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Citizen labs often take in the role of promoting equality and tech literacy in their community. These 
two aims are entangled when it comes to enabling free speech online and offline. The methods of 
Indonesian citizen labs were shaped by decades of state propaganda and extended colonialism. 
These citizen labs also have deep roots in Indonesia's history, which informs the way critical 
media practises are cultivated. Sharing tech skills, offering formats for critical thinking and 
creativity was performed with a specific form of care, one that protects participants through 
encoding. In this paper we want to focus on three generations of Indonesian pioneers, who set up 
feminist citizen labs struggling against hegemonic forces. In particular we are investigating the 
roots of feminist citizen labs in the grassroot organization Gerwani. In the scope of our arts-based 
research project interviews with survivors of this destroyed women movement and interviews with 
initiators and members of current collectives were translated into an animated documentary.  

Indonesia. Postcolonial. Memory. Gerwani. Care. Feminist 
hacking. Digitalization. Activism. DIY. Citizen labs.

1. INTRODUCTION 

 We want to propose to analyse Indonesian citizen 
labs as networks of care and knowledge production 
and these emerging collectives’ struggles as 
entangled with histories of oppression (Bellacasa, 
2017). This paper focuses on three generations of 
feminist activists in Indonesia who set up DIY 
collectives and citizen labs to encourage literacy. 
They all worked at the grass-roots level to 
accelerate knowledge transfer. The first generation 
encouraged learning how to read and write, the 
second fostered media literacy, the third generation 
promoted digital literacy. All three generations 
experienced that women’s* right for education was 
contested. The first generation we will look at was 
active 1950 until 1965, the second one – from 1980 
until 1998, and the last generation we discuss here 
was active from 1998 up until today (Arivia, Subono 
2017). The paper raises the question on how 
decades of stigmatisation, namely under the New 
Order Regime, shape today’s collectives. The 
described collectives align with values and 
practises termed as “Citizen Labs” in the sense that 
the initiators are mainly academically trained, 
culturally engaged women* with a middle-class 
background, who encourage interdisciplinary 
exchange and enable STEAM literacy on grassroot 
level. 

1.1. First generation: educational laboratories 

Figure 1: Video still of animated documentary by 
Stefanie Wuschitz 2022 ‘Coded Feminisms’ 

In colonial times, Indonesian schools were at the 
centre of resistance against colonial power, 
countering colonial education systems (Irwin, 
2019). The Dutch colonists had called these 
schools “wild schools” (sekolah liar). 

The Javanese Taman Siswa (Student Gardens) 
were schools inspired by emancipatory pedagogy, 
encouraging self-governance, warmth and 
compassion, the child’s deeper understanding of 
and engagement with the world. (Irwin 2019). The 
founder, known as Ki Hadjar Dewantara drew 
inspiration from the ideas of Rabindranath Tagore, 
who in his educational school laboratories in 
Kolkata, India (Shantiniketan and Sriniketan) 
fostered children’s freedom of expression (Supardi 
2018, p. 50-57). These pioneers gave birth to the 
resistance education movement directed against 
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the hegemonic colonial education system. That 
these schools enabled access to education showed 
in the growing numbers of remarkable female 
graduates. Compared to literacy in female citizens 
of the 1930s, which was around zero percent, e.g. 
in Sukabumi, female citizens in the 1950s were up 
to 58 percent literate (Vreede-De Stuers, 1960). 

Figure 2: Video still of animated documentary, 2022 

1.2. The rise of Indonesia’s Women’s Movement 

While many European and Northern American 
feminists believe that their interpretation of liberty 
and equality was exported to the so-called Global 
South (Mohanty, 1984, 1993; McGregory, 2013), the 
women’s* movement in Indonesia in fact had 
experienced its largest expansion between 1928 and 
the 1950s, presenting the largest and most 
progressive feminist movement in the world of that 
time (Ita Nadia Fatia, 2020, part 1; McGregor & 
Hearman, 2007). They demanded labour rights, a 
new marriage law, children’s rights and land rights. 
To support women* working in factories, they 
initiated the first network of kindergartens and 
nursery systems all over Indonesia called Melati 
Kindergartens (TK Melati). Gerwani was the 
strongest organisation with three million members. 
Many of its leaders came from famous, rich or 
aristocratic Indonesian families and had experienced 
the highest possible education of their times (e.g. 
S.K. Trimurti and Umi Sardjono). Gerwani was 
founded by the most outspoken and leftist groups in 
this women’s movement. Six women organisations 
joined to found Gerwani’s embryo organisation 
called Gerwis (Gerakan Wanita Indonesia Sedar - 
Indonesian Conscious Women Movement). 

1.3. A New Nation State 

Gerwis’ did not only assemble to share skills, but 
also articulate critique on patriarchal living 
conditions. They took a strong stance against 
polygamy and initiated grassroot self-help groups in 
thousands of villages on different Indonesian 
islands (Api Kartini, 1959, 1961). By volunteering to 
work on the grassroots, young teachers and 

academics learned about the struggles of people 
living in remote rural areas. By 1953 their young 
organisation counted 40.000 members, had set up 
nursery and literacy courses as well as workshops 
for income generating activities all over Indonesia 
(Wieringa, 1993). In 1954, in order to mark the shift 
towards a mass movement Gerwis changed its 
name to Gerwani (Gerakan Wanita Indonesia - 
Indonesian Women Movement). 

 

Figure 3: Video still of animated documentary, 2022 

In regular meetings, covering as household lectures 
local women* socialised and exchanged knowledge. 
These meetings were also a way of distributing 
resources and unpaid labour to one another, from 
measuring the weight of newborn babies regularly to 
taking care of funeral ceremonies. At the same time 
Gerwani transferred knowledge on economy, 
inequality, and how it affects the participants’ 
personal lives, e.g. when food prices rise. While 
teaching the alphabet, it was discussed why rice or 
milk became more expensive and the importance of 
food sovereignty (Nurvista and Mario, 2017). In 
combination with reading and writing, concepts that 
would help to understand their socio-political context 
were debated. The idea of connecting agency, 
literacy and community building was at the core of 
this pedagogical organisation. It was celebrated in 
songs, dances and other artistic formats. Knowledge 
on complex issues was transferred through 
cartoons, short stories, puppet theatre and 
improvised performances (e.g. Ludruk). In particular 
dance classes were a very popular way of 
experiencing and expressing personal 
transformation. Many Gerwani members also joined 
Lekra, an organisation for women artists. 

In most cases, however, the goals of Lekra, 
Gerwani, and other related organisations had 
been to raise awareness of basic human needs, 
such as reducing work hours for pregnant 
women, demanding bathroom facilities in 
factories, or dancing and singing songs that 
questioned policies regarding gender equality or 
articulated specific notions of longing and 
difference. Such songs often used “traditional” 
arts idioms to communicate these ideas, where 
the use of the idioms enabled a semi-veiled 
critique of the status quo, frequently targeting 
and satirizing certain established social practices 
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such as polygamy and women’s limited rights to 
education. (Larasati 2013, p. 5-6) 

What attracted large numbers of people was that 
Gerwani was set up as commons (Helfrich, 2012; 
Ostrom, 1990). This way Gerwani generated a 
nationwide organisational structure. Committed 
members were invited to leadership training and 
some of them were sent as representatives to 
larger summits in Indonesia and abroad. 

1.4. Global Scale 

Internationally, Gerwani’s outspoken standpoint 
was gaining impact and their representatives were 
invited to contribute to large international 
conferences. For example, the anti-imperialist 
Women's International Democratic Federation 
(WIDF). This network of women across the world 
was the largest global post-war women’s 
organisation (McGregor, 2008). In 1952, for 
example, Umi Sardjono (among others) took part in 
a meeting in Vienna to present Gerwis to the 
Women’s international democratic federation at the 
World Peace Council. Gerwis had been collecting 
17.711 Indonesian signatures in support of peace 
(McGregor, 2013). Umi Sardjono represented the 
Indonesian Women’s organisations also in 
Copenhagen and Berlin from which she and others 
reported in detail in their magazine called Api 
Kartini (Api Kartini, February 1960, p .4). Sukarno, 
the first president of Indonesia, supported Gerwani. 
But his presidency was ended by a Coup D’Etat. 
When a military regime took overpower patriarchal 
capitalism and systematic sexual violence silenced 
all former Gerwani members (Mies, 1986; 
Wieringa, 1998, Ita, 2020; Pohlman, 2015). 

1.5. Coup d’Etat 1965 

On September 30
th
, 1965 a coup d’etat caused the 

death of seven military generals. It was spread in all 
the news sent out on the new propaganda radio 
station: Gerwani members had danced naked in 
front of the generals and then cut off their penises, 
killed them and thrown them into a hole. Because all 
other radio stations and information channels 
(except for Suharto’s) were turned off, nobody could 
object to their demonization. They were abused for 
the military’s purposes. There is evidence today that 
this was all a lie. In fact, the accused Gerwani 
members did not know anything about the whole 
incident (Sulami, 1999; Wieringa & Katjasungkana, 
2019; Pohlman, 2017). The generals were killed by 
a competing part of the military to get rid of Sukarno 
(Melvin, 2018; Simpson 2008; Wieringa et al, 2019). 
Aidit (PKI leader) had tried to prevent a military coup 
against President Sukarno, but with this move gave 
a longed-for reason to the right wing part of the 
military to seize power (Pohlman, 2017). A couple of 
innocent sex-workers were later caught, raped and 
brutally tortured by the military until they confirmed 

that the accusation would be true, that they in fact 
would have killed the generals and cut off their 
penises (Wieringa & Katjasungkana, 2019, p. 43; 
Pohlman, 2017, p. 88). They took pictures of these 
women and reenacted the act for the deliberate 
purpose of publishing a black campaign against 
Gerwani, for example in their military newspapers 
such as Berita Yudha and Angkatan Bersenjata. 
This single source of information and false 
fabrication provoked the mass and became the 
reason to start hunting Gerwani members as one of 
the primary targets in the process of annihilating all 
the leftist movements in Indonesia. Thousands of 
Gerwani members were murdered in the following 
weeks, even schoolgirls that had just taken part in a 
Gerwani dance course (Rachmi, 2013, Wiewiek, 
2020). Thousands of Gerwani members and leaders 
got emprisoned (Ibu Sarijah), where they were 
tortured through sexual violence and sexual slavery 
(Pohlman, 2017, p. 63-92; Melvin 2018, p. 43; 
Wieringa, Melvin & Pohlman 2019, p. 96-115; 
interview with Ita F. Nadia, 2020; Pohlman 2015, p. 
92). According to RPKAD chief Sarwo Edhie, and 
other sources, in the time period after 1965 “three 
million people had been killed, and most of them on 
his orders” (Naipospos, 1995, p. 59; Melvin, 2018, p. 
30-52). Today there is evidence that the killings 
were in fact genocide. This could be proven by the 
discovery of the Indonesian genocide files, that 
document that “all armed forces had been ordered to 
completely annihilate the ‘30 September Movement’ 
down to the roots.” (Melvin, 2018, p. 41). Through 
the military ‘Operation Berdikari’ the military's target 
group was physically destroyed (Melvin, 2018, p.41). 
The military mobilised and armed thousands of 
paramilitary members to establish death squads, 
who recorded the killings on flowcharts and a “death 
map” (Melvin, 2018, p.42). The target, the “30 
September Movement'' stood for communist rebels 
and PKI (communist party) members. This way the 
genocide was framed as a defense move in reaction 
to a coup blamed on PKI and Gerwani (Melvin, 2018 
p.43). But the victims were even those citizens that 
only remotely passed as critical and culturally active, 
including e.g. even kindergarten teachers. The 
original Melati Kindergartens were destroyed in 1965 
and taken over by the military or associated militias 
(Wieringa, year, p. 42; Wieringa & Katjasungkana, 
2019, p .42). But also students, teachers, the entire 
education sector was “cleaned”. Labour and farmer 
union members, members of leftist parties as well as 
nationalists and supporters of President Sukarno 
(and their families) disappeared. The Indonesian 
Chinese population was also targeted because they 
were labelled as sympathisers of the communist 
ideology. After this genocide, directed against the 
main political rivals of General Suharto and his 
Western Allies in Washington, London, Canberra, 
the authoritarian government known as New Order 
Regime was installed. Recently published archive 
documents confirm that the West supported Suharto 
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with weapons and logistics and encouraged 
Suharto’s intentions (Melvin, 2018, p. 302; 
McGregor, 2018). 

1.6. Stigmatization after 1965 

After the coup d’Etat in 1965, Suharto became the 
new president. This new president was invited to 
join the United Nations and Western countries 
supported his regime until the late 1990s. The three 
million members of Gerwani were silenced, as was 
the entire women’s movement of that time. The 
term Gerwani is still used, but only as a term of 
abuse in ‘Gerwani Lonte’, Gerwani-whores, applied 
to women* who speak up in public, to discourage, 
shame and silence them (Saskia, 2020). Gerwani 
members were kept in political prisons all over 
Indonesia stereotyped as communist, evil and 
sexually perverted. The survivors were fully under 
military surveillance, even years after being 
released. This is why, until Suharto stepped down, 
it was almost impossible for Indonesian 
intellectuals inside the country to know, study or 
write about Gerwani and its rich past. The last 
twenty years, studies on Gerwani as feminist 
organization were published in Indonesia. They 
sparked many controversies on how to even talk 
about the atrocities they experienced and discuss 
this contested period in history. The story of 
Gerwani is one of the most suppressed, delicate, 
sensitive ones. Even in 2015 magazines on this 
issue were still burned in public (Lentera, 2015). 
Gerwani and all other critical citizen initiatives are 
still written out of Indonesian history books 
(Wieringa & Katjasungkana, 2019, p.42). ‘Gewani 
was responsible for the coup d’etat, which the 
military prevented by taking over power’, was the 
official state narration. A very specific 
housewifization was enforced (Mies, 2014). It only 
allowed the wives of public servants and men 
working in the military to organise as women 
groups. The hierarchy of the New Order women’s 
organisation operated according to the rank of their 
husbands. State motherhood was constructed as 
the new ideal - State Ibuism (State Motherhood) - a 
term coined by Julia Suryakusuma (Suryakusuma, 
1988). Again women were forced to stay in the 
house and take care of the kids. Top down 
housewifization was implemented through the 
mandatory housewife organisation Dharma Wanita 
and PKK (Wieringa, 1986; Suryakusuma, 1998). 
They funded peer to peer workshops on village 
level, but only on skills such as applying makeup or 
wearing traditional dresses or baking cakes. 

In contrast [to Gerwani], the conservative PKK 
women’s group in its present form is a creation 
of the Suharto government and is used by it very 
directly to translate government policies into 
programs meant to ensure that women are 
obedient and fully support men and the 
government line. (Wieringa 1993, p. 19) 

Controlling what the feminine is and the economic 
position that is connected to a gender role became 
essential to the New Order Regime. Setting up and 
policing the absolute bias of gender, helped facilitate 
terror and silenced all resistance for decades. 

So, “Gender Ideology” is always part and parcel 
of state ideology. That is what I try to hammer 
into my male compatriots. Because male political 
scientists (…) they don’t take gender into 
account. (Julia Suryakusuma, 2021) 

Suharto allowed Western multinational corporations 
to enter the country exporting gold, copper, oil, palm 
oil, wood, and cheap labour, paying insignificant 
taxes. For example the Arizona based company 
Freeport-McMoRan started the Grassberg mine in 
Papua, Indonesia. Only as late as in 2018 corporate 
tax rate was set to 25 percent (Reuters, 2018). With 
Suharto’s protection, Freeport-McMoRan could 
operate without restrictions (Freeport, 2022). 
Multinational Corporations started to dominate the 
Indonesian markets and economy. The World Bank 
encouraged Indonesia to restructure the economy 
along free market lines and invested millions of 
dollars that caused catastrophic inflation. Most 
middle-class families were thrown back into poverty 
(Stiglitz, 2021; IMF 2022; La Botz, 2001 p. 49). 

2. METHODS 

This research applies standpoint theory (Harding, 
1986, 1991) and situated knowledge (Haraway, 
1988) and is informed by Braidotti’s affirmative 
ethics (Braidotti 2018). It draws from qualitative 
research, interviews that were conducted online and 
offline during the past two years with informants on 
Java. The field work conducted in 2019 on Java 
island was accompanied by a literature review on 
the Indonesian women’s movement, with focus on 
the organisation Gerwani and its survivors. The 
interviews were prepared and directed by Stefanie 
Wuschitz. The survivors were interviewed by 
research assistants Nilu I. and historian Astrid Reza 
in Indonesian and Javanese, then these 
conversations were transcribed and translated to 
English by Astrid Reza. By collecting these 
interviews and additionally field work notes, archive 
films, archive photos, letters and through artistic 
research in form of video editing, merging and 
sketching connection among these materials, this 
paper tries to unpack how activists based in feminist 
citizen labs address social injustice issues today. An 
important source was the newly discovered original 
Gerwani magazine series that had been stored as 
microfilms at Leiden University library (Api Kartini, 
1959-1961). These magazines contain precious, 
surprising new materials that led us to new insights. 
Hence, interviews were taken with leading scholars 
in the field, like Ita F. Nadia, Saskia Wieringa, 
Svetlana and Julia Suryakusuma. Online interviews 
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in English were conducted with younger Indonesian 
activists and culture workers who are based in 
Jakarta, Yogyakarta and Berlin. In total the authors 
conducted fifteen interviews. Each took 2 – 5 hours. 
These interviews were transcribed and coded, then 
edited to a video. The author uses feminist 
geopolitics of technology as a framework to analyse 
entanglements of activism, space and intersectional 
forms of oppression, as Margaret Jack and Seyram 
Avle have proposed (Jack & Avle, 2021). It builds 
upon feminist HCI scholarship and technofeminist 
theory (Haraway, 1998, 2018). The final research 
publication took the form of a hand drawn animated 
documentary, which was merging different findings 
to create a twenty minutes documentary film (see 
figures 1-7). 

 

Figure 4: Video still of animated documentary, 2022 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Underground Network 

New feminists were born and the experiences of 
the past had not stopped activities among women 
intellectuals, yet they had to go underground. 
Marsinah, an independent trade unionist, who was 
missing and killed brutally by the regime on 8th 
May 1993 added fuel to the underground network 
of women activists to continue their clandestine 
work. In the period of 1996 - 1997, they joined the 
pro-democracy movement and their movement 
became offensive to the regime. The surviving 
Gerwani who were imprisoned as political prisoners 
had several coded languages, one for each layer of 
Gerwani activists (Ita Nadia Fatia interview). Once 
released from prison they communicated in codes, 
e.g. covering messages as cooking recipes, with 
ingredients standing for certain names (interview 
with Ita F. Nadia, 2020). These experimental 
methods of organising themselves for underground 
resistance were often covered as just housewife 
gatherings or indigenous women meetings or 
crafting groups (Baun, 2018). They adapted many 
methods of talking or publishing in codes or went 
undercover in their network to avoid the supervision 
by the military regime which were at their strongest 
at those times. Through the enormous inflation, 
food prices had been rising tremendously (Arivia & 

Subono, 2017). It was a feminist activist group 
covering as “MOTHERS FOR MILK” that first broke 
the permission to protest in public (Suryakusuma, 
2022; Arivia & Subono, 2017). In order to not be 
confronted with military violence, they decided to 
pretend to be mothers, demanding milk for their 
babies. It was the anti-Suharto milk protests, 
student protests and workers protests that merged 
with protests of the middle class, NGOs and others 
to create a mass movement (La Botz, 2001 p. 50-
54). This mass movement succeeded and Suharto 
had to step down (Suryakusuma, 2021, interview; 
Arivia, Subono, 2017). 

This year 1998 was a land shed for most young 
feminists active today. As students who had spent 
their lives hiding their activities and political opinions, 
this year changed their lives. Now they could openly 
share critical views, read books, meet for critical 
discussions and make art. Around 150 political 
parties were registered for the first free election 
(Suryakusuma, 1999). The activists interviewed for 
this paper remember this time very well.  

When activists shortly after this incident gained 
access to the internet, the feminist network went 
online. Because of Indonesia's geographical size, 
the internet significantly helped to bridge distances 
between islands. Local, personal contacts were 
described as “vertical not horizontal” by the 
informants (interview with L, 2020), meaning that 
alliances among citizen lab initiators emerged 
between generations, not horizontally among 
peers. The internet helped to change this. 

3.2. Needle n Bitch 

A feminist citizen lab we took interviews with was 
Needle n Bitch. The collective provides a 
silkscreening and tailoring workshop and initiates 
conversations on feminist issues during sewing 
classes. In these classes, participants e.g. make 
menstruation pads from upcycled fabrics and re-
used textiles. In the course of the workshop 
sensitive issues like menstruation, body shaming 
and domestic violence are being tackled. This way 
the DIY workshops provide informal, mobile safer 
spaces in remote areas. At the same time the 
collective is actively involved in online campaigns in 
Bahasa Indonesian and English.  

 

Figure 5: Logo of craft and design collective              
Needle n’ Bitch, 2021 
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One of the founders, Mita, told us about how 
connecting to farmers was central to their work, as 
well as expressing their opinion through their crafts: 

So back then, also we connected strongly with 
the farmer movement, so we decided to (..) be 
closer and build solidarity and farmer’s fight for 
the iron mining back then. My collective works on 
gender issues, as well as land issues. Speaking 
of gender issues, we wanted to first prove that 
activism can also support your economic needs 
(...) So we don't want to accept that (funding) as a 
collective. So we want to build our own economic 
base. We split into two divisions, one is 
campaigning..all related to activism, and one is 
the production division, where we try to survive, to 
live from the craft. Speaking of the craft also, the 
craft became something really important to us. 
Because it speaks for itself. So we do the 
campaign, we don't say "Oh..we are anarchist 
group, this is our ideology, this is our political 
view", but we use our craft to (..) send the 
message directly. (Mita, 2019) 

Like most of the young people who we interviewed, 
Mita is not excited about the nation state as a 
shared endeavour anymore. Her lab directs their 
online presence towards a global audience that 
shares values of feminism, digital rights and 
environmental justice. They skip the national level. 
At the same time they establish grassroot networks 
that are village based, local and stay hidden on the 
periphery. While Gerwani members were once 
outspoken, loud and internationally present, today’s 
activists need to code their work to reach their 
goals (Wieringa, 2021; Mita, 2019). 

3.3. Purple Code 

We also interviewed community organisers who 
entered the public sphere right after the end of the 
New Order regime. Women’s art activist L. 
described her personal activism as inspired by 
Kalyanamitra, one of the only organisations active 
in the mid 80s. In this NGO, initially founded as a 
crisis centre for survivors of sexual violence, she 
enountered the first (translated) feminist books, 
newsletters and discussion groups (L., 2021). 

The internet was introduced to Indonesian 
universities first. With the internet as Cyberspace 
and as new digital public activism changed. The 
following section will introduce activists who 
experienced this time. One of our informants, 
Dhyta, who is a long-time feminist activist since the 
1990s focuses on female identified person’s safety 
online. Hostile conservative groups in Indonesia’s 
society can pose a threat to feminist citizen labs 
(Dhyta, 2020) and harm their progressive 
environments. A citizen lab’s twitter and instagram 
account was locked down by the government, while 
we researched their activities. Dhyta’s collective, 
Purple Code, created a network concerning KBGO 
(Kekerasan Berbasis Gender Online - Gender 

Based Violence Online). They provide a guidebook 
to raise awareness on digital security issues, an 
online training and an online campaign against 
gender-based violence. L. describes the way of 
Indonesian women*’s activism evolving in the 
current time: 

With this kind of organising slowly we 
understood what is missing is not only a platform 
to meet with one another, but a platform to 
critically analyse how you work as an artist, as 
intellectual or activist (35:32). So we stepped 
further from getting to know each other and 
going more specifically into a relationship (...) to 
do a kind of peer learning system (36:35). 

Purple Code Collective has set up various networks 
with different feminist groups nationally and 
internationally. Dhyta Caturani, as the founder of 
Purple Code Collective, describes how her 
activities as a student introduced her into educating 
women on digital literacy and gender-based 
violence online. A government legislation on 
protecting women* against sexual violence has 
been held back in parliament for years, which 
frustrates many activists we have interviewed. 
Indonesia now counts 202,6 million users (reportal, 
2022) enabling many feminists to widen their 
networks online. According to Dhyta the drawback 
is that she increasingly experienced the internet as 
a space that women* need to reclaim. In the 
interview she reflects upon the power of algorithms 
and the importance of speaking out in online public. 

So I started to get threats and it was shifting my 
perspective on technology. When I thought it 
was democratic, it could be tools for power 
distribution, it could be an equal and open and 
free space, it was not the case. (...) this is the 
space we live in and like in any other space (...) 
the internet, digital technology needs to be 
reclaimed as our space. (9:37) (...) They put 
your safety in your own hands (11.26). Which 
resolves in gate keeping ourselves – (...) that 
kind of restriction only perpetuates the violence 
against us, that we have to censor ourselves 
etc. And censorship is a way of patriarchal 
silencing of women.  …(In) our space, (that) we 
can live equally, safely, and it enables us to 
challenge power structures within the space. 

3.4. Art as a loophole for autonomy 

As the Indonesian nation state is not funding 
feminist citizen labs, many feminist intellectuals 
piggy bag their campaigns and events on corporate 
funded activities, for example, the “Women’s 
Thought Conference” (Sekolah Pemikiran 
Perempuan). Nevertheless, Indonesia’s feminist 
labs have gained international recognition for 
exploring social issues through science and 
technology. In 2019 alone, this young generation of 
women artists was represented in several important 
shows (Bianpoen, 2019). Irene Agrivine is the 
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mastermind behind XXLab and HONF, two famous 
collectives based in Yogyakarta. XXLab won the 
Ars Electronica prize (Ars Electronica, 2022) and 
SAM Fund for Arts and Ecology grant in 2015 
(HONF, 2022). Today her collectives develop 
artistic applications for urban mined materials: 

(...) XXLab explores creative solutions for 
previously undetected or understudied links 
between waste management, food and fuel 
shortage or unaffordability, and poverty 
reduction. In one of its projects, SOYA 
C(O)U(L)TURE (2015), the collective uses digital 
and biological hacking methods for designing 
dresses and other ‘haute couture’. The clothes 
are made from a leather biofabric, which is 
based on the liquid waste of tempeh and other 
soy industries known for polluting the Indonesian 
rivers and soils. (HONF, 2022) 

In workshops, exhibitions and performances XXLab 
explores upcycling, recycling and hacking urban 
mined artistic materials. Also other feminist citizen 
labs, feminist hacklabs and DIY collectives have 
gained increased attention in the last years (Toupin 
and Bardzell et al. 2016; Toupin, 2013, 2014; 
Wuschitz 2015). However, reclaiming space online 
and offline is often connected to personal and 
financial sacrifices by the precarious activists. In this 
sense the feminist struggle for equality and a voice 
in public is not supported through digitalization, only 
extended to the digital realm. Many feel 
disconnected from feminist peers and claim that it is 
easier to connect to feminists internationally than 
with those within Indonesia (L, 2019). The 
interviewed activists belonging to the youngest 
generation operate with a lot of care within a risky 
climate and weave delicate offline ties (Bellacasa, 
2017). Their activities are considerate about 
participants' safety and often engage in coded or 
hidden interventions. They are nevertheless or even 
more so, deeply effective, sophisticated and 
scalable. 

4. DISCUSSION 

Recent feminist HCI scholars have shown that 
feminist citizen labs and their grassroot education 
efforts are a global phenomenon (Lindtner, 2017, 
Avle, 2018, Toombs, 2014, 2015, 2016; Kera, 
2012, 2014; Lin, Lindtner, Wuschitz 2019). The 
women’s movement in Indonesia was based on a 
critical view on industrialization and techno-empires 
shared with international social movements. 
Activists in Indonesia were painfully aware of the 
destructive nature of colonial commodity chains.  
By building DIY networks, they aimed to become 
more independent from imperialist structures. 
European colonists had been violently taking land 
and resources from enslaved peoples living on the 
Indonesian islands (with VOC - Dutch East India 
Company being the very first one in world’s 

history). After Indonesia gained independence 
feminist citizen labs targeted patriarchal traditions 
and proposed new educational standards to fight 
illiteracy. They promoted a new image of a modern 
brave, social activist, educated woman in her own 
right “rather than as docile wives and mothers” 
(Wieringa, 1993). 

Within a global techno-empire (Jack &Avle, 2021), in 
which social media channels are instrumentalized by 
larger players, Gerwani's ‘granddaughters’ stay with 
the trouble (Haraway, 2016). Their challenges result 
in new solutions. For example, citizen labs such as 
Needle n Bitch, Purple Code or XXLab divide their 
work into an online campaign that reaches out to a 
wider public, and a more coded, more hidden offline 
part that engages in skill sharing, networking, 
knowledge production, new subject formation. The 
activists we interviewed consciously decided to not 
register as an NGO or search for funding, but 
instead try to establish their own economic base, by 
selling crafts, offering counselling services or simply 
using their private income to continue their activism. 
To be based in a local village structure helps to 
organise the labs as commons (Savic, 2018, Toupin, 
2015, Toombs, 2014, Maxigas, 2012, Moilanen, 
2012). 

This paper argues that although citizen labs run by 
women* in Indonesia share many similarities with 
feminist citizen labs in Europe and North America, 
their beginnings can actually be tracked back in 
time to Indonesia’s struggle against colonialism at 
the beginning of the century and the 
accomplishments of the Indonesian women’s 
movement in the 1960s. We find it remarkable that 
in Indonesia the term laboratory was used in 
connection to educational environments as early as 
in the 1920s (Santiniketan). The ‘resistance 
education movement’ of that time had set solid 
groundwork for future citizen labs: wild schools, 
Taman Siswa, Melati kindergartens, Gerwani’s 
grassroot groups and mutual self-help networks on 
village basis, and most importantly the 
neighbourhood groups initiated by the women’s 
movement between 1950 and 1965. They all 
shared central values with today's scene of citizen 
labs. They reshaped the very concept of learning. 
Autonomy, curiosity, openness and independence, 
self-regulation of the self-driven learner stood in the 
centre of their pedagogy (Supardi, 2018, p. 55). 

Citizen labs therefore applied different strategies 
than citizen labs in the so-called West. The risk 
Indonesian initiators take demands intensified care. 
After decades of prosecution of self-educated and 
educated women* and their organizations, grassroot 
knowledge production by feminist citizen labs is 
suspicious, stigmatized and exposed to violence. In 
contrast to the New Order’s societal recategorization 
following the “divide et impera” principle, today’s 
collective’s websites reach out to an international, 
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critical online public (Larasati, 2013, p.5). They raise 
awareness on the social implications of data-centric 
technologies and automation (Data & Society, 
2022). The neighbourhood plays an important role in 
maintaining the lab. In general, content is rather 
shared through other platforms, such as websites, 
Instagram, Facebook and Twitter. Many times, 
activists’ profiles on these social media platforms are 
locked down by the government or anti-feminist 
groups. Local educational work is then done entirely 
by peers, village-based (kampung). When their labs 
are closed down, they work entirely online. 

Figure 6: Video still of animated documentary, 2022 

5. CONCLUSION 

5.1. Prevailing rupture 

Throughout our interviews we could trace a clear 
rupture among informants we count to the second 
generation and those we count to the third 
generation (pre- and post-New Order regime). Due 
to the lack of historical contextualization of feminist 
struggles during years of state propaganda and 
New Order oppression, younger feminist activists 
and their citizen labs today act quite isolated when 
it comes to workshops and activities on the ground. 
What isolates them and slows today’s initiatives 
down is the social trauma of 1965. It prevails, 
because it is not yet discussed openly in public. We 
heard from many sides that the trauma cannot 
heal, because the memories are handled as family 
secrets (Eka, 2019; Wieringa, 2020; Pohlman, 
2017, p.173). It is seen as private and framed as a-
political, which replicates a hostile atmosphere. 
Social amnesia is co-creating today’s subjectivities 
(Jacoby, 1997).  

As a feminist, artist or citizen lab member you are 
aware that you are vulnerable and can be 
stigmatized. Sender and receiver of messages 
need to be considered carefully. Feminist citizen 
labs invest significant time and care into tactics that 
protect their participants. Coded feminism cares 
about operating in a safer space, offline and online. 
While the first generation could transfer their 
knowledge formats to the second generation, the 
third generation, being cut-off from the recent past, 

has made digital tools and online formats their new 
territory. 

Even if the interviewed collectives don’t give credit 
to Gerwani, we could sense that their initiatives 
follow patterns that Gerwani had set up in the first 
place. For example, the interference of (digital) 
literacy workshops for empowerment within local 
peer to peer DIY collectives. Gerwani’s campaign 
for farmer’s land rights also resonates with 
XXLab’s, HONF’s and Needle n Bitch’ projects, 
which seek alliances with farmers for permaculture, 
sustainability and food sovereignty. Listening to 
witnesses of all three generations it seems like they 
all applied and appropriated principles of the 
resistance education movement that was once 
installed to build alternatives to the Dutch colonial 
schools (Supardi, 2018, p. 55). Provocatively 
formulated one could suggest that they all tried to 
hack the hegemonic education system of their own 
times with similar means. Making science, art and 
technology accessible to citizens, in particular 
female categorised citizens. Open-source 
technologies as access to knowledge is still key. 
Exploring social issues through the entanglements 
of science, technology and art is still perceived as 
an effective strategy to deal with complexity. 

5.2. Learning how to (en)code 

Today’s self-starters, start-ups, activists, makers, 
designers, artists set up citizen labs to explore 
social justice issues through science and 
technology. Tactics of coding, hiding, encrypting, 
and translating have outlived the previous regimes. 
Although state ideology constructed an extreme 
gender bias through housewifization (“State 
Ibuism”) (Suryakusuma, 2021; Mies, 1986) and is 
still exercised through housewife organizations, 
young feminists have turned their backs towards 
them and turn to digitalization for weaving new 
critical alliances. These mutual self-help structures 
online are effective and enable young activists to 
operate following a pattern of the pre-Suharto 
feminist movement. The Indonesian women’s 
movement that emerged between 1920 and 1950 
therefore provides a strong base of today’s vibrant 
Indonesian scene of feminist artists. 

 

Figure 7: Video still of animated documentary, 2022 
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5.3. Bridging gaps 

Crafting, designing, making and tinkering, coding 
and prototyping allow non-verbal forms of self-
expression, even when direct articulation (or 
remembering) is difficult. From these practises 
counter narratives to Suharto’s state narrative can 
evolve. What is different for these generations is 
that before 1965, setting up the nation state as a 
shared effort provided social glue to bridge social 
groups. After 1965, Suharto implemented his state 
ideology through segregation. The current 
generation makes an effort to again bridge old and 
new gaps by inviting diverse citizens into their 
transdisciplinary labs. 

We could not find out whether and in what scale 
this vibrant art scene informs the restricted political 
left in Indonesia or how recently emerging feminist 
movements within Muslim boarding schools 
contribute to citizen labs. But we hope that these 
questions might bring new facts to light for a 
deeper study of Indonesian citizen lab’s wide 
reaching, decolonial, human-centred and deeply 
democratic practice. 
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