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Summary

Women’s studies scholars have noted the presence of social movements around 
the world that focus on women’s roles as devoted mothers who love peace and 
fight together for the survival of their children and families. Such movements have 
demonstrated their power in peaceful action, mobilizing the image of mothers as 
patient, peace loving, and devoted to family, in order to challenge existing policies. 
Women who fight for their families are classified as ‘motherists’, to distinguish 
them from feminists. The social construction of motherhood not only encourages 
motherists to fight for the welfare of their families, but also makes all programs 
which aim to improve the welfare of mothers, children, and families a concern of 
motherist organizations.

This PhD project examines the strategy of mobilizing motherhood through two 
Indonesian women’s organizations – the Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Family 
Welfare Movement, or PKK) and Tim ODHA Perempuan (Seropositive Women’s 
Team, or TOP Support) – in the attempt to make prevention of mother-to-child 
transmission of HIV (PMTCT) programs more socially acceptable; even though, as 
part of a stigmatised HIV prevention program, PMTCT does not fit the image of 
motherhood. The first and only PMTCT intervention in Indonesia was a pilot project 
conducted by the NGO Yayasan Pelita Ilmu (Pelita Ilmu Foundation, or YPI), which 
from 1999 initially concentrated its efforts in Jakarta, then expanded to six other 
provinces in 2007. The PMTCT project is NGO initiated and donor driven, with 
limited government support due to the low national HIV/AIDS prevalence rate and 
stigmatization of the disease, despite the fact that the government of Indonesia 
has stated its aim to decrease the rate of new HIV cases as part of its commitment 
to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. In the midst 
of government indifference towards HIV prevention, YPI is trying to implement a 
comprehensive PMTCT program that will deliver a continuum of care in accordance 
with the four pronged strategy established by the WHO of: 1) preventing HIV 
infection among women of reproductive age; 2) preventing unwanted pregnancies 
among HIV positive mothers; 3) preventing mother-to-child HIV transmission; and 4) 
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providing psychological and social support and treatment to HIV positive mothers, 
their babies, and their families.

 Using ethnographic methods, field data collection began in 2005 with the support 
of YPI. Primary data for this study was collected in Jakarta and its surrounding areas 
through in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, supported by secondary 
data drawn from significant documents, discussions on HIV/AIDS mailing lists, and 
newspaper clippings reporting on HIV/AIDS and PMTCT.

Motherhood and HIV/AIDS are in fact seen as contradictory concepts. For 
Indonesians, motherhood is a woman’s sacred role; thus a devoted mother is 
considered a highly unlikely candidate to be infected with HIV, as the virus is believed 
to be confined to people who behave ‘badly’, such as prostitutes and injecting drug 
users. However, involving PMTCT in maternal and child health and family planning 
services, as advocated by the Ministry of Health, has brought subtle changes to the 
image of HIV/AIDS. It has provided a basis for community awareness that HIV/AIDS 
not only affects stigmatized groups, but can also be transmitted to mothers and 
children. The media has also played an important role in spreading news related 
to HIV/AIDS, and has increasingly reported on its rising prevalence among low risk 
groups such as housewives and children. Indeed, the word ‘mother’ in PMTCT has 
had a significant role in this change. At a time when PMTCT programs are being 
promoted, the image of HIV is changing from the disease of ‘women without morals’ 
to a disease of devoted housewives, which has resulted in the better acceptance of 
HIV prevention programs in society. 

Mobilizing the image of motherhood enables PKK cadres and TOP Support 
members to access accumulated social capital in the form of trust and social 
networks among women. The social capital of motherhood can be mobilized at both 
the individual and organizational level. Trust is crucial in building social relations 
and networks; a shared motherhood identity creates trust among individual 
mothers, while their networks of trust become ready resources for mobilization at 
the organizational level.

The PKK is a formal government led community organization which is socially 
and politically structured from the very lowest level in the community up to the 
national level. The state uses the PKK to reinforce the dominant patriarchal culture 
by persuasively strengthening the traditional role of women as housewives 
and community members. In previous times, the PKK were involved in the Safe 
Motherhood Movement and Family Planning Program, which broadened its 
community networking base. The formal, well structured social network of the PKK 
is thus a very powerful resource for use in approaching women to access PMTCT, 
as the foundation for a formal bonding relationship between the PKK cadres and 
pregnant women already exists. YPI has encouraged PKK cadres to engage in 
mobilizing pregnant women at the village level to access the mobile VCT services, 
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for the purpose of preventing HIV among women of reproductive age. 
The involvement of the PKK in maternal and child health programs has 

contributed to their image of being good housewives and responsible mothers, 
which has enabled the cadres to gain trust, especially from husbands, to allow 
them to bring pregnant women to participate in the mobile VCT service. This trust is 
important as Indonesian women will engage in activities outside of their domestic 
sphere only when granted permission by their husband.

Unfortunately, as the PMTCT project is seen more as a program of YPI, it is 
not considered of prime importance for the PKK cadres. The PKK has managed to 
mobilize pregnant women to attend the mobile VCT services, as evidenced by the 
numbers participating in pre- and post-test counselling, but the cadres never had a 
sense of being integrated into the program due to lack of knowledge and advocacy 
skills and personal fear of the disease. As a result, the PKK cadres merely performed 
the same role as they used to do within the Safe Motherhood Movement and Family 
Planning Program. Furthermore, almost all of the women with HIV detected by the 
mobile VCT program were unwilling to engage in follow-up activities with YPI due 
to persistent community stigma against HIV/AIDS. As a result, PMTCT activities that 
should function as a continuum of care as stated by the WHO cannot reach their 
goals. 

Furthermore, there is a degree of imbalance and suspicion between the PKK 
cadres and the pregnant women in their interpersonal relationships, since the cadres 
see the pregnant women as mothers who may be HIV positive and therefore may 
harm their common biosocial identity as devoted mothers. It is thus much harder 
to create networks of trust and the effective organizational ties needed to function 
as an effective advocacy group.

To help seropositive mothers overcome their problems as individuals and as 
mothers, YPI created the seropositive women’s support group TOP Support, to 
provide psychosocial support for HIV positive women, their children, and their 
families. The group facilitates an informal bridging relationship among its members, 
who come from various areas in Jakarta. Aside from mutual emotional support, 
members of TOP Support also provide informational support to the community 
through testimonials in public seminars and the media as a part of their advocacy 
activities. 

The notion of ‘sacred motherhood’ enables TOP Support members to project 
an image of being devoted wives and mothers who were infected by their badly 
behaved husbands, and who therefore unfortunately (and unknowingly) transmitted 
the disease to their children. They utilize this image to gain support, avoid stigma, 
and promote PMTCT. They rework their identity from one of sinful and immoral 
women to innocent and devoted mothers, and thus generate trust between other 
seropositive mothers and within the community, which enables them to access 
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psychosocial support and to advocate PMTCT through public testimonials.
Fortunately, very few of the TOP Support members who took part in this study 

had reached the severe stages of AIDS. Those who had suffered from AIDS felt that 
the disease was a curse from God as punishment for their (past) behaviour, which 
harmed their identity as devoted women (as expected of them by the community). 
Because the majority had not experienced the severity of AIDS illness, few of them 
fully recognised the potential severity of the disease with which they were infected. 
YPI also provides access to medical services, so that TOP Support members do not 
have problems of medical accessibility. These two factors combined – the general 
lack of experience of severe symptoms and ease of access to medical care – explains 
why TOP Support members do not actively champion PMTCT as part of the women’s 
reproductive health movement.

In their involvement in the PMTCT pilot project, the PKK cadres and TOP Support 
members are able to convert the social capital derived from respected motherhood 
into social benefits and opportunities to access economic capital. Both PKK 
cadres and TOP Support members receive rewards, for example in the form of 
‘transportation fees’, which can be used to supplement family incomes and thus 
strengthen their domestic roles as mothers who are responsible for their families, 
especially when the husband/father cannot satisfy the family’s economic needs. 
These economic benefits lead the PKK cadres and TOP Support members to regard 
PMTCT more as an income generating activity rather than a part of the women’s 
reproductive health movement.

The financial incentive is quite significant for the PKK cadres and TOP Support 
members, and they access this by maintaining their social identity as ‘decent’ women 
and devoted mothers and wives. One of the ways in which they maintain their 
identity as devoted mothers is to obey their husbands and not neglect their family. 
Many of the TOP Support members, whose partners have absconded or died, seek 
out new marital partners in order to maintain this image. The women also rework 
their appearance, for example by wearing the Muslim hijab and talking politely in 
public, in order to appear and be perceived as ‘proper’ women.  

Considering the social capital commanded by both the PKK and TOP Support, 
these two organizations should be effective in promoting PMTCT. Unfortunately, the 
utility of the image of motherhood is limited in that mothers cannot, by definition, 
interfere with or violate their domestic roles. A woman’s domestic sphere shapes 
the essential characteristics of passivity and non-aggression, and establishes a 
social space for a mother as the person in charge of the domestic sphere – but 
not beyond. Women are socialized to respect the differences between male and 
female roles, which impose limitations on their individual power and social space. 
The role of motherhood, as a source of social capital, thus becomes a barrier for 
women fighting for goals outside of the domestic sphere. This is why the strategy 
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of mobilizing motherhood has made few inroads into the arena of national policy 
making.

This study suggests that there are significant challenges to the promotion of 
programs such as PMTCT for women through motherist organizations. Firstly, in 
order to be able to more effectively champion PMTCT, motherist organizations 
are in need of gender empowerment training. Secondly, motherist approaches 
exclude women such as teenagers, young and unmarried women, and women 
who are not pregnant; this is one of the main challenges in promoting the PMTCT 
continuum of care as outlined by the WHO. Thirdly, to prevent HIV transmission to 
babies and to protect women from infection, PMTCT has to address the issue of 
housewives being at risk, which means that PMTCT programs must address the role 
of men in transmitting the disease. Fourthly, to maintain the sustainability of the 
program, PMTCT needs to be funded and supported through formal attention by 
the government or by society at large.
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