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 Abstract 
This paper is intended to elucidate and describe the shifts in traditional values caused by 
modernity which affect Javanese women's thought and attitude in Indonesian novels published 
between the 1980s and 2000s. This study concludes that Indonesian novels of the 1980s showed 
a large number of authors from Java, who wrote literary works with a local Javanese 
background and described Javanese women's thoughts and attitude in patriarchal culture. All 
male (and some female) authors presented similar depictions of the character of Javanese 
women conforming to traditions of patience, acquiescence, submission, loyalty, and devotion to 
their husbands. This trend continued into the 1990s. During this period, Nh. Dini was the only 
author who showed shifts of the values through her characters’ thoughts and rebellious attitudes 
against their cultural values. In the 2000s, many female authors who dealt with the thoughts and 
attitudes of 21st century Javanese women emerged. Their works showed tensions caused by the 
shifts from traditional to modern values. Through their novels, Nh. Dini and other female 
authors of the 2000s aspired to show that woman have full rights over their bodies, rather than 
being governed by convention and cultural values.  
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Introduction 

Tradition is the hereditary customs of a group of people based on their cultural values. It 

shows how community members behave and regulates how human beings and groups relate to 

each other as well as the environment. It develops into a system of patterns and norms which also 

govern the use of sanctions and threats against violation and deviation (Mursal Esten, 1982: 5). 

In each tradition, there are conventions agreed by the whole community. These 

conventions become guidance for the community’s thoughts, actions, and behavior in pursuance 

of agreed traditional values (Mursal Esten, 1982: 6). Violations of tradition are heavily 

disparaged and will be socially detrimental to the concerned individual. Therefore, as social 

creatures, individuals always strive to follow traditional values to the best of their ability.  

The traditional community, as stated by Daniel Bell (in H.A.R. Tilaar, 2004:16), has 

already faced great challenges because of uncertainty in their lives. Enormous changes were 

triggered by the Renaissance and emergence of capitalism—characterized by the Industrial 

Revolution in 18th-century Europe. A modern community has emerged with these changes, 

signified by the rapid progress of science and technology as well as the advancement of 

education. In the words of Ulrich Beck (in H.A.R Tilaar, 2004:22), modernity is the process of 

detraditionalization of community life. Modernity is always in contrast with tradition, even 



though not all traditional elements are eliminated or substituted with new elements. Tradition 

cannot be simply removed from the continuity of human life.  

Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Scott Lash opine that tradition continually and 

sustainably shifts to modernity. The community’s transformation from traditional to modern does 

not directly transform its social values (Soedjito, 2001:7). Though community accepts the swift 

changes of the results of science, technology, and education, it does not abandon its traditional 

values instantly. Traditional values and modernity both affect community life and values. Some 

social and cultural values undergo dynamic changes and have the nature of a revolution. Ullrich 

Beck (in H.A.R Tilaar, 2004:16) elucidates that five processes which affect the world community 

are caused by modernization: (1) globalization; (2) individualism; (3) gender revolution; (4) 

unemployment; and (5) global risks because of environmental and monetary crises.  

  

Traditional and Modern Values of Javanese Women in Modern Indonesian Novels 

Shifts from traditional to modern values are mirrored in modern Indonesian novels, 

especially those which discuss the lives of women. For authors, women are attractive figures to 

be presented in their novels. The word perempuan (woman), is derived from the word empu, 

which has a positive meaning, namely as an honorary title meaning master/mistress or honorable 

person (Kris Budiman, 2000:75). It therefore bears a better meaning than the word wanita, which 

can be traced to the Javanese term wani ditata (willing to be governed). Javanese women are 

those women of Javanese ethnicity who live in the circle of Javanese cultural heritage; this life 

affects their way of thinking, attitude/behavior, and social and cultural values.  

Javanese women's characters are not merely determined by their personality. They are 

greatly affected by the social and cultural values which abound in their community. Said social 

and cultural values are passed from one generation to the next, inherited by children from their 

parents. Tradition is attached to the customs, cultural values, and certain norms that are present in 

Javanese culture and that have been instilled by the parents in their daughters since their youths. 

Said values are internalized and manifested in the girls’ personalities and attitudinal patterns.  

 

Javanese Women's Traditional Values in the Serat Written by Kings 

According to Soedjito (2001:5), in a traditional community the king is the binding rope and 

has the highest authority. In such communities, social values stress and regulate the relation 



between the superior and the inferior. As such, the king governs his community strengthened by 

the community structure. He conceives regulations which culturally become conventions and 

bind his community. 

Kings wrote literary works or appointed poets to write literary works to legitimize the king's 

name and convey certain values considered good for the community, especially the nobility. This 

also applied to Javanese literary works which listed ideal traditional values for Javanese women. 

Such works are known as sastra wulang (educatory literary works). According to the Serat 

Centhini, the characteristics of a Javanese woman are analogized by the five fingers of the hand: 

(1) Jempol (thumb), meaning pol ing tyas; a wife should be completely subservient to her 

husband and always comply to whatever wishes he has; (2) Penuduh (index finger); meaning that 

a Javanese woman should never disobey her husband's directions; (3) Penunggul (middle finger), 

meaning that a Javanese woman must always glorify her husband and look after his dignity; (4) 

Jari manis (ring finger), meaning that a Javanese woman must always show positive facial 

expression while serving her husband; (5) Jejenthik (pinky), meaning that a Javanese woman 

must always skillful and smart in serving her husband (Hadidjaja and Kamajaya, 1979:18). 

Serat Candrarini, which was written by Pakubuwono IX and Raden Mas Panji Esmubrata 

(1939:1–5) portrays an ideal wife as being similar to Arjuna's nine wives: Wara Sumbadra, Dewi 

Manuhara, Dewi Ulupi, Retna Gandawati, Wara Srikandi, Dewi Manikharja, Retna Rarasati, 

Dewi Maheswara, and Dewi Sulastri. An ideal wife in Serat Candrarini is characterized as being 

attractive, elegant, unassuming, gentle, forgiving, and loyal to her husband. She can serve her 

husband well, is skilled in household duties, and likes to read books.  

Serat Wulangreh Putri, written by Pakubuwana X (1940:2–5), advises Javanese women on 

their positions as wives. This serat states that women should be humble, respectful towards their 

husbands, abide their husband's orders and advice, be careful in their action, be devoted to their 

husbands, and be able to control themselves.  

Between the 1980s and 2000s, many Javanese authors emerged and wrote on the life of 

Javanese women in a patriarchal culture, including  their lives, thoughts, and feelings, and 

different opinions. Such stories have become common in Indonesian novels. 

 

Traditional Values of Javanese Women in Indonesian Novels of the 1980s 

The 1980s signified the emergence of many female novelists, such as Titis Basino, Nh. Dini, 



Lastri Fardani Sukarton, Titie Said Sadikun, Mira W., V. Lestari, and Maria A. Sardjono, who 

generally depicted Javanese women in their domestic life. Many male authors who portrayed the 

life of Javanese women in patriarchal culture, such as Arswendo Atmowiloto, Pandir Kelana, Y.B. 

Mangunwijaya, Linus Suryadi Ag., and Ahmad Tohari, also emerged during this period. The 

Javanese women they portrayed generally follow the traditional values of Javanese women as 

found in Serat Centhini, Serat Candrarini, and Serat Wulangreh Putri. The following is a 

depiction of a Javanese woman made by a male author. 

 
Suprapto membuka sepatunya lalu langsung pergi ke kamar mandi. Segala 
sesuatunya sudah disiapkan oleh istrinya. Air panas dalam beberapa termos besar, 
handuk, sabun, sikat gigi dan pasta gigi, sandal, ember besar, sarung, dan piyama 
(Pandir Kelana, 1983:37).  

 

  Similarly, female authors of the 1980s depicted Javanese women as persons of patience, 

nrimo ing pandum (acquiescence), sincere acceptance, prioritization of family harmony, gentle 

demeanor and speech, devoted service to their husbands, etc. This is clearly visible in the 

following excerpt. 

 
Sore itu suamiku pulang terlambat. Pukul lima baru sampai rumah. Aku tak 
menanyakan kenapa atau ada apa. Kupikir itu akan menambah kekesalan hati 
seorang suami yang telah payah-payah bekerja seharian dan sampai rumah disuguhi 
pertanyaan usang yang membosankan (Titis Basino, 1983: 86).  
  

The majority of authors in the 1980s, both male and female, depicted Javanese women in 

their position as wives and housewives who must always show dedication, self-control, and 

devotion to their husbands—as dictated by the conventions represented by the kings' literary 

work. This image of a Javanese women was been instilled by their parents through family 

educational values, in accordance with Javanese cultural values. Since youth, Javanese women 

are taught certain conventions to prepare themselves for matrimony, to act in certain ways and 

thus become good wives who are able to serve their husbands. This is illustrated in Sri Sumarah, 

a novelette written by Umar Kayam, as seen in the excerpt below. 

 
Embahnya dalam bulan-bulan berikutnya mempersiapkan cucunya dengan 
sebaik-baiknya. Persiapan bagi seorang gadis untuk menjadi istri. Modelnya, 
Sembadra alias Lara Ireng, adik Baladewa dan Kresna, istri Arjuna, laki-laki dari 
segal laki-laki. Dialah istri sejati. Patuh, sabar, mengerti akan kelemahan suami, 



mengagumi kekuatannya (Umar Kayam 1985:10).  
 

Traditional Values of Javanese Women in the Indonesian Novels of the 1990s 

In the 1990s, Indonesian literature was still greatly dominated by authors who debuted in 

the 1980s, including Umar Kayam, Ahmad Tohari, Remy Silado, and Y.B. Mangunwijaya. Umar 

Kayam, in his novel Para Priyayi (translated into English as Javanese Gentry), follows the path 

of the traditional Javanese women, as clearly visible in the following excerpt. 

 
Dik Ngaisah, alhamdullilah, adalah istri seperti yang saya harapkan semula. Ia adalah 
perempuan yang sudah disiapkan orang tuanya untuk menjadi istri priyayi yang 
mumpuni lengkap akan kecakapan dan keprigelannya. Di dapur ia tidak hanya tahu 
memasak, tetapi juga memimpin para pembantu di dapur. Dalam mengatur meja 
makan serta kamar tidur dan menaruh meja dan kursi di ruang depan dan ruang dalam 
jelas Dik Ngaisah lebih berpengalaman daripada saya. Segera saja terlihat bagaimana 
bekas tangan rumah tangga priyayi melekat pada semua yang disentuhnya (Umar 
Kayam, 1992:83).  
 

Bekisar Merah (its title referring to a kind of pheasant usually kept for its beauty), a novel 

by Ahmad Tohari, follows a woman of mixed Javanese-Japanese descent who becomes a 

concubine of a rich entrepreneur from Jakarta. She was a poor resident of Karangsoga Hamlet, 

yet was blessed with great beauty; this loveliness led her to become the concubine of Handarbeni, 

an affluent entrepreneur. She lived a luxurious life, but nevertheless felt disappointed because this 

luxury was not the result of her own hard work. The essence of her happiness was not based on 

her wealth, but rather on her dignity as a woman, as shown in the following excerpt.  

 
Dulu waktu masih menjadi istri Darsa, Lasi bekerja dan merasakan hadir secara utuh. 
Bukan hanya memasak untuk suami dan mencuci pakaiannya, melainkan juga 
mengambil peran dalam urusan nira sampai bisa dijual sebagai gula jawa. Ya, bekerja 
memeras keringat dan menikmati makna kehadirannya di dunia nyata. Kehidupan 
adalah beban bersama suami, yang harus dibayar dengan kebersamaan bahkan 
kesatuan suami istri, lahir dan batin, dengan keringat lelaki dan perempuan setiap 
hari. Lasi merasa peran dan arti dirinya memiliki bobot yang indah dan mendalam. 
Namun, kini bobot indah itu hilang justru setelah ia dimanjakan menjadi sekedar 
hiasan dalam sebuah rumah tangga yang makmur, sangat makmur (Ahmad Tohari, 
1992:23).  

 
Tohari's novel reveals both the strength and the helplessness of Javanese women. Lasi 

wanted to be a "powerful" woman who did not merely enjoy the riches because she only became 

the "bekisar" of a rich entrepreneurship. Once, she had been an independent working woman, but 



she did not have the power to change her fate since Handarbeni had hegemony over her. She was 

unable to unravel Handarbeni's hegemony since she had neither the skills nor education to 

release herself from her life as a kept woman. 

 

Change from Tradition to Modernity of Javanese Women in Indonesian Novels of the 1980s 

and 2000s 

Nh. Dini is one female author figure who broke the established image of Javanese women 

in novels. She depicted Javanese women who had undergone cultural changes from traditional to 

modern values. Gender revolution, as a part of modernity, is also voiced by Nh. Dini through her 

novels. Nh. Dini depicts Javanese women who have the courage to defy the patriarchal culture 

which binds them through Javanese cultural traditions; this led to her works being branded 

controversial in her time. Javanese women's courageous attempts to act decisively in facing 

household conflict was considered incompatible with the traditional value of Javanese women as 

wives who were devoted and loyal to their husband.  

Often, Javanese women portrayed by Nh. Dini are in a dilemma: should they stay in a 

marriage which brings no happiness or divorce their husbands and seek happiness as individuals? 

By maintaining their marriages, they will always suffer physically and mentally at the hands of 

their husbands, yet if they divorces their husbands, people will blame them and brand them wives 

who are unable to please their husbands—a shameful prospect for Javanese woman. Yet, the 

woman characters in Nh. Dini novels are firm in their decision to divorce and seek happiness as 

individuals, believing that individual happiness is their private right. However, the struggle for 

said happiness must be paid dearly by the characters: they lose their beloved children, as 

depicted in the excerpt below:  

   
Selama duapuluh empat tahun aku dijejali pemikiran bahwa seorang istri adalah 
bayangan suaminya. Bahwa surga seorang istri terletak di telapak kaki suaminya. 
Bahwa suami adalah ratu dan wakil Tuhan yang harus dianut dan diikuti segala 
perintahnya. Aku telah mengharapkan menjadi istri seperti itu. Setiap kata suamiku 
kusetujui meskipun dalam hati aku menyangkalnya. Setiap tindakan keras hanya 
kupandangi dengan mata sedihku. Tetapi itu semua kini sudah berlalu. Aku berhak 
atas kebahagianku. Biarlah aku tidak usah menjadi istri sempurna yang selalu 
dijejalkan orang tuaku kepadaku (Nh. Dini, 1988:130).  

 
In 2000s, many female authors emerged and established a group known as sastrawangi 



(‘fragrant literature’; literary works written by female authors in which sexuality is the dominant 

theme) and Forum Lingkar Pena (an organization for authors and would-be authors). This trend 

began after Ayu Utami won the novel-writing contest held by the Jakarta Arts Council with her 

novel Saman. Other female authors, such as Nova Riyanti Yusuf, Jenar Mahesa Ayu, Dinar 

Rahayu, Herlinatiens, and several female authors from Forum Lingkar Pena (Helvy Tiana Rosa, 

Abidah El-Khalieqy, Asma Nadia, Afifah Afra Amatullah, etc.) followed. 

Javanese women’s changing values from tradition to modernity in novels of the 2000s are 

represented by Ayu Utami, an author from Java. In Saman, she depicts the controversial Javanese 

woman character, Shakuntala, who lives in the megapolitan city of New York and interacts 

internationally. Shakuntala is in the process of cultural change between being a Javanese woman 

who should guard her traditions and one affected by Western culture as a result of modernization. 

She was a Javanese girl who was taught that a girl should keep her virginity prior to marriage, 

and that a girl's virginity was an indicator of her morality:  

 
Ibuku membuka satu rahasia besar: bahwa aku ini ternyata sebuah porselin cina. 
Tidak boleh retak, karena orang akan membuangnya ke tempat sampah atau 
merekatkannya sebagai penghias kuburan. Ibuku berkata, aku tak akan retak selama 
aku memelihara keperawananku. Keperawanan adalah persembahan seorang 
perempuan kepada suami. Jangan pernah diberikan sebelum menikah, sebab kau akan 
jadi barang pecah belah (Ayu Utami, 2000:124). 
 

As befitting her name, Shakuntala—who in pewayangan (shadow puppetry) is portrayed as a 

rebel—the character in the novel is also depicted as rebellious. She deconstructs the values 

taught by her mother. A woman's morality cannot be measured by how long she guarded her 

virginity. Utami depicted a woman's body as her own private right, rather than being constructed 

by cultural convention. The following is her opinion on virginity: 

 
Keperawan tidak lebih penting dibanding tubuh perempuan lainnya. Mengapa dia 
mendapatkan keistimewaan? Dia hanyalah daging sama dengan yang lain. Karena itu, 
akan kuserahkan keperawananku pada orang yang kukasihi, walaupun tanpa melalui 
lembaga pernikahan (Ayu Utami, 2000: 125). 

 

In Saman, a large value change, from tradition to modernity, was experienced by the 

Javanese woman characters. Through said change, Ayu demands culturally undifferentiated 

treatment of women and men: demands for women should not differ from those for men, there is 



a consciousness over women's bodies, and women's bodies should not be determined by cultural 

values, but by their own prerogative right.  

Shakuntala is depicted as having the same condition as the characters in NH. Dini's novels. 

As a Javanese woman, she is in conflict and tension between traditional and modern values 

imported with the inclusion of Western culture. Ayu Utami contests Javanese patriarchal culture 

and deconstructs the establishment of values through her novel Saman. Her novel is quite jolting, 

as it explicitly and naturalistically narrates the relationship between men and women.  

Tension between tradition and modern values is also experienced by the Javanese woman 

character in Abidah El-Khalieqy’s novel Perempuan Berkalung Sorban. The main character, 

Anisa, is a Javanese woman who lived in a pondok pesantren (Islamic boarding school). Since 

her youth, she has enquired as to why women are treated differently than men, when women 

undeniably have the same ability as men given the same opportunity: 

 
"Apa ibu belum mengatakan padamu kalau naik kuda hanya pantas dipelajari 
kakakmu Rizal atau kakakmu Wildan. Kau tahu mengapa? Sebab kau ini anak 
perempuan. Nggak pantas anak perempuan kok naik kuda, pencilakan, apalagi 
keluyuran mengelilingi ladang, sampai blumbang segala. Memalukan!" (Abidah 
El-Khalieqy, 2009:7).  
 

Anisa rebels against the values binding her. She acts critically towards Javanese's values and 

conventions communicated by her parents. For her, there is no difference between men and 

women; given the same treatment and opportunities, their capabilities are the same.  

 
"Bu, Pak Guru bilang kewajiban seorang perempuan itu banyak sekali. Ada mencuci, 
memasak, menyetrika, mengepel, menyapu, menyuapi, menyusui, memandikan, dan 
banyak lagi. Tidak seperti laki-laki, Bu. Kewajibannya cuma satu pergi ke kantor. 
Mengapa aku dulu tidak jadi laki-laki saja, Bu? Aku ingin pergi ke kantor. Aku ingin 
belajar naik kuda seperti Rizal" (Abidah El-Khalieqy, 2009:14).  

 
Indonesian novels showing the cultural transformation from traditional to modern values are 

not yet total. The values inside acculturate tradition and modern values. Tensions between 

traditional and modern values often happen. Authors become controversial because they write 

works which break down the established and accepted relationships between men and women.  

 

Conclusions 

1. Indonesian novels published during the 1980s and 1990s show the presence of support for the 



established values of Javanese traditional culture, which are also found in the serat (literary 

works) written by Kings.  

2. Nh. Dini and other authors of 2000s have written literary works which attempt to break down 

the established values of Javanese women in patriarchal culture. They have tried to explain the 

restlessness of Javanese women, who are in a position between preserving traditional values 

and taking part in the emergence of new values through modernity. For them, culturally 

constructing through various conventions that govern what can and cannot be done by women 

is inappropriate. A woman's body is her own prerogative, and should thus be determined by 

the woman as an individual. 
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