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In this paper, a varied approach is used to study sexuality from a historical perspective. Besides research in the literature, personal communication was undertaken with historians with expertise in Indonesian and Javanese history. With this combined approach I gained a more holistic understanding of the history of sexuality and how values relating to sex have changed over time. The objective of this paper came from my wondering about the origin of the notion of conservatism in regard to sexuality. Has it always been rooted in our cultural and social values? Or are there other forces either from religion or Westernisation that also have influenced our values towards sex?


From historical documents it is clear that in the past, Indonesian women had more power than men did over their sexual activity. Women initiated sexual intercourse and men sometimes underwent very painful penis surgery to insert tiny balls under their loose penis skin with the aim of pleasing women. This is in contradiction to contemporary Indonesian attitudes on sex. Even though premarital sexual activity is increasingly evident people do not openly talk about sex. Virginity is regarded as crucial for marriage and sex outside marriage is regarded as immoral. State regulation, the political environment, religious beliefs and traditional norms and values influence sexual activity. Yet double standards exist, as shown by young men having sexual intercourse with prostitutes but wanting to find virgin wives. This paper attempts to evaluate the source of conservative attitudes towards sexuality.


It is quite difficult to study sexual activity using historical accounts owing to their scarcity and because literature dating from the tenth to the eighteenth centuries was written in Javanese. This poses difficulties for scholars who do not read and understand Javanese, and who rely on translations. Nevertheless, sexual and other aspects of life can be studied through written literature. To trace the notion of conservatism towards sexuality, and to provide an overview of this matter, this paper uses Javanese literature that has been translated into either Indonesian or English, as well as other documentation from the early part of this century such as Indonesian folklore, the Sumatran novels, the Pudjangga Baru Era novels, popular novels and traditional popular art.


This paper will analyse about the notion of traditional Indonesia sexuality, the adaptation to the outside world and how Westernisation came to Indonesia, stories relating to sexuality from folklore and Indonesian literature, and the coming of Islam as a source of conservatism in sexuality.


