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World View Podcast: Playboy in Indonesia 

By CALVIN SIMS

A transcript of Calvin Sims interviewing Times Jakarta bureau chief Jane Perlez about why there has been such strong opposition to Playboy in Indonesia. 

Background: This week I'm in Jakarta, Indonesia, the world's most populous Muslim country, where a huge battle is raging over the recent introduction of Playboy magazine. I spoke with Times Jakarta bureau chief Jane Perlez about why there has been such strong opposition to Playboy here. 

Indonesia is a secular country that has been traditionally moderate in its practice of Islam. But many observers say the Playboy rift is just the latest example of how Indonesia is turning more conservative, both religiously and politically. 

Sims: Well, Jane, when Playboy magazine was introduced here in Indonesia about three months ago, what was the response? 

Perlez: It was quite an active response. The editor was charged with violating the indecency provisions of the criminal code. And at the same time, a group called the Islamic Defenders Front came along to their offices and stoned them for about three hours. There were also protests by political groups and attacks on newsstands and threats against the editors, as well as threats against the advertisers. 

Sims: Does this surprise you? I mean why all of this outrage? We have a copy of Playboy right here and we're looking through it. And these pictures seem fairly modest, especially compared to Playboy in Europe and in the United States. There are just sort of women, quite beautiful women, just sort of clad in negligee. Why this outrage for this? 

Perlez: Well, I think it's a kind of cultural threat. It's the glossy Playboy, the epitome of Western culture in the eyes of people here. And many people here are proud of their Indonesian culture, which maybe is becoming more conservative. And Playboy says something different. 

Sims: But it strikes me that this is a bit hypocritical, because here in Jakarta just down the street you can buy a variety of sexually oriented magazines on the newsstand and there are stalls that sell porno videos. I'm also thinking of this magazine Red Light, which is an Indonesian magazine, and it's sold on newsstands. And it has these ads for local prostitutes and photos of naked men and naked women. So this seems a bit hypocritical that they're going after a Western publication when there's plenty of porn that's quite available here in Jakarta. 

Perlez: Well, maybe the local publications are more difficult to get at. Red Light, which you talk about, is owned by Jawa Pos, which is one of the biggest media conglomerates in Indonesia. And the Islamic Defenders Front, which has led the attack against Playboy, would have a hard time going against Indonesia's biggest media conglomerate. So in a way Playboy's an easy target. 

Sims: Is this the first time that Playboy has been published in country that has a predominant Muslim population? 

Perlez: As I understand it, Playboy had a short run in Turkey in the mid-90's. And it was closed down in about 1996. I'm not sure of the circumstances. But it hasn't been in a Muslim country since. This is the first one since Turkey. 

Sims: Now there's been this real negative reaction to Playboy, a lot of outrage. Is it continuing to publish in Indonesia? What's happened to the publication? 

Perlez: Well interestingly, I think, Jakarta became a bit hot, even though it's a city of 13 million people, and the editors decided to decamp to Bali, which is famously more tolerant. I mean after all, tourists go there and drink in nightclubs and sun bake on the beaches in very skimpy swimsuits. So it was a more natural environment, perhaps. And they now have their offices in a rather nice second floor of a Balinese house with Balinese offerings all around and quite a good karma. 

Sims: Legally, though, the government can't shut down Playboy here because there is freedom of the press. They have the right to actually publish this type of material. Right? 

Perlez: Well, yes, there is a press council here, which is government sanctioned. And the press council has given Playboy the green light. Of course that's not to say that the Islamic Defenders Front may not rear its head again and keep insisting that the police follow through on the case. At least now things seem to be fairly safe. Even some of the advertisers that avoided the second edition are back in the third edition. 

Sims: You had said that there's been a bit of a shift conservatively here in Indonesia in the recent years, especially in terms of religion and in terms of politics. Can you give me some other examples aside from Playboy that illustrate this shift? 

Perlez: Well, I think in everyday life, I mean maybe it's just superficial, but you do see, even in Jakarta, more women wearing head scarves. I think the majority do not, but you do see more women wearing head scarves. 

I think perhaps the best illustration is in Aceh, which is the northern most province, which of course was torn by civil conflict for 30 years and then hit by the tsunami 19 months ago. There, the Shariah law has been enacted, and not only enacted but is now being enforced. And there are now canings of people who are caught drinking or who are caught gambling or who are caught being with a member of the opposite sex and not being married to them, in a room or a place by themselves. 

Sims: This can take place in a country that is a secular country and which Islam is not the declared religion of the state? 

Perlez: Indeed, Indonesia has a 1945 Constitution. And Sukarno, who was the founding father, he was very determined that that Constitution be what in our terms would be called secular. It recognizes the right of all religions. And indeed, Indonesia is one of those countries where each religion gets its holiday. I mean Christmas is a holiday. The Buddhists get their holidays. Everybody gets a holiday on their religious day. 

Sims: These types of incidents - the banning of Playboy, the allowance of some forms of Shariah law to be implemented for everybody in the society - would have been unthinkable under the dictatorship of Suharto and perhaps even Sukarno. It seems as if this shift has come because of the advent of democracy, where there's freedom for people to practice Islam as they see fit. And because of that we've seen the return of a lot of this conservative and fundamentalist dogma to Indonesia that had been banned for so long. 

It seems that that's a bit ironic because you'd think that democracy is the great liberalizer of countries. But in this case it has opened up the flood gates for this kind of more conservative dogma to flow in. 

Perlez: Well I'm not sure that democracy always is the gate to more liberalism. You could look to the Middle East, for example, as a case of less liberalism perhaps. I think it's not surprising. People were expecting perhaps more equality in the economy after the disappearance of Suharto. Instead I think perhaps the economic differences have become larger. The unemployment situation is really very bad here. The economy is not doing well. 

And at the same time, as you say, there is perhaps more freedom to express religious feelings. Suharto always made sure that there was a balance. And now there's no longer a firm hand. Yeah, people are able to express themselves a bit more. But I think it's also quite closely tied to the economic situation here. 

Sims: Now you hear a lot of people here say that a lot of Indonesians are fed up because they had such hope that their lot would improve in democracy. And they feel like everything has failed them - that the dictatorship failed them, the new order failed them and now democracy has failed them because they haven't seen a great improvement in their standard of living. And many of them are now saying, Well, we have no other choice, let us try Islam and perhaps Islam will provide us with the promise that we've long sought. 

Perlez: Yeah, I think there's some truth to that. I think one also has to realize that maybe the forces of Islam are better organized. For example, the Justice Party, which is still a small party here, is far better organized I think than some of the other parties. And also it's running on this anticorruption platform. So they play down their core platform of Shariah for the moment. But in the longer term that's what they want. And in the shorter term they're talking about no more corruption. And people really are fed up with corruption here. So they get a leg up and they're doing very well because of that. 

Sims: It's odd, too, that when you hear of the incidents, like the attack on Playboy and the implementation of these aspects of Shariah law, you don't hear a lot of mainstream politicians coming out publicly and speaking against this. Why is that? 

Perlez: Well, there have been a few legislators who have expressed some concerns about it. I was speaking to some people in Aceh last week and they say that, We're not keen on this Shariah law, even though everybody says we are, but we're afraid to speak out because if you speak out against it you're considered to be unfaithful. 

Sims: So is there cause to be worried about what seems to be these sudden changes to the right in Indonesia, which has traditionally been a very liberal country in terms of its practice of Islam? Is there reason to be concerned that things seem to be shifting to the right? Or is this part of the normal democratic process working itself out? 

Perlez: For the moment, I don't think there should be a lot of concern. Because after all, we keep saying that Indonesia's the most populous Muslim country in the world, and it is, so there are 220 million people here and the vast majority of them are moderate Muslims. And the swing to the right in terms of religious practice is there, but in the overall picture it is still quite small. They are the people who get the headlines. 

And the enforcement of Shariah in Aceh is quite worrying because there are many towns in the rest of Indonesia that have started to introduce Shariah, and they're beginning to look at Aceh as a model for how they can really enforce this thing. 

But overall I think we should not be too alarmist yet. We should get alarmed though if the economy doesn't start to improve in some way and people get busy working and doing things. 

Sims: Right. Well, Jane, this has been very informative. Thank you very much for spending some time with us. 

Perlez: Thank you, Calvin. 

Sims: Thank you for listening. For The New York Times, I'm Calvin Sims. We'll be back next week with another edition of World View. 

