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ABSTRACT
Giving response to a new trend in Indonesian pop music video clips aired on 
Indonesian television music programs in 2011, we conducted an audience research 
that aimed at analyzing how young Indonesian women television viewers understood 
and read the construction of women’s body and sexuality in the music video clips 
as cultural texts in relation to their experiences of the world, taking in the basic 
assumptions of the polysemic nature of televisual texts and of active audience. The 
result shows that of the fifteen research participants, only four of them are unaware of 
the objectification and commodification of women’s bodies in the video clips and only 
two of them accept the objectification and commodification. Most of the participants 
are able to perceive that the women’s images in the video clips are constructed to 
attract consumers and encourage consumption, but they also perceive that it is done 
by exploiting women’s body and sexuality as object of male sexual desire, commodity, 
and spectacle. Living in a small town Surakarta, Indonesia, in which the dominant 
culture is the Javanese culture and religion (read: Islam) has increasingly gained 
importance, the participants’ perception is influenced by both cultural and religious 
factors. Being surrounded by things Western, especially American, their perception is 
also influenced by their understanding of the commercial aspect of popular culture 
products. Put in the context of globalization theorizing, thinking in the ‘we’ and ‘they’ 
binary, the participants detach themselves from the West and Western culture, and 
retain their identity as young Indonesian women who embrace the Eastern (read: 
Javanese) culture and are religious believers, underlining the idea that in the midst of 
cultural globalization considered as Westernization or Americanization in Indonesia, 
young Indonesian women can experience and express, without contradiction, their 
attachments to the nation, (multi)-ethnic allegiances and cosmopolitan sensibilities.  
 
Keywords: audience research, women’s body and sexuality, young women television 
viewers, globalization

1. INTRODUCTION
In 2011, Indonesian television viewers frequently watched music video clips of 
Indonesian women pop singers on Indonesian television music programs Dasyat 
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aired on the prominent private television channel Rajawali Citra Televisi Indonesia 
(RCTI) and Inbox aired on Surya Citra Televisi Indonesia (SCTV). Upon watching 
the video clips, three of  us ended up having a small talk about what we considered 
as a new trend in Indonesian pop music video clips. There has apparently been 
an emerging notion that exposure of  women’s sexy body was a normal and acceptable 
strategy of  selling pop music video-clips in Indonesia. What we meant by 
Indonesian pop music referred to pop Indonesia that was “domestically 
produced, heavily Western-influenced popular music sung in Indonesian,” and 
more specifically to “pop kelas atas (upper-class pop), an urbane, R&B-
influenced pop style that emphasized smooth instrumental timbres, polished 
production, and vocal expressiveness that top-selling solo artists like Titi DJ, 
Krisdayanti, Ruth Sahanaya, and Glenn Fredly sang” (Wallach, 2008: 30-31). 
 We argued that the visual images of  some famous Indonesian women pop singers, 
such as Agnes Monica, Mulan Jameela, Cinta Laura, and Alexa Key, that were 
constructed through the combination of  body language, clothing, choreography, and 
camera work in their video clips revealed much about the exploitation of  women’s 
body and sexuality. Although less obscene, or in a sense more restrained, the video 
clips did bear some resemblance to the construction of  the women singers’ visual 
images in American video clips. Indeed, 2011 was the year of  Britney Spears, Beyonce, 
Lady Gaga, and Rihanna heavily circulating American television channels MTV 
and BET, and their songs, live performances, and video clips were made 
accessible worldwide, including in Indonesia, through global media outlets. 
 In American music videos, the female body is constructed to be the object of 
male sexual desire. The objectifying gaze is masculine so the camera angle is often 
structured to coincide with the heterosexual male gaze. The female body is 
constructed both as sexual object and spectacle in the music videos through fetishistic 
close-up shots of  certain body parts, such as the face (lips and eyes), bosom, and 
legs or by exposing the body through costume style that reveals most part of 
woman’s body or through scant clothing. Besides that, female sexuality is readable 
through body movements constructed into erotic body movements to attract 
male sexual desire both as the actors in the music video as well as the spectators 
(see Williams, 1998; Levande, 2008; Emerson, 2002; Chung, 2007).  
 Starting in the early 1980s, with Spice Girls and Madonna’s music videos setting 
a new trend, women pop singers began to take the center stage and became the 
central performers extending girl power rhetoric in American music videos. To add 
the startling image, the spectacle of  young, physically attractive, and scantily clothed 
men were represented in subordinate roles to the powerful female central performer. 
The objectification of  female body, however, lingered, and the presence of  a 
complete gaze reversal was still in question (Williams, 1998; Levande, 2008). 
 Since then, such displays have been commonly utilized in many American 
women pop singers’ music videos, even to the extent that they increasingly became 
pornographic in the late twentieth century. The images of  women in pop music 
who are marketed in all forms of  media—radio, cable television, web, satellite, 
and diverse form of  print media—have become hyper-sexualized; “…not only 
grew increasingly suggestive, but they began to mirror attitudes, body 

language, and behaviors seen in actual pornographic fare” (Levande, 2008).  
 The video clips of  Agnes Monica, Mulan Jameela, Cinta Laura, and Alexa 
Key on television, show the distinct way the visual images of  these women pop 
singers were constructed in their music video clips. Although not as strong as 
the sensual and erotic impression suggested in American video clips, we observed 
how the body movements, gestures, and costumes as well as body parts, curves, 
and shapes of  the women pop singers were constructed in a way that visibly 
produced a sensual and erotic impression.  Close-up shots of  certain parts 
of  the body such as eyes, lips, bosom, hips, and legs were also used  to 
enhance the impression. The spectacle of  young, physically attractive, and 
scantily clothed men was also present in the video clips, for example in 
Agnes Monica’s video clip Paralyzed (2011) and Mulan Jameela’s video 
clip Makhluk Tuhan Paling Sexy (God’s Sexiest Creature) (2008).
 We were aware that the adoption of  the style of  American music videos in 
constructing female pop singers in Indonesian pop music videos was an inevitable 
practice in the flow of  cultural globalization. In fact, Indonesians have been equally 
exposed to, and likely influenced by cultural practices of  other foreign cultures; 
among them are Indian, Japanese, and more recently Korean, which have become 
the base for the formation of  various cultural communities in Indonesia. However, 
cultural globalization in Indonesia has often been understood simply as 
Westernization, and even more often as Americanization. Budianta (2000: 113) 
suggests that Indonesians tend to “…resist, while implying and admitting, the 
intolerable rate of  cultural globalization (read: Americanization).” It is fairly easy 
to find things American in Indonesia; modern malls and retail outlets like Tops, 
Sears, and Seven-Eleven as well as fast food restaurants like McDonalds, Kentucky 
Fried Chicken, Pizza Hut, and Dunkin Donuts have dotted many Indonesian 
cities’ landscapes. Hard Rock Café and Planet Hollywood in the capital city 
Jakarta have become a favorite hangout spot while Starbucks has been young 
executives’ preferred spot to relax after work. Indonesian television have hosted 
reruns of  American films, television series, and soap operas as well as American 
franchise game shows, talk shows, and more recently talent shows.
 We were equally aware of  the fact that Indonesians, especially Javanese, might 
have known the performing arts traditions that might be considered as exploiting 
female body and sexuality. Some apparent examples are West Javanese or Sundanese 
ronggeng and jaipongan as well as East Javanese tayuban, tledhek, and geol. The 
auxiliary “might” is used here to suggest the possibility of  the limited exposure 
of  many Indonesians and Javanese, especially the young generation, to the 
traditions. In part, it is because youngsters often regard traditional arts as 
outdated. The stage demeanor of  ronggeng, jaipongan, tayuban, tledhek, and 
geol dancers is often considered “flirtatious, enticing, teasing and sexual,” and this is 
often adopted by Indonesian dangdut singers in their live performances on stage. 
In 2003, Inul Daratista with her famous eroticized dancing movement called goyang 
ngebor (drilling move) and with her elegant, but still colorful, tight, and revealing 
costume set the trend for other female dangdut singers to perform on Indonesian 
televisions. It has been suggested that the television performance of  Inul and other 

79 80



SEARCH Vol. 8 No. 1, 2016 SEARCH Vol. 8 No. 1, 2016

F. A. Primasita, Susilorini & K. P. Kusciati Perception toward the Construction of Women’s Body andSexuality in
the Video Clips of Indonesian Women Pop Singers

female dangdut singers on television had been controlled in a way that it would not 
suffer censorship. Still Inul’s body that had turned into a body to display on 
Indonesian television became the focal point for public debates about religious 
authority, freedom of  expression, women’s rights, and the future of  Indonesian 
politics (see Weintraub, 2008). Indeed, however restrained the female dangdut 
singers’ dancing performance on television, it was not that difficult to trace the 
“flirtatious, enticing, teasing and sexual” demeanor in it. It is then sensible to associate 
dangdut with backwardness and sexual permissiveness, and it is because of  the 
association that dangdut has never been the music of  many middle- and upper-
class Indonesians. Besides, dangdut has received ambivalent feelings from non-
Muslim Indonesians and has often been considered sinful by many strict Muslims. 
The new broadcasting regulations (UU Penyiaran No. 32 Tahun 2002), which 
had only begun to come into play in late 2003, restricted Inul’s and other 
female dangdut singers’ televised performances (Wallach, 2008: 33). 
 Aside from the facts, however, when we conducted our research in 2011, television 
music programs mostly aired pop kelas atas (upper-class pop) music video clips of 
famous solo female artists like Agnes Monica, Mulan Jameela, Cinta Laura, Alexa 
Key, etc., which were more likely being watched by young television viewers. Our 
concern therefore was on our young women viewers’ thoughts and feelings of  the 
treatment of  the female body and sexuality in video clips. We were interested in 
conducting a research to examine how young Indonesian women perceived and 
made meaning of  the construction of  female body and sexuality in the video clips 
of  Indonesian women pop singers, or in other words, how they understood and 
read the construction as a cultural text in relation to their experiences of  the 
world as young Indonesian women residing in Surakarta, a small town in Central 
Java, Indonesia. Did they understand the objectification and commodification 
of  women’s bodies and sexuality in the video clips? How did they relate the 
construction to their experiences of  the world—is it to be accepted, 
negotiated, or resisted? What forms of  life experiences have influenced their 
choice of  reading position as both subjects and television viewers? 
 In this matter, as both television viewers and researchers, we obviously took 
the oppositional position in reading the construction of  the visual images of  the 
women pop singers in their video clips. Our reasons were cultural, religious, and 
political. We argued that there existed objectification and commodification in the 
construction of  the visual images of  the women pop singers in their video clips, 
which were related to modern, liberal values in Western culture, in this case; 
American culture. We did not claim that we believed modern, liberal values were 
without positive sides. We argued that the values were, more often than not, 
incompatible with our own values as Indonesians, who are Javanese and Muslim.   
 This research is expected to enrich the scholarship on media audience 
studies as well as globalization. Initially, globalization theorists agreed on the 
existence of  cultural imperialism and one-way globalization, which was believed 
to put national as well as cultural identity of  third-world nation-states under 
threat (Tomlinson, 2003: 269-70). As has been mentioned earlier, globalization 
in Indonesia has been narrowly understood as Westernization, or more specifically 

Americanization, and Indonesians share a love-hate relationship with things 
Western or American. A research to understand how young Indonesian women 
television viewers perceive and make meaning of  the representation of  women 
in media as a cultural text and the forms of  social experiences that have 
influenced their reading of  the representation is expected to provide an account 
of  the attitude of  young Indonesian television viewers toward modern, 
liberal values disseminated through American(ized) popular products; a 
dissemination made possible by globalization, which is equated with 
Westernization, or more specifically Americanization, in Indonesia. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1. New Audience Research  
What is currently known as the audience studies in media and cultural studies 
is associated with the Birmingham Cultural Studies Center and is based on 
the writing of  Stuart Hall (1974) entitled Encoding and Decoding in the 
Television Discourse. The reception paradigm proposed by Hall marked a 
shift in approach to media studies from technical approach to semiotics. 
After Hall’s model of  decoding and encoding, audience research has 
developed into an ethnographic study of  audience and later on into the 
discursive and constructionist views in media (Alasuutari, 1999: 1-2).
 Television audiences  are viewed as passive masses, whose standard of  taste, 
morality and social rules are easily formed or dictated. This view is an influence of 
the neo-Marxist theory in which the audiences as a group are largely viewed as 
powerless to resist the influence of  dominant ideology. As explained by McMillin 
(2007: 139) and Alasuutari (1999: 4), Hall (1980) argues for the principle of  polisemy 
in television text, in which audience absorbs the dominant meaning of  the text, 
develops an opposite meaning of  the text, or negotiates either dominant or 
opposite meaning. Following this principle, viewers are actually active participants 
in a televisual context, not passive recipient of  dominant ideology. 
 The important reconceptualization of  culture and the centrality of  ideology 
highlighted by the Birmingham School of  Cultural Studies had attracted 
feminist scholars to intervene in media studies in the 1980s. They saw the need 
to question the naturalization of  masculinity and masculine discourse in 
media studies and to argue for the “feminine” as a new epistemological 
viewpoint.  As McMillin points out, Feminist scholars, such as Brundson 
(1981), McRobbie (1982), Modleski (1982), and Radway (1984), took female 
subjectivity to be the focus of  their audience studies. In the audience studies, 
women’s viewing and reading pleasure were underlined and to some 
extent loosely connected to their larger social contexts ( 2007: 51).
 Feminist film theorists have also carried out audience research to learn more 
about actual audiences and how they respond to films. Pioneered by Ien Ang’s 
Watching Dallas (1985) in television studies, the theorists departed from looking 
at what kind of  spectator is ‘implied’ by films and took ‘empirical’ studies of 
actual, historical, or current audiences by looking at exhibition practices, forms 
of  reception, and the social composition of  audiences. In both film and television 
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studies, the shift has gone along with the idea of  active audiences, which 
tended to be combined with psychoanalytic theorizing to understand the 
subconscious desires that motivate people to watch movies or television 
programs. A tendency that did not outlive for the reason that empirical audience 
research, for example in the form of  interviews with real spectators, 
cannot by itself  help us understand the unconscious desires motivating 
people to watch movies or television programs (Chauduri, 2006: 42).
 Our research is an audience research that aims at analyzing how television viewers 
understand and read construction of  women’s body and sexuality in music video 
clips as a cultural text in relation to their experiences of  the world. Therefore, we 
depart from the positivist approach to audience research, which views audiences 
as being passive and subjected to a dominant ideology that is hegemonically 
imposed on them, and take the new ways to study media audiences, given a new 
label the “interpretive paradigm” (Drotner, 2000), “new audience research” (Ang, 
1991), “reception theory” (Jensen, 1991), and “new revisionism” (Curran, 1990), 
which takes in the idea of  active audiences (in McMillin, 2007). Following the lead 
of  cultural studies and feminist scholars, this research is a reception analysis 
based on data that were collected through semi-structured interviews with young 
female participants and “concentrate[s] on the politics of  gender, on the 
discourses within which gender is dealt with [in the music video clips], and how 
women viewers interpret and make use of  the offered readings against the 
background of  their everyday life and experiences” (Alasuutari, 1999: 5).    

2.2. Construction of  Women’s Body and Sexuality
Discussion of  the female body is important for the second generation Western 
feminists because an understanding of  the female body helps them to better 
understand how women are positioned in a patriarchal Western society. 
Grounding their ideas on Foucault’s analysis on history of  sexuality  (1979), 
feminists believe that women’s bodies, as well as the human body in general, 
can never be separated from a continuous observation to its every detail. 
How the body “should be” and “should not be,” or whether the body should 
be displayed, is not determined by individual interpretation, but by 
standards set by society.  It is the internalized gaze that determines what 
the body can and cannot perform and exhibit (in Frost, 2001: 45). 
 Therefore, in the feminists’ view, patriarchal Western society considers women’s 
bodies as objects to be ‘gazed at’ and analyzed. Feminists argue that in the field 
of  medicine the female body which is biologically different from the male 
body, has long been made an object to be analyzed from the perspective of 
men, in order to understand the biological symptoms experienced only by 
female body, such as menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, and others. Other 
differentiation of  the anatomy male body from the female body had also been 
the bases of  opinion and rule makings that often discriminate women. Pre-
menstrual syndrome (PMS), for example, is considered as a sign of  female 
hormone imbalance and is often used as a rationale for limiting the movement 
or activities of  women in social and political spheres (Frost, 2001: 45).

 Feminists also argue that the popular culture of  capitalistic-patriarchal Western 
society which is consumption oriented becomes the main medium in which the 
woman’s body is used as object of  spectacle and fantasy of  men’s erotic desires. 
Prominent feminist Laura Mulvey, for example, argues that the controlling gaze 
in film is ‘male gaze’ so that the audience is encouraged to identify themselves 
with a male main character and positions the female main character as the object 
of  erotic gaze (1994: 426). In art, according to the art critic John Berger, “[...] 
men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves 
being looked at” (1972: 47). This is in line with Featherstone’s idea that in 
consumer culture the body is pivotal in enjoyments, tastes, sensations and 
activities of  all kinds. Body and images pervasive in popular culture are 
recognized and confined within the hedonism of  consumer culture, and “the 
capacity to look and not to look, or to switch between the two” at the body 
requires recognition and calculation of  its dangers and affect (2011: 206).
 In a profit-oriented popular culture, not all women’s bodies can be used as 
commodity.  Sex differentiates the human body into male and female, and into 
masculine and feminine.  The body is also distinguished into the body that interacts 
in a heterosexual relationship and the body that interacts in a homosexual relationship 
(Stephen, 2002: 29). And the woman body that is used as commodity in the popular 
culture of  the modern Western society that is capitalistic, patriarchal and 
consumption oriented is the feminine-female body interacted in heterosexual 
relationship. The feminine body is the slender, young and healthy body. In 
addition, color, size and shape also become the standards in determining the 
sale values for women’s body in popular culture. The body of  white women with 
small waist, big breasts, and long legs are of  high value because it is the only 
body that meets these criteria that are considered sexy and deemed worthy 
as an object of  spectacle and fantasy of  (‘normal’) men’s erotic desires. 
 The music video, or better known as video clip, is one of  the many forms 
of  popular culture representing the images of  women’s body and sexuality as 
objects of  male gaze. In the music video, the female body, either of  the singer, 
the model or the dancer, is shown to boost the sale of  the song. In other words, 
women’s body tends to be positioned as the object of  male sexual desire, 
denominator of  sales figures, and the body to display (Emerson, 2002: 130). 
Therefore, since first popularized by MTV in the early 1980s, the music 
video became an important source of  research for feminists and also for 
researchers applying feminist perspectives (Ward, et al., 2005: 144).
 In the Western music videos, the female body is constructed to be object of  male 
sexual desire, not the sexual desire among women nor the bisexual desire. This is an 
enactment of  the dominance of  the masculinity concept in the Western culture, 
of  which orientation is heterosexual one. Thus, there is no diversity of  sexual 
interaction in the music video; actors in the music videos are not the homosexuals or 
the bisexuals.1  The female body fulfilling the standards of  beauty and physical 
appearance of  the dominant patriarchal culture is constructed both as sexual object 
and spectacle in music videos through close-up shots of  certain body parts, such 
as the face (lips and eyes), bosom, and legs, which is called, as Laura Mulvey (1994: 
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428) named it, fetishism or the worship of  sexual objects, or by exposing the 
body through fashioning of  costumes that reveal most part of  woman’s body or 
through minimal clothing. Besides that, female sexuality is decipherable through 
body movements which are constructed into erotic body movements to attract 
sexual desire of  both the male actors in the music video and the male 
spectators (Williams, 1998; Levande, 2008; Emerson, 2002; Chung, 2007).  
 In social life, clothes can be seen as an extension of  the body, and whether the 
form and nature of  the clothing is appropriate or not to wear in a public space is 
determined by the cultural values of  each society (Hoed, 2011: 146). The idea of 
clothes as the extension of  the body in patriarchal Western society is determined by 
the notion of  women’s body as objects to be ‘gazed at’ and analyzed. Thus, in the 
Western society, wearing clothes that accentuates the shape and the curve of  the 
body and shows body parts of  the body is taken as an appropriate dressing.
 Although it is a country with the largest Muslim population in the world, Indonesia 
is in fact a multi-cultural and multi-religious, not an Islamic, state. In multi-cultural 
Indonesia, however, Javanese culture had been the dominant culture in the era of 
the New Order under Suharto (Budianta, 2000: 116). As the imposed Javanese 
culture grew to become hegemonic over the years, it is relatively easy to find 
proofs of  the strong hold of  Javanese culture even in nowadays Indonesia, 
which has grown to become more accommodative of  the idea of  pluralism.2 
 Besides, in multi-religious Indonesia, “public and private observance of  Islam 
increased with support from the Suharto regime since the late 1980s” (Weintraub, 
2008: 378). In contemporary Indonesia, sexuality occurs within the discourse of 
morality. Both Javanese culture and Islam adhere to the notion that sexual practice 
should only occur within heterosexual marriage and that the intention of  marriage is 
to contain sexuality and to reproduce.3 Within this context, sexuality is considered
something sacred and should not be overtly discussed. It is then logical that within 
this context, Indonesians are alien to the Western idea of  women’s body to be “gazed 
at” and analyzed and of  overt sexuality. Furthermore, it can be reasoned that within 
this context, appropriate dressing is guided by both cultural and religious values. 
Traditional Javanese women usually wear a tightly wrapped batik sarong and a 
close-fitting blouse (kebaya) on daily basis. The kebaya is often low-cut and, mostly 
on ceremonial occasions, of  sheer material. Although accentuating body shape and 
curves, this form of  appropriate dressing still requires covering of  certain parts of 
body such as the bosoms, abdomen, thighs and arms. Nowadays, the sarong and 
kebaya are only commonly worn by both younger and older women in villages. In 
cities, only older Javanese women wear the dress. Younger Javanese women have 
increasingly turned to Western-style dress and wear the Javanese dress only on 
ceremonial occasions, never in offices, schools, universities, or in other institutions in 
1In her article “Where My Girls At?”: Negotiating Black Womanhood in Music Videos,” Rana A. 
Emerson focuses her analysis on the representation of  African American women in music videos, but her 
analysis departs from the general representation of  American women in music videos in the context of 
mainstream American society that is patriarchal, capitalistic, and consumption oriented.
2The simplest example of  this strong hold is the habit of  Indonesian Presidents and government officials
to strike a gong, one of  Javanese gamelan instruments, and to cut the tip of  nasi tumpeng made of  rise 
that is yellow in color due to the use of  turmeric and set in a triangle shape in official opening ceremonies.

the modern state and private sectors (see Brenner, 1996). Only until recently, 

especially in Surakarta, the Javanese dress is worn in offices, schools, and other 
institutions as part of  an attempt to reintroduce the Javanese traditions (figure 1). 
Another style of  traditional Javanese women dress is kemben, which allows shoulders 
to be shown off. Wearing kemben is actually wearing batik sarong without kebaya. 
Sometimes the batik sarong becomes as short as the middle part of  the legs because 
it is pulled up to cover the bosoms, yet it is as far as it can be. It is still considered 
taboo to display thighs in Javanese appropriate dressing.

Among the Muslim majority of  Indonesia, appropriate dressing also involves covering 
of  the bosoms, abdomen, thighs and arms with a form of  clothing that does not 
accentuate body shape and curves (figure 2). Since the early 1990s, veiling or the 
covering of  head, including hair and neck, with a scarf  has increasingly been taken
by young Muslim women in Java (Brenner, 1996; Smith-Hefner, 2007). It is then 
understandable if  the fashioning of  some female singers’ costumes which 
accentuates the shape and the curve of  the body, and reveals most parts of  the body 
normally covered in the daily dressing practices is seen as a phenomenon of  a 
new value in the practice of  appropriate dressing that is different from the 
religious as well as cultural values in the propriety of  dressing in Indonesia.

3. METHODOLOGY
This research is an audience research. According to Ibrahim (2007: xxiv), audience 
research  reveals how audiences understand media messages they consume and how 
they make meaning out of  the messages based on the consumption practices of 
the media messages. Thus this research tries to describe how young women 
understand and make meaning of  the performance of  the women singers in 

See Edwin P. Wieringa’s article “A Javanese Handbook for Would-Be Husbands: The “Sĕrat Candraning 
Wanita”” for the discussion of  sex and sexuality in Javanese culture represented in The Sẽrat candraning 
wanita (Book of  descriptions of  women), a voluminous Javanese manuscript written in Yogyakarta in the 
1930s, and Lyn Parker’s article “Theorising Adolescent Sexualities in Indonesia—Where ‘Something 
different happens’” for the argument that the conceptualisation of  sexuality in the Indonesian context 
needs to take religion into account. Although Parker is not convinced that for Indonesia the inter-
linking of  marriage, sexuality and reproduction is necessarily Muslim in design or origin, Parker
acknowledges that it undoubtedly is often attributed to Islam in contemporary public discourse.

Figure 1. Teachers and students of  a Junior High 
School wearing Thursday’s official costume  
in Surakarta (Source: http://pengetahuan-tradisi-dan-
modern.blogspot.co.id/2012/03/pakaian-tradisional-untuk-
seragam.html Retrieved  5 February 2015)

Figure 2. Veiled young Muslim women (Source:https://
ziasaisyahfarrezma.wordpress.com/category/senandung-kata-
aisyah-farrezma/page/6/ Retrieved 27 January 2015)
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their video clips and of  the elements in the clips such as choreography, body 
movement, costumes, shots associated with construction of  female body and 
sexuality.  
 The main data were obtained through semi-structured interviews with 15 
young Indonesian female participants; Sari, Ocha, Mona, Maris, Angel, Mimi, 
Sasa, Isna, Vera, Kenni, Kinan, Mega, Lala, Made (all pseudo names). The research 
was conducted in Surakarta, Central Java, Indonesia; therefore the selected 
participants were from the area. The participants were  second-year female students 
(age 20-21 years old) from different departments in Sebelas Maret University, 
Surakarta. The minimum requirement was that they should at least be second-year 
students because as second year-students they would have adapted to academic 
atmosphere and have gained critical thinking. Of the 15 participants, only 2 
participants, Sari and Vera, were 21 years old. Our focus was on understanding 
the meaning making activity in televisual viewing and what forms of  social experience 
give influence to the activity.  
 The study began with the identification of  the elements in the video clips of 
selected Indonesian pop female singers who used the style and appearance that 
reflect the commercial value of  body and sexuality. Five video clips of  five singers: 
Agnes Monica’s Paralyzed (2011), Anggun C. Sasmi’s Savior (2005), Cinta Laura’s 
Guardian Angel (2010), Alexa Keys’ Munajat Cinta (Intention of Love) (2010), and 
Mulan Jameela’s Makhluk Tuhan Paling Sexy (God’s Sexiest Creature) (2008) had 
been chosen for this research. The selection of  the singers was based on the 
popularity of  the singers at the time the research was conducted. As has been 
mentioned before, Agnes Monica, Cinta Laura, Mulan Jameela, and Alexa Key 
were the women pop singers whose video clips were often aired on Indonesian 
television music programs Rajawali Citra Televisi Indonesia (RCTI)’s Dasyat and 
Surya Citra Televisi Indonesia (SCTV)’s Inbox. In addition, Agnes Monica was well 
known for her efforts to go international. Anggun C. Sasmi was chosen precisely 
because she has also gone international, long before Agnes Monica. We thought that 
the fact that an Indonesian singer has gone international would be an interesting 
thing to consider by the participants. Although Mulan Jameela’s video clip employed  
a middle-eastern theme (obviously seen from the costumes of  Mulan and the 
background dancers and the presence of  a harem and its master), it was chosen 
for its strong sensual and erotic impression through the combination of  body 
language, clothing, choreography, and Western style camera work. The video clips 
were produced between 2005 and 2010. 
 The elements identified as signifying women’s sexuality and body construction 
in the video clips, such as gestures, facial expressions, shots, costumes, body 
movements, and lyrics were then used as material for designing the questions in 
the interview with the participants. The interview began with the most typical 
question “What do you think of  the woman singer in the video clips?” to the more 
specific questions asking about what they thought of  the facial expressions, gestures, 
body movement, and costume of  the singer, question regarding the use of  shots 
(How do you find the shots used in the video clips?”), and questions relating the 

visual images they saw with the lyric of  the song they listened to. To help them jog 
their memory, the written version of  the lyrics were given to the participants after 
watching the video clips.  
 To find out about their background, the participants were asked to fill in 
a questionnaire containing questions about their exposure to media, both 
Indonesian and American media, their relationship with their parents, and their 
religious life. Questions about media consumption basically were to make sure the 
participants were well exposed to television viewing, especially music programs. 
Questions about relationship with parents were designed to find out about the 
participants’ upbringing pattern, whether it is open and democratic or strict and 
protective. Questions about religious life were to find out whether the participants 
considered themselves devout or not. It was assumed that upbringing pattern 
and religious life would become factors that influenced how the participants 
perceived and made meaning of  the construction of  women’s body and sexuality in 
the video clips.  

4. FINDINGS
The total number of  the research participants was 15. Of  these 15 students, 11 
participants (73%) were aware of  the objectification and commodification of 
women’s bodies and sexuality in the video they watched. The eleven participants 
expressed their understanding of  the exploitation of  women’s body and sexuality 
by referring to the singers’ clothing and body movement. The participants 
considered the singer’s clothes too tight and revealing by using phrases such as 
“buka-bukaan dan menonjolkan sensualitas” (exposing much of  the body and 
accentuating sensualities), “menonjolkan bagian-bagian tubuh” (accentuating parts 
of  the body), “memamerkan bentuk tubuh, menonjolkan keseksian dengan body 
language” (exposing body shape, accentuating sexuality through body language), 
and “mengekspose tubuh dengan baju yang transparan” (exposing body shape 
through transparent clothes). They considered the body movement sensual and 
erotic. They used “soft” phrases by mentioning that the body movement was 
“tidak sopan” (impolite, offensive) as well as “direct” phrases by saying that the 
body movement was “gerakan seronok” (twerking), “agresif” (aggressive), “vulgar” 
(vulgare), and “menggoda” (tempting). They were also receptive to the fetishistic use 
of  close-up shots of  certain body parts, such as the face (lips and eyes), bosom, hips, 
and legs. 
 Regarding the construction of  women’s sexuality in the context of  heterosexual 
relationships, there are interesting findings from the responses toward three scenes 
in Agnes Monica’s video clip which involves a male model and male dancers. In 
the first scene (scene 1), Agnes is wearing tank-top and in one frame with a shirtless-
male model. In a head and shoulder shot, the image captured is of  two persons 
of  opposing sex standing face to face with no clothes. In the other two scenes 
(scene 2 and 3), Monica is dancing with two male dancers and with many other 
background dancers. Through a full shot, the image captured is, in Desi’s and Isna’s 
words, Agnes being “diapit” (enclosed) and “dikerubuti” (thronged) by men.
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4 participants (27%) give their specific comments on the three scences, associating 
them with sexual permissiveness that is considered prevalent in the Western society.

 The participants understood that the women’s body and sexuality were objectified 
to fulfill male sexual desire by using their own choice of  words like “menarik perhatian 
cowok-cowok” (attracting or capturing boys’ attention), “ditujukan untuk 
penggemar laki-laki” (intended for male fans), and “membuat pikiran para pria 
(ngeres)” (to lead men to think of  sex or in other words, to arise male sexual desire). 
Their understanding of  commodification of  women’s body and sexuality was 
expressed also in their own words like ”biar populer” (to gain popularity), 
“dimanfaatkan oleh sebuah bisnis” (being used by business), “dijadikan alat” (being 
used as a tool), “dijual” (sold), “untuk pejualan”  (for selling), “mendongkrak 
penjualan” (to boost sale), “biar laku lagu dan video klip nya” (so that the song 
and the clips sell out), “banyak download, banyak keuntungan” (many downloads, 
much profits), “untuk go international” (for the sake of  going international), “untuk 
memenuhi kebutuhan (hidup)” (to meet the needs (of  life)), “ketertarikan/
menarik konsumen” (to attract consumers), “menciptakan mode-mode 
(pakaian) sebagai trendsetter” (to become trendsetters in fashion), and “untuk 
mendapatkan uang, menjual tubuh” (to get money, selling the body).
 The remaining 4 participants (27%) were not aware of  the objectification 
and commodification in the video clips. They described the construction of 
women’s body and sexuality in the video clips as “biasa” (usual) and suitable 
with the theme and the lyrics of  the songs. One participant (7%) even did not 
know that the visual images of  the women singers in the video clips were 
constructed. She says, “Agnes cenderung seperti itu pake shirt ketat (dan) 
celana (untuk) membantu gerak. Alexa cuma mempertontonkan keindahan 
kakinya. Krn menurut dia yg paling bagus spt ini.” (Agnes tends to wear tight 
shirt (and) hot pants to help her move more freely. Alexa is just showing off  
her beautiful long legs. Because she thinks it is the best thing to do). 
 Of  the 11 participants who were aware of  the objectification and commodification, 
8 participants stated that they could not accept the objectification and 
commodification of  women’s bodies and sexuality in the video clip, 2 participants 
made negotiation, and 1 participant accepted  it. Of  the 4 participants who were 
not aware of  the objectification and commodification, 1 participant could not 
accept, 2 participants negotiated, and 1 person accepted it. Thus, there were 
only 2 participants (13%) who were able to accept the objectification and 
commodification of  women’s bodies and sexuality in the video clips, and the 
majority of  13 participants (87%) either could not accept or needed to negotiate.

5. DISCUSSION: WESTERN CULTURE VS EARTERN CULTURE, US VS 
THEM
We have stated earlier that we accepted the basic assumptions of  the polysemic 
nature of  televisual texts and of  active audience in our research. While our questions 
in the interview were carefully tailored so as not to lead the participants to even 
have a hint of  our assumptions, the result has proven that most of  the young 
women participants whom we position as television viewers are not passive 
recipients of  ideological messages. Of  the fifteen participants, only four of  them 
are unaware of  the objectification and commodification of  women’s body and 
sexuality in the video clips and only two of  them are able to accept the objectification 
and commodification. The preferred reading is that the women’s body and sexuality 
are constructed to make sure that the viewers like watching the video clips and get 
interested in the singers and the songs, which eventually lead them to the decision to 
buy the women’s singers’ cassettes and compact disks. Yet most of  the women 
participants are able to perceive that it is done by exploiting women’s body and sexuality 
as object of  male sexual desire, spectacle, and commodity. Whilst, all of  the 
participants who are not aware of  the objectification and commodification tend to 
focus on perceiving whether the women singers’ facial expression, gesture, body 
movement, and clothing are suitable or not with the music or lyrics of  the songs.   
 Some participants are also able to perceive the strong Western influence in the 
video clips although we never brought this up explicitly in the interview. One 
participant, Sasa, is even able to perceive that the video clips are created to imitate 
the Western video clips. She says, “Tentang (re)presentasi perempuan seperti itu 
saya agak kurang setuju, bukannya karena anti Barat, tetapi karena sebagian besar 
video itu  terinfluenced budaya Barat, misalnya video klip Barat.” (About such 
(re)presentation of  women, I don’t entirely agree, it’s not that I am anti-West, but 
because most of  video clips are influenced by Western culture, for example Western 
video clips). She identifies Agnes Monica’s video clip as bearing a resemblance 
to Rihanna’s video clip and Cinta Laura’s as looking a little bit like Britney 
Spears’. It shows that she is also well exposed to American music video clips. 
Another participant Maris identifies that Indonesian women in video clips 
act the way they act in an attempt to go with the Western culture. She says, 
“Kebanyakan perempuan Indonesia di video klip begitu karena disesuaikan 
dengan budaya Barat” [Most Indonesian women in video clips are (re)presented 
as such because it has to be adapted into the Western culture…].” The next 
participant Desi is even strong in identifying Agnes Monica’s image, extended 
through her body movement, clothing, and facial expression, as being oriented 
toward the West or America too much. She says, “Dari gerak anggota tubuh, 
cara berpakaian, ekspresi wajah, Agnes Monica yang paling menonjol 
dan ekstrim dalam hal berkiblat ke Barat atau Amerika.” (From body 
movement, clothing, and facial expression, Agnes Monica stands out and 
is the most extreme in being oriented toward the West or America). 
 The other participants, Made, Ocha, and Mona, identify the strong Western 
influence in the singers’ clothing style, which they think is tight and revealing. Made 

Scene 1. Agnes Monica Scene 2. Agnes Monica Scene 3. Agnes Monica
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thinks that the tight clothes is influenced by the Western clothes and it is chosen to 
intentionally accentuate body shape to attract viewers. She says, “Pakaian lebih ke 
barat, sengaja menunjukkan sebagian bentuk tubuh biar orang lain tertarik melihat 
dia.” Ocha also points out that the revealing clothes, especially of  Agnes Monica, 
resembles Western (women) singers’ clothes. She says, “Agnes pengen yang ekspresif 
aja karena mau go internasional. Bajunya ya kayak penyanyi Barat.” (Agnes just 
wants to be expressive because she is going international. So her clothes is like 
Western singer’s clothes). Mona gives the same comment about Anggun C. Sasmi’s 
revealing costume. She says, “Anggun juga nggak cocok (dengan lirik lagunya) 
hanya memenuhi kebutuhan Western (karena Anggun sudah go international) 
misalnya baju Anggun juga nggak cocok (dengan liriknya) […]” (Anggun’s costume 
doesn’t fit (with the lyrics of  the song) it’s just to match it with Western style 
(for Anggun is already an international singer) […]). It seems that in the 
understanding of  the participants the attempt to go international or the 
consequence of  going international should be supported by the choosing of  the 
Western clothing style. Thus, to (successfully) go international is equated with 
following the standards set by the Western entertainment industry. Besides 
mentioning the fact that the way Agnes and Anggun dress up is “kebarat-baratan” 
(“Westernish”), another participant, Angel, also thinks that mini skirt is also 
Western style. She says, “[…] Alexa (memakai rok) agak mini mini agak Barat 
[….]”. ([…] Alexa (is wearing) a mini skirt. It’s slightly Western […]). 
 Interestingly, another participant, Sari, equates the revealing clothes with 
the clothes usually worn by famous Indonesian dangdut female singer Inul 
Daratista. She says, “Semuanya kan emang setengah membuka baju…kayak 
kurang kain…memang sekarang seperti itu untuk menarik konsumen agak 
kebuka kayak Inul.” (“Every singer is wearing scanty clothes…like they are 
lacking of  fabric…it’s like that nowadays to attract consumers (wearing) revealing 
clothes like Inul”). This opinion affirms the association of  dangdut with sexual 

permissiveness. Being juxtaposed with the previous opinions, it is likely that 
video clips of  pop Indonesia that are created to imitate the Western video 
clips are susceptible to being associated with sexual permissiveness. 
 The responses of  two participants further reflect the acknowledgement of  the 
effect of  the strong influence of  the Western culture. Two participants, Lala and 

Sasa, view that there is nothing unusual about the construction of  women’s body 
and sexuality in the video clips because there are many other Indonesian women 
artists, and even ordinary women mall goers, who like wearing tight and revealing 
clothes. Lala also thinks that such construction is highly visible through pornography 
which is rampant in the cyberspace, and thus easily accessed by anyone with internet 
connection. Access to internet was first made easy for most urban Indonesians 
through warung internet (internet stall), usually dubbed warnet, in mid-1990s 
(Sen and Hill, 2007: 195–99). Since then, internet access has increasingly been 
made easier to the extent that it is free of  charge through the setting up of  wi-fi 
hot spots in malls, offices, universities, and other public places, including city 
parks. Another participant, Isna, expresses her concern to the fact that many 
young villagers grow to like wearing tight and revealing outfits following the 
trend set up by Indonesian celebrities. These participants seem to distance 
themselves from artists, common persons (“orang awam”), and villagers, declaring 
that they are not susceptible to the Western influence like them. In this case, 
they implicitly acknowledge their educated middle-class background.    
 Politically, the  post-colonial Indonesian nation-state has developed an 
inconsistent attitude towards the West and Western culture. Indonesia’s first 
President Sukarno extended his strong, but unrealistic and self-defeating policy to 
completely reject Western aid in the time when the new country desperately needed 
it (Forshee, 2006: 18; Budianta, 2000: 110). President Sukarno went even further 
to urge Indonesian youth to oppose Western cultural imperialism embodied in 
Western rock’n roll and dance. The ban on Western songs regarded as “making 
crazy mixed-up noises” (ngak-ngik-ngok) was extended by the 1959 decision of 
the Supreme Advisory Council (DPA) which adopted President Sukarno’s political 
manifesto (Manipol) principles campaigning anti nekolim (Neo-colonialist, 
Imperialist) as the Broad Outlines of  State Policy (GBHN) (Sen and Hill, 2007: 
165-166; Budianta, 2000: 120). In short, as Nordholt (2011: 388) suggests, “[t]he 
year 1950 […] witnessed the launch of  a new outward-looking national identity, 
expressing optimism and self-confidence, […]” Nordholt is in agreement with 
Jennifer Lindsay whom he thinks rightly remarks that in the early 1950s the 
Indonesian nation was primarily a cultural project and accurately observes that “to 
be an Indonesian was to be modern”. However, as modernity was equated with 
the West and Western culture, we argue that national identity and modernity 
were not only inextricably intertwined, as Nordholt rightly concludes, but it 
also grew to be very much often at odds with one another.  While “Medan 
became the capital of  pulp fiction in the 1950s and from where American 
comic book heroes such as Flash Gordon, Rib Kirby and Tarzan reached an 
Indonesian audience” (Nordholt, 2011: 392), the Koeswoyo brothers, who 
set up the famous Koes Plus Band in the early 1960s, were arrested in 1965 
and detained for three months after being accused of  playing ngak-ngik-
ngok music by copying the Beatles (see Sen and Hill, 2007: 166-167).
 Indonesia’s second President Suharto took a different approach from his 
predecessor. In an attempt to revive its devastated economic condition, the New Order 

Fig 4. Anggun C. Sasmi
Source: ochiedr https://www.youtube.com

watch?v=w3NcBk_hjy4 Retireved 20January 2011 

Fig 5. Agnes Monica
Official video Agnez Mo: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s7Z

Xms8QohI&list=PLU_982WpcZM-6QwQGyENTK3C_
ZGip4jJp Retrieved 20 January 2011
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Indonesia under President Suharto turned to the West for financial aids and made 
policy of  integrating Indonesia into the global economy and liberalizing its domestic 
market (Murphy, 1999: 230). This open door policy for Western investments is 
responsible for the proliferation of  many things Western and American in Indonesia 
(Schwarz, 1997: 119). However, it is highly suggested that President Suharto’s 
embrace of  Western investments was not necessarily followed by favorable attitude 
toward Western values of  democracy and human rights. President Suharto 
condemned global (read: Western) pressures for democracy and human rights as 
unnecessary interference in Indonesia’s domestic affairs (Murphy, 1999: 240-241). In 
short, Indonesia under President Suharto made use of  economic globalization 
for its own purposes and developed an ambiguous and contradictory attitude 
toward the West (Budianta 2000: 120-124). Moreover, although never overtly 
in opposition to the Western culture like his predecessor, President Suharto 
was inclined to favor Javanese culture and imposed a new set of  idioms and 
symbols, mostly from Javanese culture, to strengthen his status quo. Thus, the 
created culture of  the New Order is basically paternalistic, with the power 
centralized in the capital city, and more specifically in the hands of  the President, 
whose behavior resembles that of  a Javanese King (see Budianta, 2000: 116). 
The strong hold of  Javanese culture is still highly visible even in nowadays 
Indonesia, which has grown to tolerate more the idea of  pluralism.
 Within the existing discourse of  the West and Western culture in Indonesia, it is 
not surprising that participants who accept and do not accept the objectification 
and commodification ground their perception on the opposition between the Western 
culture and the Eastern culture confirming the ‘we’ and ‘they’ dichotomy. Eastern 
culture in the understanding of  the participants is the culture of  Indonesia and 
the neighboring country Malaysia, which are “historical cultural entities with similar 
religions, language, and notions of  statecraft, and both emerged as democratic 
post-colonial states […]” (King, 1998: 98). In Liow’s words, Indonesia and Malaysia 
are “‘blood brotherhood’ or ‘serumpun’ (similar stock or race)” (2005: 2). What 
is understood by the participants as Indonesian culture is none other than the 
Javanese culture.  All of  participants believe that the Western culture represents 
the values of  freedom and openness, whereas the Eastern culture represents the 
values of  decency and politeness. Most believe that the way the singers act in the 
clip is taboo and indecent from the perspective of  the Eastern values and do not 
reflect the norms of  Indonesian women who embrace the Eastern culture. 
Mona, for example, says, “Perempuan Indonesia nggak pas seperti itu apalagi 
di Indonesia karena budaya Timur yg masih menjaga sopan santun nggak 
buka-bukaan dalam arti minimalis.” (Indonesian women should not act like 
that, especially in Indonesia, because the Eastern culture still upholds decency 
(and can’t tolerate clothes) that are too revealing in the sense of  being 
minimalist). Mimi also says, “Dilihat dari sisi budaya Timur (gerakan tubuh 
yang erotis dan pakaian yang berani) melampaui batas ketimuran, walaupun 
mereka professional (sebagai penyanyi).” (Seen form the Eastern culture 
side, (the erotic body movement and revealing clothes) are crossing 

the (Eastern) line, although they act professionally (as singers)).
 When it comes to giving opinions about Agnes Monica and Anggun C. Sasmi, 
the participants are split between expressing understanding and resent to the fact 
that these two singers need to embrace the Western culture in their attempt to go 
international. It can be said that Mimi, Desi, Ocha, and Mona understand well 
the capitalistic values of  the Western popular culture and try to put the fact that 
the two singers need to embrace the Western culture in their attempt to go 
international within the Western context of  situation. In other words, the 
participants acknowledge the increasing tendency of  displaying and selling 
women’s body and sexuality as success marker in the Western (read: American) 
entertainment business. Mimi says, “[…] it is understandable because (Agnes) 
is targeting the Western market. […] It is not taboo for Anggun (as an international 
singer) to wearing such revealing clothes for (viewers) are used to watching her 
wearing revealing clothes.” Mona says, “[...] Probably yes, it is understandable 
because they go international [....]” Ocha thinks it natural for Agnes Monica to 
be expressive and to wear the Western clothing style because she is going 
international. Desi, who is strong in identifying Agnes Monica’s image as being 
oriented toward the West or America too much, says “[…] Agnes Monica’s clothes 
is more revealing than the other singers’ clothes. But because (she) is going 
international ya it’s okay. Anggun’s body movement is alright for international 
scale. […] Anggun’s (song lyrics) creates sensual impression, but I think it’s okay. 
Because her name is also famous in France, I think her body movement is okay. 
[….]” In this case, the understanding that following the standards set by the 
Western (read: American) entertainment industry is needed by singers who are 
going international has become Desi’s ground to accept the objectification and 
commodification of  women’s body and sexuality.  
 Interestingly, some participants are able to perceive some positive things of 
Agnes’ and Anggun’s performance. Sari, Mona, and Angel focus on the 
incorporating of  some aspects of  Indonesian culture in Agnes Monica’s video clip, 
which is particularly visible through Agnes’ costume. Although she rejects the 
objectification and commodification of  women’s body and sexuality in the video 
clips, Sari still gives credit to Agnes’ choice of  incorporating batik in her costume. 
Mona, who makes negotiation of  meaning, thinks Agnes’ costume is elegant. 
Although Angel does not really approve of  the need to embrace the Western 
culture, she still sees Agnes’ costume as proposing something new. Mimi thinks 
Agnes’ costume is unique. Sasa, being the only participant who tries to perceive 
the positive sides of  the Western (read: American) culture, thinks Anggun C. 
Sasmi’s costume is elegant.
 In expressing their resentment to the need to embrace the Western culture in 
Agnes’s and Anggun’s attempt to go international, Angel, Maris, Desi, and Isna 
particularly focus on three scenes (See figure 1 above) in Agnes’ video clip which 
involves a male model and male dancers. Angel considers the first scene too 
much or excessive since it indicates  free (promiscuous) sex between man and 
woman. Maris is also bothered with the image of  Agnes being passionately 
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stared at by the male model. It is likely that she thinks it as generating a sensual 
and erotic impression and indicating promiscuous sexual behavior. In this 
case, promiscuity is equated with the Western culture. Episodic (and promiscuous) 
sex—that is sex without intimacy, commitment, and reproductive consequences—
is indeed the contemporary end-point in the modern societies, particularly in 
the contemporary US. In the contemporary Indonesian context, there is no place 
for such kind of  sex because of  the existing hegemony of  hetero-sexuality, 
which results in the persistence of  the ideal of  heterosexual marriage, 
and the prevailing proscription against premarital sex (Parker, 2008). 
 Desi, giving comments on the second scene in which Agnes is being enclosed 
by two men, also thinks the scene as generating an impression that is too sensual 
and erotic. Interestingly though, she claims she understands why the scene is 
constructed in such a way for the reason that she realizes that it is because of 
the influence of  the Western culture and that the influence is inevitable (for 
Agnes is going international). Again, Desi’s acceptance of  the objectification 
and commodification of  women’s body and sexuality is driven by her 
understanding of  the need to follow the standards set by the Western (read: 
American) entertainment industry for singers who are going international.  
 From the third scene, Isna gets an impression of  Agnes being thronged by 
men as “kurang memiliki harga diri dan kehormatan” (lacking of  self-respect 
and honor). Referring to the dignity and honor of  women, Isna’s statement 
reflects a patriarchal mindset. Living in a patriarchal society, this participant 
describes women in terms of  the value system prevailing in such society4.  
Isna considers women who expose their bodies to be gazed at are women who do
not have self-esteem and honor because they fail to maintain religious values, 
morals, ethics, and traditions of  the Indonesian society, and for that matter, the 
Malaysian society. It is because she takes examples of  women pop singers, whom 
she thinks “are well accepted, are popular, and precisely they are dignified,” both 
from Indonesia and Malaysia—Rossa and Siti Nurhaliza. Indeed, these two singers 
have strong talent in singing and they are consistent in keeping their appearance and 
on- and off-stage performances uncontroversial (read: decent) (see figure 5, 6 and 7). 
Isna then regrets the fact that a talented singer like Agnes does not seem to mind 
being thronged by men in her video clip, and she concludes, “[....] Anggun C. Sasmi 
dan Agnes Monica membawa nama Indonesia lebih baik kalau mereka memperbaiki 
citra Indonesia. Kalau menurut wanita Indonesia kan tidak seperti itu. Jadi harus 
diperbaiki agar tidak seperti itu. [....]” ([…] Anggun C. Sasmi and Agnes Monica,
will give a good name to Indonesia if  they improve their images. Indonesian women 
are not like that. So, it has to be improved […]).

Vera is the participant who does not only focus on Agnes’ three scenes and is the 
strongest in expressing her resentment. She thinks that in general Agnes Monica 
creates a slutty image of herself and her song lyrics tend to be pornographic. She 
further asserts that being aired on television has put Indonesian children at risk of 
watching Agnes’ video clips and consuming the images that are not suitable with 
their age. It seems that Vera positions herself as a mature television viewer who is 
cautious of its negative influence and underlines that not all television viewers are 
mature enough to do so.                                                                         

Rossa and Siti Nurhaliza provide the definition of  decent appearance and on- 
and off-stage performance reflecting women’s dignity and honor in Indonesian 
and Malaysian contexts. Rossa and Siti Nurhaliza mostly sing mellow love songs. 
Many of  Rossa’s love songs have a religious touch in them. They also become original 
soundtracks of  commercially successful Indonesian films; one of  them is religious 
themed-film Ayat Ayat Cinta. Almost all of  her songs become original soundtracks 
of  commercially successful Indonesian, and also Malaysian, television soap operas 
or sinetrons (Hamonangan, 2013). In their on-stage performances and video clips, 
both Rossa and Siti Nurhaliza like wearing long elegant gowns with long sleeves. 
Occasionally, Rossa wears shoulder-less long gowns, while Siti Nurhaliza wears 
traditional Malaysian dress—kurung and kebaya5.  

Fig 6. Siti Nurhaliza Fight for Love
MINITV1000 https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=PhGjwk0CHeE Retrieved 1 February 2015 

Fig 7.
When I’m Falling in Love
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v

=Nr03-tgOcUE 
Retrieved 3 February 2015

Fig 8.
Rossa Takkan Berpaling

Darimu
SuriaRecordsSRC https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=lEAtSPGuH0I
Rerrieved 5 Ferbruary 2015 

Vera is also very strong in expressing her 
perception of Anggun C. Sasmi’s sexy image
in her video clip. She thinks Anggun creates 
an image of a woman who is aggressive in 
love and sex. She thinks the close up of 
Anggun’s lips is annoying and even 
disgusting.

Anggun’s lips

4Richmond-Abbott  (1979: 72) rightly describes that in a patriarchal society, unlike men, women’s 
positive value lies not in how women ‘do’ things (doing), such as being  successful in career, but on how 
they  ‘become’ (being) something, such as being a good wife and mother. In this context, women in 
patriarchal societies are required to have a sensitive and gentle nature, upholding religious values 
and morals in the society. Women are required to be “the guardian of  rather stagnant cultural morality, 
ethics, and tradition.”

5We found the name to call Malay traditional dress kurung and kebaya in a journal article entitled 
Identity Construction and Code Switching in English Newspaper Advertisements written by Deborah 
Ashabai Fredericks John and Francisco Perlas Dumanig.
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conscience does not approve it, but since it is just to meet the needs of  life, such 
as in these days, it may be then understandable [acceptable] and also to go 
international (it is acceptable) [….]” This shows the participants’ understanding of 
the commercial aspect of  popular culture.
 When we designed the questionnaire to know the participants’ background, we 
assumed that religious life would become an important factor that influenced how 
the participants perceived and made meaning of  the construction of  women’s 
body and sexuality in the video clips. Considering the fact that “public and private 
observance of  Islam increased with support from the Suharto regime since the late 
1980s” (Weintraub, 2008: 378), that our assumption proves to be amiss comes to us 
as a little surprise. Only three participants Isna, Maris, and Vera ground their 
perception on religious values, and only Isna overtly uses the word religion in 
expressing opinion. Religion is indirectly mentioned by Maris as a factor that may 
influence the perception toward the objectification and commodification of  women’s 
bodies and women’s sexuality in the video clip. Maris is not aware that the women’s 
bodies and sexuality in the video clips are objectified and commodified, yet she 
claims she cannot accept it. She says, “[...] Alexa (Key) nggak begitu suka dengan 
shot yang duduk kenapa hanya diam nggak bergerak kesan kalau penonton laki-
laki seksi kalau perempuan yang Islamnya kuat...ih...risi dewe (sendiri) kalau saya 
sendiri malu cenderung ke risih [....]” “ ([...] I do not particularly like the 
shot in which she is just sitting, not moving at all, if  the audience 
is male,  [he] will get certain impression that it is sexy, but women with strong Islamic 
background...ugh...will feel uncomfortable. I myself  feel embarrassed, and tend to 
feel uncomfortable [....]”).
 Note that Maris says “but women with strong Islamic background…ugh…will 
feel uncomfortable.” It is like saying she herself  is not a young woman with strong 
Islamic background. Like the other participants, Maris prefers to overtly base her 
perception on the opposition between the Western and the Eastern culture. The 
expression “I myself” indirectly reveals this since she also states it clearly that 
Indonesian women in the video clips act the way they act in their attempt to go 
with the Western culture. Vera is even more indirect than Maris. She questions why 
Cinta Laura has to be depicted lying down on bed wearing a shoulder-less white 
gown. She thinks it is indecent and “mengundang syahwat laki-laki” (arising male 
sexual desire). She comments on Mulan Jameela’s song lyrics, thinking that they 
are pornographic, and on Mulan’s moaning sounds, considering them too sexy. 
Vera argues, “Mulan Jameela mengesankan perempuan yang mengundang nafsu 
birahi laki-laki.” (“Mulan Jameela creates an image of  a woman arising male 
sexual desire”). We can say that Vera indirectly grounds her perception on religious 
values because of  her choice of  words—syahwat and nafsu birahi—which basically 
belong to religious (read: Islamic) repertoires and are usually picked up when 
(female) sexuality is being discussed in religious context.

Singing mostly mellow love songs, Rossa and Siti Nurhaliza can keep their gestures 
and body movement minimal, both on stage and in video clips, distancing themselves 
from erotic and sensual impression. Their off-stage performances, such as in 
magazine and tabloid or on television infotainment programs, reflect the array of 
their wardrobe choice that does not accentuate body shape and sexiness. In their 
video clips, we observe the absence of  the use of  the Western fetishistic camera work 
as another aspect that might contribute to creating decent impression. In this case, 
the definition of  decency refers to not only behavior, but also the way one dresses 
and is guided not only by cultural values, but also religious values. It is important 
to note that Malaysian traditional dress kurung and kebaya resembles Sumatran 
traditional dress baju kurung, highlighting the fact that Indonesia and Malaysia are 
cultural entities (King, 1998: 98) or “‘blood brotherhood’ or ‘serumpun’ (similar 
stock or race)” (Liow, 2005: 2). Furthermore, like Indonesia, Malaysia is not an 
Islamic state, but the gradual Islamization of  Malaysian society has also been noted 
(Liow, 2009: 178).
 The US and Them binary thinking is prevalent among the participants. They 
seem to acknowledge that the Western culture is different from, if  not in opposition 
with, Eastern culture, and thus it just does not fit for Indonesians. In this case, it 
is unlikely to say that the participants express a positive view toward Eastern culture, 
and respectively a negative view toward Western culture. They seem to think that the 
Western culture is not good only if  Indonesians attach themselves too much to it 
because its values are not always compatible with the Eastern values embraced by 
Indonesian people. Besides, the values in Western culture are not necessarily judged 
negatively. At least, it is what is expressed by Sasa, the only participant who affirms 
the positive side of  the values of  freedom and openness in Western culture. She says, 
“[...] bukannya anti Barat, [...] Kalau berpikiran bebas open minded saya setuju, 
tetapi kalau buka-bukaan berpakaian bebas saya tidak setuju. [...]” ([…] it is not 
that I am anti-West, […] If  it is about freedom of  thought, being open minded I 
agree, but if  it is about exposing the body I don’t agree. […]). Furthermore, some of 
the participants detach themselves from the Western cultural values, which they 
think are not compatible with their own system of  values, yet at the same time, they 
show tolerance to the very values they perceive as incompatible with their own 
values system for certain reasons like for going international or meeting the 
professional demand or even meeting the needs of  life. This affirms what Melani 
Budianta views as the tendency to build ‘the love and hate relationship’ 
with professional demand or even meeting the needs of  life..
 Four participants, Ocha, Mega, Mona, and Angel, make negotiation of 
meaning in expressing their opinions; that is, these participants express their 
disapproval of  the commodification and objectification, but at the same time they 
claim that they can understand why these female singers are willing to let their 
bodies and sexuality be objectified and commodified. Ocha, Mega, Mona, and 
Angel perceive this willingness as an act to meet professional demand of  the 
entertainment business. Mona even mentions that these actions are part of  the 
demands to meet the needs of  daily (economic) life. She states, “As a woman, my
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On the contrary, Isna is very direct in grounding her perception on religious values. 
It is understandable because her answers to questions about religion in the questioner 
strongly suggest that she is a devout Muslim. Isna asserts,

  “[…] Kata-kata dalam lirik lagu (Mulan Jameela) mempermainkan 
  kata Tuhan. (Ada) kata ‘munajat’ (dan) ‘mahluk Tuhan.’ Karena 
  ada kata Tuhan kok dikaitkan dengan “seksi.” Seharusnya 
  disebutkan dalam suasana yang baik, tidak mempermainkan. […] 
  Liriknya tidak etis dari segi agama sangat bertentangan. [….]” 

  ([…] The song lyrics (of  Mulan Jameela) are playing with the word 
  God. (There are) ‘intention’ and ‘God’s creature’ words. Because 
  there is the word God, but why it should be related to “sexy.” The 
  word God should be mentioned in good situation, not being played 
  like that. […] The lyric is not ethical and very much in opposition 
  with religion.)

We tried to seek an explanation why only few participants voiced their perception 
on religion although Isna is not the only participant who can be considered devout. 
We came up with an assumption that it is likely because almost all the participants 
immediately perceive the strong influence of the Western culture in the video clips 
that they tend to focus more on contradicting it with the Eastern culture and are not 
inclined to consider religious values. 
        Besides contradicting the Western culture to the Eastern culture, two participants 
Mega and Mona also negotiate the meaning of the women’s body and sexuality 
construction in the video clips by showing their understanding that the women’s 
bodies and sexuality in the video clips are constructed merely as spectacle. Applying 
also the binary thinking of ‘we’ and ‘they,’ the participants use the phrase “asal bukan 
saya” (“as long as it is not me”) to suggest this understanding. Mega states, “[…] It is 
up to them [the artists], to be represented that way, perhaps it is for the sake of their 
professions, the important thing is that I am not like that. It is common not only for 
those singers, but for other artists too. So it is okay if  they are like that, but we can 
take care of ourselves.” Mona also uses the phrase “asal bukan saya” in expressing her 

Vera argues, “Mulan Jameela mengesankan
perempuan yang mengundang nafsu birahi laki-
laki.” (“Mulan Jameela creates an image of  a 
woman arising male sexual desire”). We can say 
that Vera indirectly grounds her perception on 
religious values because of  her choice of  words—
syahwat and nafsu birahi—which basically 
belong to religious (read: Islamic) repertoires and 
are usually picked up when (female) sexuality is

Fig 9. Alexa Key
Nagaswara TV/NSTV  https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=LtUcPyxG6M8
Retrieved 1 March 2011 

view. She says, “[…] but as a woman, no, even if  I were to be a singer, no. As a woman 
I disagree with those things, even though people think I am fashionable, but such 
video clips for Indonesian people, no.” This means that they think it is legitimate for 
the female singers in the video clips to let their bodies and sexuality become objects of 
spectacle and commodities because they are professional artists whose lives depend on 
their on-stage performances. In this context, the participants realize that they are not 
artists, and as ordinary people they will not imitate the artists in exposing their bodies 
in their daily life. 
       In the context of globalization, the idea of cultural imperialism and one-way 
globalization, which was believed to put national as well as cultural identity of third-
world nation-states under threat (Tomlinson, 2003: 269-70), has been contested by the 
result of this  research. We are aware that our research was conducted in a micro space 
and focused on micro experiences, but we argue that it is possible to link the micro 
experiences to the macro structures, following David Morley’s argument that “macro-
structures are reproduced in micro-processes” (in McMillin, 2007: 141). Expressing 
their perception in the manner of thinking in the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy, the 
participants have moved beyond positioning themselves as active interpreters of 
ideological messages. Not just absorbing the dominant meaning of the text or 
developing an opposite meaning of the text or negotiating either dominant or opposite 
meaning, they relate their meaning making activity with their social experiences as 
young women living in Surakarta, a small town in Central Java, Indonesia. All of 
the participants acknowledge, either implicitly or explicitly, the presence of cultural 
globalization, which is often considered as Westernization or Americanization, and 
understand it as an inevitable process in Indonesia. They are also aware that its strong 
influence needs to be dealt with. Living within the prevailing discourse of the West and 
Western culture in Indonesia, which highlight the difference between the West and the 
East and the Western culture and the Eastern culture, most of the participants ground 
their perception on the contradiction between the Western culture and the Eastern 
culture.
          At this point, it is possible to accept Tomlinson’s central claim that globalization 
actually proliferates rather than destroys identity (2003: 271). Most of the participants 
have taken a distinct subject position in the midst of globalization considered as 
Westernization or Americanization in Indonesia. Most of them acknowledge their 
position as young educated middle-class (and in a certain case, religious) women 
residing in a small town and develop a tendency to differentiate themselves from 
artists, and also common persons and villagers, whom they think are susceptible to 
the negative influence of the Western culture, and in this matter, they even declare that 
they are unlike those, including children, who are not mature enough to understand 
the negative influence of televisual texts. 
       The opinions of two participants who are not aware of the objectification and 
commodification of women’s body and sexuality indicate that they do not completely 
accept the objectification and commodification. One participant clearly expresses her 
disagreement of the objectification and commodification. The opinion of Lala, the 
only participant who claims she can accept the objectification and commodification, 
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indirectly suggests that being able to accept the objectification and commodification 
does not necessarily mean she is willing to let her body and sexuality be objectified 
and commodified like the women singers in the video clips. In her own words, this 
participant acknowledges the possibility of men seeing women who are willing to let 
their body and sexuality to be objectified and commodified as mischievous women. 
            Through the ‘us’ and ‘them’ binary, the participants have chosen to detach themselves 
from the West and Western culture, and retain their identity as young Indonesian 
women who embrace the Eastern (read: Javanese) culture and are religious believers. 
We argue that this analysis is able to illustrate Tomlinson’s suggestion that “the way 
in which national identity is experienced within globalization is, like everything else, 
in flux. Political subjects can now experience and express, without contradiction, both 
attachments to the nation, multi-ethnic allegiances and cosmopolitan sensibilities” 
(2003: 276).  

6. CONCLUSION
Highlighting the idea of the polysemic nature of televisual texts and of active 
audience, the data analysis shows that of the fifteen participants, only four of them are 
unaware of the objectification and commodification of women’s body and sexuality 
in the video clips and only two of them are able to accept the objectification and 
commodification. Most of the young women participants are able to perceive that the 
video clips are produced and the women’s images in the video clips are constructed to 
attract consumers and encourage consumption, but they are also able to perceive that 
it is done by exploiting women’s body and sexuality as object of male sexual desire, 
commodity, and spectacle. 
     Indeed, their social experiences as young women residing in Surakarta, a small 
town in Central Java, Indonesia, have influenced their perception of the construction 
of women’s body and sexuality in the video clips. Living in Indonesia, particularly in 
its small town Surakarta, in which the dominant culture is the Javanese culture and 
religion (read: Islam) has increasingly gained importance, the participants’ perception 
is influenced by both cultural and religious values. Being surrounded by many things 
Western, especially American, in daily life, their perception is also influenced by their 
understanding of the commercial nature of the Western popular culture products.
    All participants, whether they accept, resist, or negotiate the meaning of the 
construction of women’s body and sexuality in the video clips, express their opinions on 
the basis of the polarization between the Western culture and the Eastern culture—the 
Western culture represents the values of freedom and openness, whereas the Eastern 
culture represents the values of decency and politeness. Contradicting the Western 
culture with the Eastern culture does not always mean that the participants express 
a positive view toward the Eastern culture, and respectively a negative view toward 
the Western culture. They may only think that the Western culture is not good only if  
Indonesians attach themselves too much to it. As suggested by one participant, Sasa, 
the freedom and openness values in Western culture should not always necessarily be 
judged negatively.  
     Only one participant clearly mentions religious values as factors that encourage 

women not to accept the objectification and commodification of women’s bodies 
and sexuality in the video clips. The other two participants indirectly ground their 
perception on religion, and one of them mentions religious values as factors that may 
encourage women to refuse the objectification and commodification. The most logical 
reason why only few participants ground their perception on religion is because almost 
all the participants immediately perceive the strong influence of the Western culture 
in the video clips that they tend to focus more on contradicting it with the Eastern 
culture and are not inclined to take religious values into account. 
            The participants’ understanding of the profit-oriented nature of the Western popular 
culture products encourages them to negotiate the meaning of the objectification 
and commodification of women’s bodies and sexuality in the video clips. That is, on 
the one hand they cannot accept it, but on the other hand they understand that it 
is done because of the demands of the profession and the entertainment business. 
The participants tend to be more understanding and tolerant to the need to adopt 
the Western culture if  it is done by Indonesian women singers going international. 
Applying also the ‘we’ and ‘they’ dichotomy, they detach themselves from the 
objectification and commodification of women’s body and sexuality in the video clips, 
perceiving it as something that should not be imitated, by considering the constructed 
women’s body and sexuality merely as spectacle. They use an interesting phrase “asal 
bukan saya” (“as long as it is not me”) to express their perception.
       Applying the ‘us’ and ‘them’ binary thinking, most of the participants are able to 
distance themselves from the objectification and commodification of women’s body 
and sexuality in the video clips, perceiving it as something that should not be imitated 
or even should be completely rejected. This is clearly illustrated by one participant, 
Kenni, who says, “Kalau (kita) suka (pakaian, gaya, dan tubuh seksi), bahaya.” (If  
(we) like (the sexy clothes, style, and body), (it will be) dangerous). In other words, 
the participants have chosen to detach themselves from the West and Western culture, 
and retain their identity as young Indonesian women who embrace the Eastern (read: 
Javanese) culture and are religious believers, highlighting the idea that in the midst of 
cultural globalization considered as Westernization or Americanization in Indonesia, 
young Indonesian women can experience and express, without contradiction, both 
attachments to the nation, (multi)-ethnic allegiances and cosmopolitan sensibilities.  
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