
One on One 

OUT 
of the CLOSET 

Sharif a 'Ifa' Sabarudin is a 46 year-old lesbian feminist who teaches criminol­
ogy at the University of Indonesia. Ifa is a founding member of Kalyanamitra, a 
women's resource center, and Serikat Perempuan Ante Keberuan (SPeAK) or Union 
of Women Against Violence, a women's crisis center. In this interview with Irene R. 
Chia, she speaks about her views on lesbianism and feminism. 

Irene: How did you become a feminist? 
Ifa: I was a lesbian before I became a feminist. 
In 1981, I went to the Nether lands where 1 met 
a lot of l e sb i an f emin is ts who sha red the i r 
ideology, feelings, a n d experiences as lesbian 
f e m i n i s t s . It gave me a d i f ferent k i n d of 
impress ion so when I re turned to Indonesia in 
1 9 8 4 , I a n d f o u r o t h e r w o m e n f o r m e d 
K a l y a n a m i t r a . We saw the need to have a 
women ' s i n f o r m a t i o n a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n s 
center for women, especially grassroots women. 
Up to now, K a l y a n a m i t r a is the only women's 
o rgan i za t i on i n Indones ia w h i c h offers th is 
service. I first worked as the l ibrary coordinator 
and then moved to the research d iv is ion. I left 
Ka l yanami t r a in 1993 because I've been there 

for a long time and I have to give a chance to 
other women. 1 felt it was time to leave. 1 do 
not believe in staying wi th an organizat ion for 
so long because then you might develop vested 
interests and you tend to treat the organizat ion 
as your property. 

Q: What does feminism mean to you? 
A: F emin i sm is an ideology where women work 
towards the betterment of the lives of women. 
In feminism, we want to break a male-defined 
society and put women on an equal s tatus w i th 
men . 

For me, f emin ism means e l im ina t ing a l l 
forms of d i scr iminat ion . As a woman, 1 a m very 
vulnerable to many k inds of oppress ion, l ike 
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sexual harassment for example. M e n th ink of 
me as a sex object. No woman c a n be i m m u n e 
from any oppress ion because we are treated 
the same as women. That 's why I say femi­
n i s m is a way to free people from any oppres­
sion. It is not only ant i - cap i ta l i sm, ant i - impe-
r ia l ism-or ant i - co lon ia l i sm. 

Q: As a feminist, what issues did you take 
up during your work? What issues were you 
most passionate about? 
A: My m a i n interest is sexual i ty . W h e n I was 
in Ka l yanami t ra , rape, prost i tut ion , and lesbi­
an i sm are the i ssues that I worked on. 

Ifa, now on sabbatical, clowns around. 

Sometimes 1 wonder why feminists can ta lk 
about rape, sexual ha rassment , incest , wife 
batter ing, and prost i tut ion so easily. However, 
they don't ta lk about l e sb i an i sm as openly. 
Perhaps, they do not consider l esb ian ism as a 
feminist issue. When it comes to l esb ian ism, 
the l esb ians are the ones who have to ta lk 
about it. 1 see th is as some k i n d of d i s c r im ina ­
tion among feminists because if l esb ian ism is 
seen as a feminist issue, heterosexuals should 
also talk about it. In Indonesia, we have sma l l 

in te rna l d i scuss ions on l esb ian ism. We never 
tried to l a u n c h it publ ic ly because it 's ver>' dif­
ficult. I really get angry about th is s i tuat ion 
somet imes. 

Q: Is there a l e sb ian o r gan i z a t i on i n 
Indonesia? 
A: No, there isn't one because the lesb ians are 
st i l l i n the closet. We have an in formal group 
of about five lesbians and we know some other 
lesbians in the univers i ty . My fr iends do not 
want to come out because they can lose their 
job, their fr iends, and their parents. Com ing 
out can be dangerous because it may subject 
them to violence. It takes time. No one can 
force you to come out, it must be based on your 
own terms and consciousness. It's your bus i ­
ness. I don't force my friends to come out be­
cause they also have the right to choose to be 
in the closet. 

N o one should force a 
lesbian to come out. 
Coming out must be 
based on your own 

terms and consciousness. 

Q: Are you out as a lesbian? 
A: Yes. I'm out w i th my family, my fr iends, 
a n d the women's movement . The women 's 
m o v e m e n t k n o w m y p o l i t i c a l i d e n t i t y . 
Lesb ian ism is not only a sexual preference. It 
i s a l so my p o l i t i c a l i d e n t i t y a n d p o l i t i c a l 
commitment . Lesb ian ism is a personal issue 
if it is a sexual preference only but I don't want 
to look at it that way. It is a pol i t ica l , cu l tu ra l 
and social issue because we are struggl ing for 
our right to choose our own identity. 

Q: Is there a family member who's significant 
to you? 
A: My mother. I find her a very rad ica l person 
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because she accepts and unders tands me. She 
k n o w s I'm a l e sb i an . I'm very close to my 
mother a n d I love her very m u c h . I cannot 
imagine l i v ing as a lesb ian if I have very t rad i ­
t ional parents. She wou ld l ike me to get mar­
r ied a n d have ch i l d r en but she wou ld never 
force me. She doesn't ask me if I have male 
lovers. I introduce my women friends to her. 

Q: How do women in the women ' s 
movement see lesbians and lesbianism? 
A: I'd l ike to speak about it in my context. The 
women don't take it ser iously, sometimes they 
are afraid of lesbians and l esb ian ism. 1 feel 
d i s c r im ina ted by the feminists i n Indonesia. 
They can tolerate me but that 's not what I need. 
W h a t I n e e d i s for u s l e s b i a n s a n d 
heterosexuals to come together and ta lk about 
l e sb ian i sm. We cannot put l esb ian ism as a 
m ino r issue, it shou ld be equal ly important to 
other issues. 

Lesbianism is not only a 
sexual preference. It is 

my polit ical identity and 
polit ical commitment. 

Q: How are you being discr iminated by 
women? 
A: For example, whenever they see me they 
a lways ask me when a m I going to get marr ied 
to a m a n when they know I am a lesbian. 

I tell them it 's against my ideology a n d I 
d on ' t have t h a t k i n d of energy . It 's l i k e 
spending my energy for noth ing because I don't 
find any sat is fact ion in re lat ing w i th men. I 
felt harassed by those quest ions. 

They also keep ask ing me about the way I 
dress. I usua l l y go to the office in jeans and 
shir ts . Then women wi l l ask me "Where is your 
l ips t i ck? Where is your eyeshadow, eyel iner?" 
I also feel harassed when women ask me these 
questions. If they don't know that I'm a lesbian, 

at least they know I don't l ike to wear makeup. 
I th ink these women are afraid of l esb ian ism. 

Q: Why do you say that? 
A: They th ink l esb ian ism is j u s t about sex. For ^ 
me, sex can be or may not be a part of a lesbian 
f r iendship. 

Q: Are there other issues you are passionate 
about? 
A: I s tudied female spir i tual i ty for a long time 
before I became a feminist. I s tud ied and am 
st i l l s tudy ing female spir i tual i ty . 

Female spir i tual i ty is an issue that is very 
close to me. When I open mysel f to that k ind 
of power , I don ' t feel t h r ea t ened . It feels 
different. I feel close to female energy because 
it 's non-violent. When I'm angry or depressed, 
I open mysel f to it and I feel peaceful. 

In Indonesia, they believe the male spir i t 
is h igher and more powerful than the female 
spir i t . They th ink gender relat ions exist i n the 
spir i t wor ld . I don't believe it, I th ink female 
and male power are equal . 

Some of my friends th ink female sp i r i tua l ­
ity is i r ra t iona l th ink ing , that it 's jus t my ha l ­
luc ina t i on . B u t I have a lot of experience when 
it comes to th is matter so they cannot jus t d is­
miss it. 

My parents believe in spir i tual i ty . 1 asked 
them a lot of quest ions when I was a ch i ld and 
they never discouraged me from th ink ing about 
it. 

Q: What controversial or popular issues are 
women taking up in your country? 
A: One is mar i ta l rape. There are many women 
who cannot assert their r ights i n the inst i tut ion 
of marr iage so very few wi l l say that mar i ta l 
rape happens. Another one is family p lann ing , 
there is a current debate on whether the family 
p l ann ing policies of the Indonesian government 
are safe and beneficial to the women. 

Q: What difflculties did you experience in 
campaigning against rape among other 
issues? 
A: It is diff icult to challenge the myths on rape. 
My ths l ike men get sexual ly aroused more eas­
ily and that women invite men to rape them 
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are predominant . 
Q: Is the feminist movement in your country 
widespread? How do women in general 
understand feminism? 
A: F em in i sm i s n o t popu la r i n Indonesia. Even 
a m o n g w o m e n i n the w o m e n ' s movement , 
f emin ism is seen as a western concept a n d 
therefore, irrelevant. Th i s is the first barr ier i n 
popu la r i z i ng f em in i sm . They 
th ink feminists are u n n a t u r a l , 
are m a n haters a n d that femi­
n is ts want to be l ike men . They 
u n d e r s t a n d f e m i n i s m a s 
w o m e n w o r k i n g o u t s i d e the 
house. General ly , women st i l l 
bel ieve tha t they s h o u l d get 
marr ied to and serve men . 

There are many women's or­
gan i za t i ons i n Indones i a bu t 
you have to di f ferent iate be­
tween the ma ins t r eam and the 
feminist organizat ions. There 
are a lot of women's organiza­
t ions who suppor t the m a i n ­
stream ideology. 

Q: What do you think has the 
feminist movement in your 
country achieved for the past 
10 years? 
A: More people are now pay ing 
attention to issues l ike rape and 
reproductive r ights. We cr i t i ­
c ized government po l i c i es on'^-'' 
f a m i l y p l a n n i n g a n d the 
g o v e r n m e n t i s b e c o m i n g 
sensitive to women's needs. 

Q: Are young women being at­
tracted to the women's move­
ment? Are there more and more young 
women joining the movement? 
A: There are young women j o in ing the wom­
en's movement but not a lot. Usua l l y , they are 
students, a r ound 21 to 26 years o ld. They pre­
fer j o in ing mixed groups. 

I ta lked to one of my female s tudents once, 
she was an act iv ist and a leader. I asked her i f 
she was interested i n j o in ing a feminist organi­
zat ion and she sa id she wanted to be involved 

i n a group w h i c h deals w i th socia l issues. By 
doing th is , she is serving both men and women. 
Q: What do you think are the advances, 
accomplishments and contributions that 
f emin i s t ideas have had soc i a l l y and 
culturally in the last 20 years worldwide? 
A: More women now have a new consc iousness 
about their identity as h u m a n beings. There 

are more women who realize 
that they need to be more 
e conomica l l y i ndependen t . 
M o r e w o m e n a r e n o w 
rejecting arranged marriages. 

Q: Working in the women's 
movement can be very tir­
ing and stressful. How can 
women prevent burnout so 
that they can stay and work 
longer i n the women ' s 
movement? 
A: J u s t go and take a break. 
Doing other th ings he lp a lot. 
It doesn't mean that you're 
leaving the movement. In my 
case, 1 don't get involved in 
any women's organizat ion at 
the moment. I a m not leav­
ing my femin ism, I a m jus t 
work ing on it i n a different 
way. Tak ing a break is good 
for the sou l . I don ' t t h i n k 
people shou ld stay for s u c h 
a long per iod w i t h a l l that 
k i n d of f rus t ra t i on a n d de­
pression. We need a break. 
We need to l augh a n d refresh 
our m ind and our s ou l . ? 
Irene R. Chia is a Communica­
tions Program Associate of Isis 

Spirituality is an issue Ifa 
is most interested in. 

International-Manila. 
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