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How Not to Act like a Woman: 
Gender Ideology and Humor  
in West Java, Indonesia
Henry Spiller

In West Java, Indonesia, hosts of (life-cycle event celebrations) hire performing 
arts troupes to provide entertainment. In addition to typical music and dance acts, one 

lawakan. This article analyzes 
-

ment. The centerpiece of the skit is a parody of two performing traditions that feature pro-
(diatonic pop songs in Sundanese language) 

and wayang golek (rod puppet theatre with accompaniment that includes virtuosic 
female singing). In both traditions, female performers routinely exaggerate their feminine 
attributes. This female entertainer, however, is portrayed by a man in comically uncon-
vincing drag. Hilarity ensues as the other comedians urge the drag performer to conform 

every turn. In the process, the three men reinforce traditional Sundanese understandings 
of how the illusion of femininity is actively created through visual means (e.g., artifices of 
dress) and sonic elements (e.g., singing and speaking styles), and conventions of move-
ment. In the process, they challenge New Order gender policies and point the way toward 
a return to tried and true Sundanese ideologies of gender.

-
nesia, especially the complex relationship between drumming and choreography, as well 
as gender and sexuality issues in the performing arts. His books include -

 (Routledge, 2008). Spiller has also authored 
articles in the , , 

, , World of 
, and . His current research project examines American representations 

of Javanese music and dance in the twentieth century. He currently is an associate profes-
sor of music (ethnomusicology) at the University of California, Davis, and performs with 
several  groups.
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-

-

-

honoring her that reflected their different roles in a stratified society. 
-

-

-
-

-

-
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-
-

Sundanese Weddings and Hajat

celebration called a hajat hajat 

sharing of food and a 

which not only increases the -

Ideally, the hajat

lingkung seni (arts circle), to enhance 
the 
hajat 1

Hosting a hajat

-

who can afford to do so rent a hall in which to host their hajat.
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lingkung seni called the 
2

-

-
rawit

rawit

-
-

upacara adat or upacara khusus (traditional or special 

was followed by sawer

Figure 1 degung kawih (gamelan degung/singing) 
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gamelan degung -

staged jaipongan lawakan -

dangdut

-

Figure 2 upacara adat (traditional cer-

Spiller)
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-

-

upacara adat

upacara adat

adat

upacara adat 
-

tembang Sunda -
panied by kacapi suling gamelan 
degung

and the zaman karajaan
upacara adat

the lengser

the sawer

jaipongan dances that follow the sawer also are consistent 

-



Figure 3. Sawer
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jaipongan -
-

pencak silat
(ketuk tilu

lawakan 

in the hajat

The Lawakan Act
lingkung seni in that they 

-

Figure 4 jaipongan at a wedding in Soreang, West 
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lawakan act in 

lengser in the upacara adat), 

lawakan ikat 
kepala

-

-

-

-

-
ers in wayang golek

dalang -
-

Drag and Gender
-
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Dalang topeng

wayang wong

ludruk (a 

-
-
-

-

-

-

lawakan 
sandiwara -

-

-
-
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-

-

-

-

Transition
lawakan acts that I observed followed 

sikon

oriented jaipongan

jaipongan dancers who 

jaipongan 
bajidor

of jaipongan
manuk kuntul (a kind of egret). However, 

e 
kentel

accent, with its o

kontol
word belekok

kontol
word belekok

-
-



42 Spiller

jaipongan -

Men Instructing Women

how to do that, so he was going to follow in the footsteps of the PKK,3 

comro
-

oman: Neng4

caca: 5

oman:
tips to Neng Ani, the bride.

caca
oman: How to take care of babies.
caca:

oman:
caca

comro
oman

give the baby . . .
caca: . . . cassava comro

comro, 

oman:



How Not to Act like a Woman 43

caca: . . . grate it, ladies! Grate the cassava finely for comro

oman: . . . 

caca: Sambel oncom sambel oncom has 
comro -

comro with sambel oncom then . . .
oman:

-

caca: Shaped into balls . . .
oman:
caca:

oman: -
ting clothes on the baby, then . . .

caca:
oman: Aaaarrrgh!
caca:
oman:

-

-

Nining the Pop Singer

He wore a bad wig fashioned into a sanggul

kabaya
-



44 Spiller

lessly wrapped a kain batik (length of batik cloth that can be wrapped 

pop Sunda -

Figure 5 lawakan 
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kah. She appeared to catch on, 

wig-wig 

-

-

-

“ku kuring ditutup ku 
anjeun dibuka”
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-

Nining the Pasinden

observed that she was wearing clothes appropriate for pasinden (the solo 
wayang golek 

-

sit properly on the floor. She proved herself incapable not only of sit-
pasinden

-

-

“pemuda idaman 
euweuh endogan

dalang 

Drag and the Ideology of Gender

lawakan
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and girls, and that the children were especially attentive and appre-

-
-

-

to be interpreted as rhemes

lawakan
-

-
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-

-

-

whether they like it or not.
-

-

lawakan -

jaipongan 
the hajat.

jaipongan, 
to pop Sunda, to wayang golek

jaipongan, which has clear roots 
-

-
pop 

Sunda -

-

wayang golek



How Not to Act like a Woman 49

hajat dangdut

lawakan act, I believe, is not 

-

to behave.

-

Figure 6 dangdut
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-

because of (rather than 

transgressiveness.

lawakan hajat—
social dancing to dangdut

-

dangdut 
dangdut sing-

-

1. 
kunstkring hajat started 

-
-

lingkung seni

lingkung seni 

provide.

-

lawakan act I recorded on April 29, 1999, near Soreang, West 
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