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Chapter 2:

Applying the Concepts

2.A.  Motherhood in Indonesia: 
 An Esteemed Biosocial Identity

Rose and Novas in their article on biological citizenship argue 
that individuals are identified by their biological traits that 
differentiate them from other individuals, while collective 
identities often form around biological conceptions of shared 
identity (Rose & Novas, 2005). But, identity is more than the innate 
characteristics of a person that reflects differences in personality 
and behaviour – it is a socially constructed meaning that emerges 
from the productive power of discourse, continuously (re)created 
through social interaction (Maguire, Philips, & Hardy, 2001). 

The physical bodies of women with their biological ability 
to reproduce give rise to their identity as mothers. In Indonesia, 
the bio-social identity of motherhood is constructed to mean a 
woman who is devoted to the welfare of her family and innocent 
by being socially restricted to the domestic sphere. Marriage and 
motherhood are the key signifiers of a woman’s social identity 
and are constructed as natural. Married women enjoy higher 
status than unmarried women, while mothers enjoy higher 
status than childless women. Married women are referred to 
as ibu or nyonya7, respectful titles that are also used to address 

7 Nyonya means housewife. A housewife can also be called ibu rumahtangga, or 
mother of the household. A housewife conjures more the identity of a mother 
than a wife.
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older women and women of social standing (Bennet, 2005). Ibu (literally, mother) is 
the most respectful term of address for a woman. There is an expression ‘heaven is 
at your mother’s feet’. It means a child is not allowed to oppose her mother’s will if 
she wants to be happy and successful in life.

An Indonesian saying has it that a wife’s territory is the kitchen, the well, and the 
bed – alluding to cooking in the kitchen, washing clothes by the well, and making 
love in bed. Similarly, the Javanese saying yen awan dadi theklek, yen bengi dadi lemek 
means “during the day slippers, during the night a blanket”. In other words, the wife 
is a domesticated partner who must anticipate her husband’s needs, without asking 
(Kroeger, 2000, p. 171). As a predominantly Muslim country, many Indonesians 
believe that wives must obey husbands in all cases that do not contradict the will of 
Allah, as revealed in the Quran.

Indonesian mothers have the exclusive task of bringing up their children. 
In Indonesian culture, children not only have biological or psychological value, 
but also economic value for the family. Children are investments for the future. 
Producing offspring is therefore an obligation (Sidharta, 1987, p. 65) and there is 
great social pressure for married couples to have children. Indonesian mothers are 
expected to be caring, loving, nurturing and devoted, and the proper upbringing of 
children is considered part of their loyalty to their husbands and in-laws. According 
to Djajaningrat-Niewenhuis (1987, pp. 43-44), an Indonesian woman – as a good ibu 
– is responsible for nurturing the nation without demanding power or prestige in 
return. Motherhood is an esteemed identity that every Indonesian woman should 
aspire to.

Motherhood in Indonesia has been politicized by the state to control the 
activities of women. In the colonial period, the government confined women to 
the domestic sphere in order to reduce their economic and political activities, 
which could potentially contribute to the struggle for independence (Gouda, 
1998). In the New Order era, the government institutionalized motherhood 
within women’s organizations to impose its gender ideology, which sought to 
limit women to their roles as wives and mothers in accordance to their kodrat, 
or destiny. Appeals to motherhood were used to mobilize society through the 
state-run women’s organizations Dharma Wanita, Dharma Pertiwi, and Pembinaan 
Kesejahteraan Keluarga (PKK), reaching from top government offices all the way 
down to the grassroots (Sunindyo, 1996, pp. 124-125). Women were encouraged to 
be devoted mothers, sexually passive, and obedient and caring wives, as well as the 
gatekeepers of family morality and orderliness –which was deemed instrumental 
in guaranteeing the morality and orderliness of society as a whole. The role of 
women was codified in the Panca Dharma Wanita (Five Responsibilities of Women) 
as: appendages and companions for their husbands, as procreators of the nation, as 
mothers and educators of children, as housekeepers, and as members of Indonesian 
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society (Suryakusuma, 1996, pp. 101-102). To guide women’s activity, the New Order 
regime established the State Ministry of Women and Empowerment, which again 
reinforced the role of motherhood within the domestic sphere.

The fall of the New Order regime did not free women from their imposed 
domesticity. Even when Indonesia had a woman president in 1999, President 
Megawati cast herself in the role of a mother – when campaigning, when in power, 
and eventually in defeat (Rochayah, 2001, p. 13). The reformed government of 
President Yudhoyono has subsequently reinforced the role of the motherly woman 
by reactivating Posyandu (Pos Pelayanan Terpadu or Community Service Post) 
activities under the PKK – activities that had been discontinued after the fall of 
the New Order government. The institutionalization of motherhood has created 
extensive, well-organized networks of mothers reaching deep into communities – 
networks that can be used by the government and NGOs to promote programs for 
women. 

The social construction of the domestic sphere leaves women in charge of its 
daily functioning, responsible for maintaining family harmony. If the husband as 
the head of the family cannot perform his role as breadwinner, the wife must take 
over. Nevertheless, women are not expected to oppose their husbands’ will or to 
have any power in the public sphere. They can only fight for their rights if these 
are related to their domestic roles as mothers, and if they receive permission from 
their husbands to do so. So despite having powerful, well-structured organizations, 
motherists in Indonesia cannot leave their domestic roles behind and still be 
considered good mothers. These are the constraints on women entering the public 
sphere and fighting for their rights as women. As a result, their struggle only focuses 
on improving the welfare of their own families and does not extend to publicly 
defending the rights of fellow women. 

The empirical chapters of this dissertation examine how the two women’s 
organizations PKK and TOP Support mobilize the esteemed role of motherhood to 
promote the PMTCT program.

2.B.  Motherhood as Social Capital

Previous studies have examined the mobilization of motherhood by women’s orga-
nizations and collectivities to advocate woman-to-woman social support (Layne, 
2003; Layne, 2006); to promote women’s health and welfare (Hunt, 1998); and to 
criticize policies detrimental to the well-being of families (Hernandez, 2002; Trully, 
1995; Arivia, 1999; Doxey, 2007; Valk, 2000; Hardon A. , Contesting Contraceptive 
Inno vation – Reinventing The Script, 2006). The current study examines the stra-
tegy of mobilizing motherhood as social capital to implement a stigmatised HIV 
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prevention program in Indonesia.
The concept of social capital was first coined by Hanifan in 1916 to focus 

attention on the importance of community participation in society (Woolcock & 
Narayan, 2000; Harriss, 2001). Portes (1998, pp. 5-15)defines social capital as the 
ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of their membership in social networks 
or other social structures through value introjections, bounded solidarity, reciprocal 
exchange and enforceable trust. Portes  explains that to possess social capital, a 
person must enter into relationships with others, and that it is these others who 
are the actual source of his/her advantage. Social capital thus inheres within the 
structure of relationships. As a form of capital, the mobilization of social capital can 
be understood as a strategy for achieving specific ends. Uphoff (2000), for example, 
shows that investing in social capital can increase efficiency and probability of 
success within development initiatives.

Structuralists have examined social capital at the micro-level of individuals, 
the meso-level of organizations and communities, and at the macro-level of 
societies. Social capital at the micro-level infuses face-to-face interactions between 
individuals in daily life; scholars have also studied social relations at the individual 
level by referring to status and roles (Lawang, 2004); trust, skills, identity, and 
knowledge (Falk & Kilpatrick, 2000); expectations and obligations (Coleman, 2000); 
values, attitudes, norms, beliefs, and cooperation with others (Krishna, 2000; Uphoff, 
2000). Social capital at the meso-level informs social relations within or between 
institutions and organizations; scholars have also examined social relations at this 
level by referring to social networks (Coleman, 2000; Lawang, 2004), collective 
action decision-making, resource mobilization and management, communication, 
conflict resolution (Falk & Kilpatrick, 2000; Uphoff, 2000); and roles, rules, and 
procedures (Krishna, 2000). Social capital at the macro-level can be observed in 
social relations between parties, often with unequal power, and infuses notions of 
national development (Turner, 2000), social order (Falk & Kilpatrick, 2000), contracts 
and legal coercion (Nooteboom, 2007).

This study examines the mobilization of micro-level social capital in the 
interactions between individual members of the PKK and TOP Support, and the 
mobilization of meso-level social capital in how these two motherist organizations 
implement the YPI pilot program to prevent mother-to-child transmission of HIV.

Falk and Kilpatrick (2000) argue that trust in social interactions at the individual 
level is a necessary foundation to build meaningful and positive social relations at 
the organizational level. The latter, in turn, are necessary to affect developments at 
the level of society. Loyalty and cohesion within organizations largely stem from 
identity-based trust among their individual members, while social capital at the 
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meso and macro levels largely depend on groups sharing social values. For Falk and 
Kilpatrick, the generation of social capital depends on the frequency and quality 
of social interactions. The latter is facilitated by shared knowledge (of internal and 
external networks, precedents, procedures, and rules) and identity (norms, values, 
attitudes, vision, trust, and commitment to community).

Coleman (2000) likewise points to the importance of trust and norms at the level 
of individual interaction to sustain social capital at higher levels of aggregation. 
Applied to our case, the social capital mobilized by women in the PMTCT pilot project 
derives from motherhood, which allows individual women to form relationships of 
trust – which can then be used by organizations to pursue collective goals. Maguire, 
Philips, and Hardy (2001) argue that such identity-based trust within organizations 
not only fosters goodwill among their members but perceptions of organizational 
reliability and predictability. This generates trust in institutions, increasing the level 
of social capital at their disposal (Nooteboom, 2007, p. 30). In a parallel argument, 
Krishna argues that to reach coordinated and goal oriented behaviour, people 
need not only mutual trust and good-will, but also clear roles within established 
structures (Krishna, 2000, p. 77).

The empirical chapters of this study show that investing in motherhood as a 
form of social capital has been a reasonably effective strategy at the micro and 
meso-levels in circumventing the social stigma attached to HIV/AIDS prevention 
work. But, while the media focus on motherhood has had some effect in changing 
the image of HIV/AIDS from a disease that only strikes immoral women to one that 
can also affect respectable people, the strategy of mobilizing motherhood has had 
no impact at the level of national policy. 

Motherhood, as a form of social capital for promoting PMTCT, has serious 
constraints. Crucially, motherist organizations cannot go beyond the normative 
boundaries that arise from their very identities. Indonesian women are not socialized 
to make demands for their own needs or to fight for their rights, but to respect 
the differences between male and female roles. Thus the ideal of motherhood 
becomes a barrier to women fighting for goals outside of the domestic sphere. The 
involvement of motherist organizations has not helped YPI to frame PMTCT as a 
woman’s right to reproductive health care.

My findings thus seem to corroborate Turner’s finding that micro and meso-
level social capital can be successfully mobilized to improve living standards, so 
long as goals remain modest and uncontroversial (Turner, 2000). Real change 
at the level of national policy would require the government’s commitment to 
implement a national program on HIV prevention, which to date has not happened 
in Indonesia. 
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Figure 1: Mobilizing Motherhood to Prevent HIV
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2.C. The PKK and TOP Support: Individual and 
Organizational Investment in Motherhood

The word “mother” within PMTCT enables YPI to implement its pilot project by 
involving the two motherist organizations PKK and TOP Support. As these two 
organizations are very different in nature, we need to examine how they mobilize 
motherhood in very different ways. 

1. Function of social support 
 YPI views PKK participation as valuable social capital that can be used to support 

its PMTCT program. YPI depends on PKK cadres to mobilize pregnant women 
in their districts to access its mobile VCT service, in line with prong 1 of the 
PMTCT continuum of care – to prevent HIV among women of child-bearing age. 
Unfortunately, the social support provided by PKK exclusively targets mothers, 
in this case pregnant women, and excludes other women of reproductive age.

YPI created TOP Support to help seropositive mothers and their children in 
line with prong 4 of the PMTCT continuum of care – to provide emotional and 
psycho-social support to people living with HIV/AIDS.TOP Support members, 
who are themselves seropositive mothers, visit hospitals and homes and 
organize gatherings to support fellow seropositive mothers. They provide 
emotional and informational support on how to live positively with HIV/AIDS, 
including how to support HIV positive husbands and children. As part of their 
advocacy work, TOP Support members are expected to educate communities 
about HIV/AIDS through public testimonials.

2. Mechanism to generate social trust
 In advocating PMTCT, PKK and TOP Support members present themselves 

as devoted mothers and innocent, sexually passive women, whose concerns 
are limited to the domestic sphere. Their self-presentation is accepted and 
respected by Indonesian people, both men and women, and generates trust 
and solidarity. 

The government-led PKK identifies itself as an organization of good house-
wives and responsible mothers. Its previous involvement in the national Family 
Planning Program and the Safe Motherhood Movement means that it is trusted 
as an organization that promotes maternal and child health. Crucially, this trust 
extends to women’s husbands, who must give permission to their pregnant 
wives to make use of the mobile VCT service. Husbands will only allow their 
wives out of the house with people whom they trust. And while the husband 
may not know the PKK cadres personally, the PKK is a known and trusted 
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institution that is “safe” for their wives. By emphasizing values that reinforce 
the domestic role of women, the PKK gains trust from society, especially from 
husbands. 

In contrast, appealing to motherhood enables members of TOP Support to 
re-work their identities as immoral women into that of innocent and devoted 
mothers who were infected with HIV by their depraved husbands. TOP Support 
members also make use of their collective identity as sick people to speak for 
others who suffer, to bear testimony and to contribute to community wisdom. 
But unlike PKK cadres whose identities as responsible mothers are beyond 
question, TOP Support members need to continually work on their identities as 
innocent and devoted mothers through their appearance and testimony.

3. Form of organization and social network
 Studies of organizational structure have differentiated between bonding, 

bridging, and linking networks. Bonding networks develop among peers, for 
example neighbours and colleagues; they tend to be exclusive and inward 
looking, and are characterized by trust, reciprocal support, and a common 
identity among their members. Bridging networks are likewise generally 
horizontal, but are much more loosely organized. They arise among socially 
diverse groups that come together to promote their members’ common or 
overlapping interests. In contrast, linking networks are vertical and generally 
more complex, involving hierarchical relationships between individuals and 
groups with differential status and power (Woolcock, 2001; Campbell, 2003, pp. 
56-58; Evans & Syrett, 2007, p. 59).

The PKK, as a government-led community organization, is structured from 
the highest national level down to individual neighbourhoods. YPI involves 
the PKK because its formal organization allows its cadres to reach out to all 
pregnant women in their neighbourhoods. In the PMTCT pilot project, PKK 
housewives relate hierarchically to each other as service providers (cadres) and 
beneficiaries (pregnant women). Social relationships within the PKK can be 
seen as a formal bonding network.

TOP support is an informal support group established by YPI. Its members are 
all sero-positive married women or mothers. Ties among TOP Support members 
can be seen as informal bridging relationships that connect seropositive women 
living in different areas of Jakarta. Members of TOP support interact with each 
other horizontally, as both service providers and beneficiaries.

Mechanism to preserve benefits
Participating in the PMTCT pilot project brings PKK cadres and TOP Support 

members direct financial benefits (“transportation fees” and honorariums) as 
well as access to social and professional networks to improve their prospects for 
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further employment. The sums they receive are significant additions to family 
income – especially when husbands are unavailable or unable to provide for the 
family’s needs – and are used to support not only their own nuclear families but 
their extended families and in-laws. For those members of TOP Support who 
are divorced or widowed, participation in the PMTCT program is also a way to 
find new partners. The financial compensation the women receive strengthens 
their role as mothers responsible for the well-being of their households. 

PKK cadres and TOP Support members preserve these benefits by safe-
guarding their social identity as devoted mothers. This allows them to maintain 
the trust of the program’s beneficiaries, and crucially, that of their husbands. 
The latter entails putting the interests of one’s own family first and receiving 
permission from husbands to participate in the PMTCT project. For TOP Support 
members, it entails reworking their public appearance (for example by wearing 
a hijab and talking demurely in public), and for some, remarrying to maintain 
their public image as married mothers.

Table 1: Social Capital Mobilized by the PKK 
and TOP Support to Promote PMTCT

Characteristics PKK (Family Welfare Move-
ment)

TOP Support (Seropositive Wom-
en’s Support Group)

Function of social 
support

Instrumental support to 
mobilize pregnant women to 
access mobile VCT services

Emotional, informational, and psy-
chological support through supportive 
peer relationships

Mechanism to 
generate social 
trust

Channel of dominant cul-
ture by the state that sees 
women as housewives and 
traditionally powerful com-
munity members; maintain 
identity of devoted house-
wives and promote values of 
responsible motherhood

Rights and autonomy approach 
that sees women as central agents 
in development but powerless and 
stigmatized by HIV/AIDS; promote 
identity as innocent wives and victims 
of husband behaviour to gain trust 
and expand networks

Form of organiza-
tion and social 
network

Government-led, value-
oriented, national organiza-
tion; highly organised and 
structured network of formal 
bonds reach into communi-
ties

Informal NGO initiative funded by 
foreign donors; informal bridging net-
work based on mutual interests

Mechanism to 
preserve benefits

Put the interests of the fam-
ily above all; preserve the 
identity of the good mother 
by obeying the husband

Maintain the image of innocent 
housewives in appearance and be-
haviour; maintain the role of the good 
mother within marriage
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