 
generalization of ideas held by the aristocratic class (priyayi) which are not 
always shared by other social classes. Similarly, it should be questioned whether 
all citizens adopt the dominant ideology in equal measure. This discussion will 
not be further pursued here, since we are interested in the contents of formal 
conceptualizations rather than their actualization. 

In contrast to the western juxtaposition of a public and a private domain with 
dillerent and even opposed characteristics and regulatory principles, in traditio­
nal Javanese thoughtwe lind a seamless conti nu um of two worlds, each re­
flecting the norms on wh ich the lunctioning 01 the other is based. This unitarian 
principle is grounded on the notion: 

of an integrated life based on the union of kawula (people) and Gusti (God, 
State, Leader) a concept which also implies the union of the outer and inner 
worlds, or the microcosm with the macrocosm. (Rahardjo 1984, p. 18) 

The same notion is also employed in the national ideology 01 the New Order 
govemment (1965 - present) to justify the conception 01 the state as an organic 
whole where there is basically no dualism between the state and the individuals, 
since the state is an embodiment 01 people's common interest, and individuals only 
exist in relation to the whole. In line with this concept the principle 01 the lamily (azas 
kekeluargaan) is proclaimed wherein the state-nation is presented as an embracing 
lamily composed 01 a pyramid 01 smaller lamilies, with the nuclear lamily as its 
smallest unit (cf. Roeksosoedirdjo 1990, p. 1). According to the present government, 
in the lamily-nation, similarly to the nuclear lamilies, social lile must be harmonious, 
and individual interests subjugated to common ones. This is also consistent with the 
image 01 social Javanese lile as 'constructed' by a numberol renown anthropologists 
(Geertz 1961 ; Cooley 1992). In their view, Javanese behaviour and thought is 
centred around the principle 01 harmony, or rukun. 

As in all societies, these dominant notions are not always coherent and 
coexist with other, possibly contradictory, ones. For example in Java the practice 
01 divorce is widely accepted. Divorce remains very common in Indonesia, 
thought divorce rates in Java have been decJining (McNicoll and Singarimbun 
1986). Moreover, as we are arguing in this paper in relation to domestic violence, 
practice might be totally disjointed lrom lormal notions. We have mentioned 
earlier that the nature 01 the State in Indonesia does not exclude violence. On 
the contrary, the use 01 violence by the State to control and repress opposition 
is justified exactly in the name 01 the social harmony it is trying to maintain. As 
one reviewer 01 a previous version 01 this paper noticed, it is quite striking thaI: 
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despite the existence 01 the so-called notions 01 'harmony' ... practices of 
mass violence have occurred and state adoption 01 repressive violence has 
been condoned by the general public. (author unknown) 

In addition, it should be clearly said that cultural norms are not unchangeable, 
nor sealed lrom external influences 01 all types. As Hull states, in Indonesia the 
penetration 01 western values and rnaterial goods are creating a situationwhere 
'Tradition al moral principles and practices are meant to gUide Indoneslans In 

making decisions in a modern environment' (HuIl1989, p. 21). . 
These idiosyncrasies and contradictions, wh ich have the potenllal to under­

mine the very concept 01 harmony, are however not taken into consideration by 
dominant conceptualisations. In its effortto establish overall stability and control, 
the New Order government proclairns a strong distaste lor open conllicts both 
within the lamily and the state, since conl licts expose the lailure to live in 
agreement and harmony. Needless to say, in such political and cultural Irame­
work exposure 01 domestic violence is despised, Slnce It expresses a double 
lailure, namely the lailure to live in harmony within the lamlly as weil as wlthln 

the state. 
The same ideas are promoted, and to a certain extent manipulated lor 

political aims, in recent statements wh ich place the lamily firmly at thecore of 
the Indonesian development eHorts. Recently the Mlnlstry 01 Population and 
Head of the National Family Planning Board (BKKBN) has launched anational 
campaign to promote the 'happy, prosperous lamily to serve as the cornerstone 
and the pillar 01 the just and prosperous Indonesian society' (Suyono 1995, p. 2; 
cf. PP no. 21 [1994]). Two components 01 such a campaign are important lrom 
the perspective 01 this paper. One is that harrnony is presented as an inherent 
characteristic 01 the lamily, as also sanctioned in the Law no. 10, 1992. Th,s 
states that the family consists 01 complementary and harmonious (sela ras) 
relationships between its members, and between the lamily, the society at large 
and the environment (BKKBN 1995, p. 11). The other is that the promotion 01 
harmony is seen as one 01 the eight basic lunctions 01 the prosperous larnily. 
The larnily ought to provide an aHective environment and to create an harmo­
nious sphere lor its members. II it lails to do so , it has to be 're-educated' 
(membina) in that direction (idem, p. 15), since internal conlhcts are an obstacle 
to development. Following the same line 01 thought, lamlly con,fllcts are also 
perceived as a danger to public health, and young couple who dlsagree wlth 
each other' are considered at risk Irom AIDS and as needlng special attention 

(BKKBN 1995b, p. 27). . . 
The preached ideal 01 social harmony in national and lamlly Ille does not rely 

on equal relations. On the contrary, it is grounded on a hlerarchlcal chaln 01 
power structured along a paternalistic gender ideol~gy reflected agaln In the 
azas kekeluargaan. The Bapak (Iather/man) is thereln consldered the pnmary 
source 01 power, and the Ibu (mother/woman) a subordinate medium to channel 
that power (Djajadiningrat 1987; Suryakusuma 1991, p. 51, 1991b, p. 8). Whe­
reas the President is the ultimate lather-figure (Bapak) 01 the nation, at a lower 
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organisation al level, it is men who head their families, counting on the support 
of their wives as subordinate companions. To put it more abruptly: wives exist 
in function of their husbands, or as an old Javanese saying claims 'swarga nunul 
neraka kaluf (= if he goes to heaven she will follow, if he goes to hell she will be 
dragged) meaning that the happiness and the sadness of a wife depends on the 
will of her husband (Ahmad 1993, p. 50). 

In fact, New Order's ideology could be said to have 'domesticated' women. 
In the 1970s, an entire new set of laws and policy were stipulated that privileged 
the rele of women in the household, and attributed to them as obligatory and 
natural five functions, namely: wife, household manager, child bearer, educator 
and, at last, citizen (Nadia 1996, p. 240). In this vision, women's main and most 
valuable role in the national development process is seen to be within the family 
(Wieringa 1992; Bush 1994), and to consist of the provision of assistance to their 
husbands, helping them to fulti! their private as weil as their public functions. The 
pursuit of the fulfilment of this role necessitates women's ability to maintain 
harmony (Gooley 1992) by being lemah lembul (soft and weak) and denying 
their own individual interests or altemative aspirations (Wieringa 1992). Accor­
ding to the dominant view, by providing an harmonious family life women enable 
men to carry out their public duties and in this way contribute to national 
development. Conversely, family problems would obstacle men in the realisation 
of their duties and consequently endanger the development process. 

These notions are echoed in the most influential public pronouncements 
about women or for women. PKK, the national women organisation based on 
the state ideology (Pancasila), provides conspicuous illustration of the links 
between dominant ideas of harmony, the family and women's responsibilities. 
The very name of PKK is symptomatic, since it stands for Pembinaan Kesejah­
leraan Keluarga, or Family Welfare Movement. The first of the five central duties 
which women are supposed to perform is that of being a 'loyal supporter of the 
husband'. The ten fields of endeavour through which women can participate in 
the development of the nation are, in their turn, headed by that 'of maintaining 
harmony within and between farnilies' (ci ted in Bush 1994). Similarly in the work 
program of the Dharma Wanila, the civil servants wives association whose 
organisation al structure mirrors the husbands' hierarchy, it is stated that the main 
duty of a wile as a faithful companion is: 

10 support Ihe official duties of her husband by crealing a harmonious 
almosphere, 10 avoid anli-Pancasila behaviour in order 10 creale a slale 
official who is aulhorilalive and clean. (In: Suryakusuma 1991 b, p. 6) 

From the above argument it derives, somehow ironically, that women who 
experience domestic violen ce are seen to have failed to fulfil their most basic 
role of promoters and custodians of harmony. This failure is considered disrup­
tive to their family and, even more seriously, as threatening the social order, by 
their posing achallenge to the rukun ideology. As we will see below, this 
environment is not conducive to an open discussion of domestic violence. 
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3_ The manifestations of the denial 

The upholding of the ideal of harmony in social and family life, and its gen der 
associations, leads government bOdies, academic institutions and public servi­
ces to deny the occurrence 01 domestic violence. Such denial manilests itself, 
among others, in the absence 01 an exhaustive body ollaws, in the unavailability 
of social services to protect and take care 01 those who sul1er at the hand 01 
abusive men, and in the scarcity of relevant research. 

The Law 

As lar as the law is concerned , it can be said that crimes within the lamily are 
not sul1iciently elaborated, being grouped under the category 01 penganiayaan 
(maltreatment; Articles 351-355 01 the Criminal Law) without explicit dil1erentia­
tion between dil1erent kinds of violen ce (such as beating, screaming, psycholo­
gical torture) or indeed between domestic and organisational violence (cl. 
Nursyahbani 1995). Gonsequently legal statistics cannot be consulted, since 
they use the category penganiayaan to refer to both domestic and public 
violence. No special statistics are kept about domestic violence by any of the 
relevant legal institutions. Areport drawn in 1991 by the Legal Aid Association 
lor Women and Families (LKBHuWK) lor example merely stated that 'cukup 
banyaK (a sul1iciently large number of) cases were submitted during the course 
of the year regarding both psychological and physical violence in the family, 
mostly perpetrated by husbands against their wives (LKBHuWK, p. 5), without 
being able to quantily their occurrence. 

Similarly police statistics, when available, are not very useful, again because 
they use the general category of penganiayaan. Moreover, they can reveal only 
a negligible proportion 01 the real incidence 01 domestic violence, since they refer 
only to the most extreme cases 01 marital conllicts, namely those leading to the 
woman's suicide or murder. These statistics are however instructive in conlir­
ming that of alilorms 01 violence perpetrated by men within the extended family, 
violence by husbands against wives is the most Irequent (Fauzi Elhakim 1991, 
p. 9). For example, in Jakarta in 1990 alone ten women were killed by their 
husbands: this represents more than the sum 01 all other killings perpetrated by 
men within their lamily (idem, pp. 8-9). 

Even if domestic violence was clearly delined in the law and in police records, 
it is questionable whether alilorms 01 violence against women by their partners 
would be taken into account. Gonsidering that lor the Indonesian law only legally 
married couples form a lamily, only assault of wives by their husbands would be 
considered domestic violence, while violence wh ich occurs within other unions 
would be ignored, making the suf1ering of unmarried women even more invisible 
in the eyes of the law. 

Furthermore, the existing artie/es do not include sexual violence. More 
specifically, marital rape is not considered a crime, since the law states that rape 
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occurs when 'women are forced to have intercourse outside their marriages' 
(Article 285 of the Criminal Law; our emphasis). The conceptual diHiculties 
inherent in accepting the reality 01 marital rape and more generally domestic 
violence, because of the existing conceptualisation 01 the family, clearly trans pi­
res from the words of the Minister of Justice, Oetjo Oesman as reported by a 
daily newspaper: 

The proposition to include an article on marital rape in the new Criminal Law 
is derived from a Western prospective, suitable only to Western countries ... 
Western society is individualistic, husband and wife holding their own perso­
nal rights. In Western countries marriage is a legal affair, and they even allow 
a child to proceed against their parents. This is different in Indonesia. Here, 
husband and wife cannot be separated since they have become one in the 
family. According to our Eastern view, a wife is an integral part of her 
husband's soul. (Republika 1993, p. 1, our translation and emphasis) 

Similarly, the Minister for Women's Affairs has claimed that the inclusion 01 an 
article on marital rape 'is against Pancasila and the Indonesian culture' (Editor 
1993, pp. 18-19). Given these notions, it is not surprising that in 1993 the 
possibility of introducing a legislation wh ich could recognise rape in marriage 
was dismissed, and is today extremely remote: a man forcing his wife is seen 
as a transgression 01 existing sexual ethics rather than rape. 

More broadly, it is widely accepted that solutions to conflicts within the lamily 
should be sought within the family, secara kekeluargaan (in a family way), and 
not through a legal process in court (KR 1993, p. 2). As Nursyahbani Katjasung­
kana, the then director of the Lembaga Bantuan Hukum (LBH, Legal Aid 
Association), put it: 

Research done so far indicates that physical assault of wives by their 
husbands occurs in daily life. However it is never openly discussed. Besides 
the absence of a proper body of law, in our culture we do not support wives 
who want to expose domestic violence. (Media Indonesia 1993, p. 12, our 
translation) 

The proper solution advocated for all familiar problems is the restoration of harrnony 
via internat mechanisms. The scant literature available about the ways women cope 
with domestic violence strongly emphasises the enormous social, cultural and 
economic obstacles women have to overcome when they try to expose domestic 
violence ar put an end to it by divorcing their husbands. Although divarce is widely 
accepted on Java, as mentioned earlier, women do not easily choose to resolve 
their marital problems in such a way, though they can and do so on occasions 
(Nakamura 1983). While the economic consequences of divorce on women and 
their dependents vary accarding to circumstances, the social stigma attached to it 
explains this reluctance. Women who divorce or are divorced Uanda) are often seen 
as women of dubious morality, an easy conquest lor men and a potential danger 
for other married women. It is as if their perceived inability to maintain harrnony in 
their own family, render them a threat to the social order, by the envisaged risk 
they pose to the harmony of other marriages. 
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Similarly the decision to go to court is rarely taken and mostly only after 

recurrent, long-term battering episodes. As one journalist put it: 
women are not inclined to go to court. T 0 do so would mean for a woman to 
loose face, by revealing her family secrets. She is afraid that she will be 
judged by the surrounding society as unable to carry out her marital duties 
and to serve her husband unconditionally if they find out what has occurred. 
(Wahyuni in Kompas 1994, p. 19, our translation) 

Moreover, as the leallet 01 one women NGO explained: 
women who become victim of domestic violence think that to tell other people 
about the violence they have been exposed to is TABOO and will ruin the 
good name of their husbands. (Rifka Annisa 1996, our translation) 

Running the risk of being seen as the 'guilty' parties, women do not feet 
encouraged to expose domestic violence. Fear of being considered a threat to 
social stability, by not having lived up to social norrns and ideals, motivate women 
to hush up and gloss over domestic violence. In the words of Geiles and Strauss: 
'human beings are less leartul of violence and injury than of the violation 01 social 
order' (in Richters 1994, p. 75) . 

Besides having to overcome their own reluctance to 'confess' to themselves 
and to others that their families do not comply with the upheld ideal of harmony, 
they have to deal with social pressure and control from their immediate environ­
ment. Women find that one of the most diHicult obstacles they encounter is 
contravening the social norm of solving domestic conflicts and violence secara 
kekeluargaan. This is demonstrated by the many cases of women who -
according to the director of the Legal Aid Association lor Women and Families, 
Nursyabani Katjasungkana - after starting legal actions against their husbands, 
are persuaded by their parents or other relatives to withdraw their accusations 
and try to resolve the problem with their help. lronically theirtimid eHorts to break 
the curtain of silence olten trigger other farms of violence. A woman , for example, 
conlessed that she had to endure years of battering by her husband because 
her parents prevented herfrom going to court. Herfather had even tried to murder 
her since he could not accept her daring to expose her marital problems outside 
the lamily (idem, p. 24). 

Social services 

Even if a battered woman finally finds the courage to expose her experience by 
going against her relatives, tradition and national ideology, she will not be able 
to find much assistance. Since domestic violence is not defined as a social 
problem, the state does not provide any special service to address it, prevent it, 
or to protect and support the women who suffer from it. 

Until recently a similar silence and absence of services characterised the 
position 01 all non-governmental organizations (NGOs) towards sexual violence 
and its survivors. It should be said in advance that while Indonesian NGOs have 
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always been dillerentiated by size, type 01 activities and lormat, in recent years 
many have also become much more critical 01 the State, advocating radical 
changes to social structures. As a response, the State has unleashed against 
them an array 01 legal and illegal (and violent) repressive measures (Roch man 
1995.) 

Women's groups too have multiplied, very diverse both in their general 
leatures and in the position they take in relation to domestic violence (see Saptari 
and Utrecht in this Issue). Although the idea 01 establishing a women's crisis 
centre was launched by women activists in Jakarta already in 1990, it was only 
in 1993 that a Women's Crisis Centre was lounded in Yogyakarta by a group 01 
concemed Moslem women (Jawa Pos 1993, p. 2). The Centre aims to provide 
assistance to local women who experience difticulties (not exclusively domestic 
violence) in their lamilies. The services provided, in line with dominant 
discourses, are directed at restoring harmony rather than searching lor solutions 
which would increase conflict and challenge traditional norms. The staft usually 
encourage women to return home and work at improving their relationship with 
their husbands. Only in the most extreme cases, divorce is recommended and 
women are helped to lind temporary housing. Such a conservative approach 
may change in the near luture, due to the staft's growing awareness 01 its 
shortcomings. 

Support Irom advocacy groups has also been limited. Women's groups 
located in Jakarta, such as Kalyanamitra, Perempuan Mardika and more recently 
Solidaritas Perempuan and the Women NGO Forum have tried to expose various 
lorms 01 violen ce against women. They have, however, not locused on domestic 
violence, prioritising its most public lorms, especially state violence, violence in 
the lamily planning program, and abuse against lemale workers. Furthermore, 
marital rape and domestic violence have been barely touched upon during the 
major anti-rape campaign 01 Kalyanamitra and other women's NGOs, launched 
in 1995 in the wave 01 a number 01 multiple rape cases occurred in the capital. 
Hence, the elforts to expose domestic violence have been lew and limited to 
Jakarta-based organisations. Moreover, although signilicant in starting discus­
sions 01 domestic violence in intellectual circles through seminars and in the 
press, women's NGOs have been unable so lar to reach the women who most 
need support, provide them with a new awareness 01 their condition, and 
empower them to deal with it. According to a weil known woman activist, this 
problem is not limited to domestic violence. She argues that women NGOs in 
general have been unable to realize their empowering mission due to their elitist 
attitude and the lack 01 democratic space in society (Nadia 1996, pp. 242-243). 
In this regard it would be instructive to compare present-day women NGO with 
women's organizations existing priorto 1965, such as Gerwani and Perwari (cl. 
Wieringa 1995 lor an his tory 01 the Indonesian Women's movement prior to the 
New Order). It is to be hoped that newly lounded organisations locusing on 
violence against women, such as the Asosiasi Perempuan Indonesia untuk 
Keadilan (APIK or Association 01 Indonesian Women lor Justice), the Komite 
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Perempuan Anti Kekerasaan (Women's Committee against Violen ce) and Soli­
daritas Perempuan Anti Kekerasaan (Solidarity 01 Women against Violence, 
SPEAK) will linally be able to deal with this unrecognised issue. 

Research 

Finally, the denial 01 domestic violence in discursive practices is also revealed 
by the scarcity 01 relevant research on its occurrence on Java, and more 
generally Indonesia, as the lollowing quotations by social scientists reveal:. 

In our society we are inclined to think that the husband holds all the fights 
over his wife. Therefore if she is wrong, he has the right to beat her. In 
Indonesia this problem is not yet recognised as a social problem. Maybe for 
this reason, till now no research has been undertaken on domestic violence. 
(lhromi 1990, p. 38, our translation) 
In Indonesia we do not know yet how many women are beaten by their own 
husbands. We have to admit that, apart from the abundance or scarcity of 
cases, we are reluctant to discuss these cases openly since we see them as 
'family malters' ... Till now academics have not addressed these cases. 
(Nugroho and Nugroho 1990, our translation) 

Written sources that testify to the existence 01 domestic violence on Java, are 
press re ports and a limited number 01 qualitative studies, while reliable quanti­
tative data are totally lacking. In our search lor relevant material we have been 
able to lind a large quantity 01 news coverage on individual cases 01 domestic 
violence, and a very limited number 01 studies undertaken with small sampies 
01 respondents (Adrina et al. 1998; cl. Sabaroedin 1991; UI and DepSos 1992; 
Hariadi 1993; PSW UNS and DepSos 1993). 

Although the inlormation presented is Iragmentary, it is sulficient to show the 
typical pattern 01 violence against women, revealing that the majority 01 those 
who carry it out are either husbands, lovers or Iriends. Furthermore, It Indlcates 
the multilarious (declared) causes 01 domestic violence, among others: hus­
bands ente ring into polygamous relations, husbands' unwillingness to listen to 
wives complains, and husbands' dissatislaction with the 'services' rendered by 

his wile (LKBHuWK 1991, p. 1) 
The available case studies also show that domestic abuse can be lound in 

all societal strata, including the wealthier ones. For example , a university lecturer 
is described as beating his wile Irequently and lor trivial reasons, with the wile 
unable to seek a solution lor lear 01 being left destitute with her small children 
(Adrina et al. 1989, p. 8). While in most parts 01 Indonesia married women remain 
economically active and thus retain a degree 01 linancial autonomy, this depends 
on age and cl ass (Grijns et al. 1994). Furthermore, though both the law and 
tradition allow the wile a proportion 01 the conjugal property, th,s IS olten dllflcult 
to claim. Finally, as mentioned earlier, in some parts 01 the country the stigma 
attached to the status 01 divorced woman may be a stronger disincentive to 
divorce than the prospect 01 destitution, especially lor wealthier women. 
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Another example consists of a senior military officer who frequently tortured 
his wife, because she refused to submit to his sexual demands (Editor 1993b, 
p. 25). The wide variety of age and socio-economic backgrounds of women who 
have experienced domestic violence is particularly well-documented in the press 
report with the expressive title 01 'The Hell in the Household' (idem, pp. 24-26). 
Young girls of 15 years old, women 01 65 years, housewives and professional 
women share this common experience. 

Despite the uselulness of the sources presented above, we cannot but 
conclude that they are not sufficient to provide a full picture of the scope and 
nature of domestic violence. In other words, although we could learn that 
domestic violence exists in Java and in the country as a whole, the social 
construction and the discourses surrounding social harmony prevent women 
from exposing it, and us from appreciating its very exten!. 

Conclusion 

That domestic violence is a social evil present in all strata of society world-wide 
is only recently receiving public recognition at the level of international institutions 
such as the UNo While the causes of such violen ce remain a debated topic, there 
is agreement that its consequences on the physical and mental well-being of 
women are extremely serious and long-Iasting. Equally serious are the conse­
quences for children, hence the future generations, and society at large. 

Despite this recognition, in most countries the issue of domestic violence 
remains poorly understood. This paper has argued that both in the western and 
in the Indonesian-Javanese context there is a great reluctance to fully acknow­
ledge the severity of the problem and to intervene with preventive measures, 
with punitive ones in relation to perpetrators, or with remediaiones for the 
survivors. In this paper we have also argued that one of the root causes of this 
reluctance lies in the specific understandings that respectively in the west and 
on Java, are promoted in discursive practices with reference to the nature of the 
family, its plaee in society and the position women occupy in both. Paraphrasing 
Heise, it could be said that we have treated family notions as one of the 
meehanisms that legitimise, obscure, deny, and therefore perpetuate violence. 

By examining the notions dominant in Java against the background of those 
found in the west, we have opted for a relativist approach, wh ich recognises the 
explanatory value of certain conceptualisations only as far as they are applied 
to their particular historical and cultural contexts. We have rejected the univer­
sality of the division between the confl ictual public domain and the harmonious 
private domain for Java, and have instead indicated as dominant ideology the 
harmonious unity of family and society. The recognition of these eultural diffe­
rences has helped us to explain the more extreme denial of domestie violence 
in Java. In our opinion, the Javanese-Indonesian conceptualisation of the 
relationship between family and society - with its contradictions. changes and 
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extern al influences - renderlhe reeognition of the existence of domestic violen ce 
even more difficul!. An indication is the fact that in Indonesia the formal admission 
of the problem is more recent, reluctant and slow, henee there is even less 
debate and less provision that in many Western countries . 

Abstracts 
Dieser Beitrag beschäftigt sich mit der institutionellen Verleugnung von häusli­
cher Gewalt in den verschiedenen sozio-kulturellen Zusammenhängen von Java 
(Indonesien) und in der westlichen Welt, mit getrennter Berücksichtigung der 
Bereiche Recht, sozialer Versorgung und und sozialwissenschaft/icher For­
schung. 
Die Kemaussage ist daß in Java, gleich wie in westlichen Ländern, häusliche 
Gewalt nicht als soziales Problem wahrgenommen und erkannt wird. Daher wird 
auch wenig unternommen, um sie zu bekämplen und den von ihr Betroffenen 
zu helfen. Diese Zurückhaltung wird im Westen mit Bezug aul den Gegensatz 
zwischen der öffentlichen Sphäre (die Männern zugeordnet wird) und der 
privaten, lamiliären Sphäre (die Frauen zugeordnet wird) erklärt. Im westlichen 
Kontext wird die Familie als sicherer Zufluchtsort vor den Konflikten der öffent­
lichen Sphäre betrachtet. Eine Folge davon ist die Verleugnung der Existenz 
häuslicher Gewalt. Im Gegensatz dazu werden im traditionellen javanischen 
Gedankengut und auch in der modemen javanisch-indonesischen Ideologie 
Familie und Gesellschaft nicht als Gegensätze dargestellt, sondern als jeweilige 
Spiegelbilder betrachtet, die wiederum von harmonischen und hierarchischen 
Beziehungen geprägt sind, wobei letztere Männer über Frauen stellen. Die 
starke Betonung der Harmonie sowohl in der öffentlichen als auch in der privaten 
Sphäre schafft einen noch grösserern Anreiz, das Vorhandensein von körperli­
cher und anderer Form der Mißhandlung innerhalb der Familie in den Bereichen 
Rechtsschutz, sozialer Versorgung und Forschung nicht wahrzunehmen. 

This paper analyses the institutional denial 01 domestic violence in the dillerent 
socio-cultural contexts 01 Java (Indonesia) and the western world. The locus 01 
this analysis is the official statements and responses to domestic violence, with 
attention to the separate fields 01 the law, social provisions and social research. 
Our argument is that in Java, as in Western countries, domestic violence remains 
unrecognised as a social problem, and thus vel}' lew steps are taken in either 
places to combat it and assist those affected by it. This reluctance is explained 
in the West by the opposition between the public domain (associated to men) 
and the private one 01 the lamily (associated to women). In the Western context 
the lamily is viewed as a sale reluge Irom the conflicts 01 the public arena. The 
denial 01 the existence 01 violence in the home is a consequence 01 this. In 
contrast, in traditional Javanese thought as weil as in modern Javanese-Indo­
nesian ideology, lamily and the wider society are not contrasted, but perceived 
to be a mirror image 01 each other, both being regulated by harmonious and 



314 Rosatia Sciortino and Jnes Smyth JEP, Jg. XIII 

hierarchical relations, the lafter placing men above women. The strong emphasis 
on harmony In both pnvate and pUblic spheres is an even stronger incentive to 
tgnore the existence of physical and other abuses within the family in the three 
arenas of legal recourse, social provisions and research. 
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