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K i m b e r l y  C l a i r  r e c e i v e d  h e r  P h . D.  i n  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t 
o f  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  a t  U C L A  i n  J u n e  o f  2 0 1 2 .  S h e  h a s 

p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  j o u r n a l  I n d o n e s i a  a n d  p r e s e n t e d  h e r 
r e s e a r c h  i n  S o u t h e a s t  A s i a ,  A u s t r a l i a ,  E u r o p e ,  a n d 

t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  S h e  r e c e i v e d  a  C S W  G e o r g e  E l i o t 
D i s s e r t a t i o n  R e s e a r c h  Fe l l o w s h i p  i n  2 0 1 2 .

The Art of Resistance 
Trauma, Gender, and Traditional Performance in Acehnese Communities, 1976–2011

ACeH, which is located at the northern-
most tip of the island of Sumatra, is one 
of thirty-four provinces that comprise 

indonesia. in the sixteenth century, aceh was 
known as a center of trade for indian, Chinese, 
and arab merchants and as a center of islamic 
learning. in the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries, however, aceh gained a reputa-
tion for violence and disaster. From 1976 to 
2005, rebel fighters known as GaM (Gerakan 
Aceh Merdeka or, the “Free aceh Movement”) 
fought for independence from the indonesian 
nation-state. This protracted political conflict 
came to a halt with the arrival of another trag-

edy; in 2004, the indian ocean tsunami dev-
astated much of aceh, leaving 170,000 people 
dead and 500,000 homeless. 

My dissertation focuses on the conflict, the 
tsunami, and the aftermath of these events as 
sources of trauma that have affected acehnese 
communities in various ways. rather than 
highlight the immediate economic and po-
litical impact of these tragedies, my research 
draws attention to the production of “gendered 
traumas”—the diverse ways in which acehnese 
men and women experience trauma and its 
effects—as well as the efforts acehnese commu-
nities have made towards trauma recovery. in 

particular, my work interrogates the significance 
of acehnese performance traditions—includ-
ing dance, music, and theater practices—as a 
resource for trauma survivors.

i understand trauma as “the response to an 
unexpected or overwhelming violent event or 
events that are not fully grasped as they occur.”1 
Because trauma is often considered an “un-
knowable” or “unclaimed” experience that defies 
linguistic expression, alternative mediums may 
be necessary for comprehending and commu-
nicating trauma. as a lived, physical experience 
that draws together a community of listeners, 
the performing arts are particularly receptive for 
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traumatic expression2 and may offer “a special 
kind of physical bond with others.”3 Moreover, 
“familiar dances,” such as folk or traditional 
dances, can be “a source of collective memory, 
tying together generations and giving meaning 
to the movement.”4 These theoretical contribu-
tions have guided my exploration of trauma 
and the arts within acehnese communities.

Gendered TrAumAs

acehnese men and women experienced the 
conflict, the tsunami, and the aftermath of 
these events in different ways. during the con-
flict, acehnese women were subjected to sexual 
violence and other forms of harassment that 
men were less likely to experience. The nation-
al Human rights Commission (Komnas HaM) 
found that 120 women were raped, 3,000 wom-
en had been widowed and 20,000 children had 
lost their fathers due to the conflict between 
1989 and 1998.5 in addition, women were de-
tained as hostages and tortured by rebel leaders 
for information. reports following the 2004 
indian ocean tsunami indicate that the natural 
disaster killed four times as many women as 
men. Those women who survived were at risk 
of being sexually harassed or abused within 
temporary living shelters established for the 
homeless.6  in 2006, the indonesian Ministry 
of Health estimated that 400,000 acehnese 

could be suffering from trauma-related stress 
disorders and that the majority of sufferers are 
women.7

The aftermath of the conflict and the tsu-
nami engendered a socio-political climate in 
which women were made to feel unwelcome, 
unsafe, or disrespected within public spaces. 
The implementation of syariah (islamic) law 
in 2003 led to incidents of harassment and 
abuse towards acehnese women who did not 
wear their headscarf “properly” or who wore 
pants considered to be too tight by the syariah 
police. Further, acehnese women’s demands 
for greater political participation and for inclu-
sion within the peace negotiations and the 
tsunami reconstruction process were repeat-
edly ignored. This conservative post-tsunami 
environment had a direct impact on acehnese 
women’s relationship with the performing arts. 
as social expectations increasingly empha-
sized women’s responsibilities to their family 
and careers, women found fewer recreational 
activities in which they could take part without 
condemnation. Women were also discouraged 
from pursuing acehnese performance on a 
professional level. For Yusrizal ibrahim, soci-
ety’s view of acehnese women who pursue per-
formance as a career is “very negative,” as these 
women may be seen as “inong biduen [female 
entertainers].”8 as a result, most acehnese girls 

and women who participate in arts activities 
do so only as a “hobby,” which does not extend 
beyond their university years.  

TrAdiTionAL PerFormAnce And  

TrAumA recovery 

efforts to use traditional performance as a 
resource for acehnese conflict and tsunami 
survivors took three primary forms: perfor-
mance programs initiated by international 
non-governmental organizations (nGos), 
workshops and performances conducted by 
local nGos, and performances held by lo-
cal artists. although these efforts were largely 
successful in creating a safe space for creative 
expression, strengthening feelings of com-
munity and solidarity among participants, and 
revitalizing participants’ relationship with the 
arts, my research suggests that acehnese girls 
and women were not able to fully benefit from 
these performance-based trauma recovery ef-
forts and are unlikely to view performance as a 
tool for trauma recovery in the future. 

performance workshops developed by 
international nGos, such as uneSCo and 
the international red Cross, were limited 
by the duration of their programs and their 
exclusive focus on children (ages 5-18). Be-
cause these programs were designed to teach 
performance activities for several months or 
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to result in a single, final performance, many 
of the participants were not able to continue 
their performance activities in the absence of 
these organizations. For example, uneSCo’s 
“rising above the tsunami” (rat) program 
gave children little opportunity to continue 
their education in acehnese music and dance 
once it ended in June 2006. Further, there were 
no female acehnese instructors and only a 
handful of non-acehnese women involved in 
this program. The lack of female role models 
may have signaled to female participants that 

performance is the realm of men and that their 
participation in the rat program was a one-
time opportunity to engage in arts performance. 

Local nGos also incorporated the perform-
ing arts into trauma recovery activities. The 
traveling performance troupe, tikar pandan, 
visited remote areas to perform interactive the-
ater pieces that aimed to entertain and educate 
villagers. Fozan Santa, a co-founder of tikar 
pandan, commented, “Both the viewers and 
the conflict victims were actively involved in 
the performance, letting go of all the troubling 

issues that had, up to this point, affected their 
lives.”9 another local group, the traditional 
arts and Lectures organization (taloe), taught 
participants specific dances, which were later 
performed at public events. although these 
programs offered a safe environment in which 
all community members could explore and 
express feelings of trauma, local nGos were 
ultimately limited by their ability to secure long-
term funding and to address gendered attitudes 
towards performance. For taloe member Mor 
Murtala, “There is definitely a difference be-
tween men and women. Boys usually consider 
dancing to be women’s work, and it is usually 
very easy to teach girls to dance. However, for 
children with trauma it was more difficult [to 
teach] the girls because their activities are usu-
ally in the house and it was difficult for them to 
forget things, and because usually they are not 
as free as the guys.”10 This comment highlights 
the need for greater attention to gendered trau-
mas within performance-based trauma recovery 
activities. 

in addition to programs established spe-
cifically for purposes of trauma recovery for 
acehnese conflict or tsunami survivors, cre-
ative efforts by individual acehnese performers 
also may have facilitated healing and recovery. 
Marzuki Hasan, agus nur amal, and rafly are 
well-known acehnese performers who have cre-

I n f o r m a l  d a n c e 
r e h e a r s a l ,  A c e h , 

I n d o n e s i a
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ated dance, theater, and musical works, respec-
tively, that aim to reconstruct social memory 
of the conflict and the tsunami. in his one-man 
hikayat (traditional story-telling) shows per-
formed on the street, in refugee camps, and in 
front of mosques, agus nur amal facilitated 
conversations about military occupation, the 
tsunami, acehnese elections, and other sen-
sitive topics, defying the kinds of repressive 
military tactics that acehnese faced during 
the separatist conflict.11 amal also encour-
aged villagers to perform their own hikayat 
stories; however, few women took advantage 
of this opportunity. even though some of the 
best hikayat performances he has seen were 
performed by women, amal observed, “Those 
who perform hikayat...are all men because men 
have the courage to perform in public...There 
are a lot of women who can perform hikayat, 
but they are too shy to perform in public.”12 

acehnese performance can bring communi-
ty members together in a safe space, strengthen 
individuals’ sense of cultural identity, and facil-
itate the expression of grievances, all of which 
are important for dealing with trauma. never-
theless, my research suggests that performance-
based trauma recovery efforts largely failed to 
address the gendered nature of traumatic expe-
rience and to combat negative social attitudes 
towards women’s involvement in performance P a k  U k i ’s  A c e h n e s e  d a n c e  c l a s s ,  J a k a r t a ,  I n d o n e s i a
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activities. as a result, acehnese women and 
girls may have developed a sense of doubt or 
anxiety about their participation in public 
performances, preventing them from tak-
ing full advantage of what their performance 
traditions have to offer, either as a form of 
recreation or a tool for resisting trauma. 

reheArsAL sPAces

Shifting my research to acehnese commu-
nities living in Jakarta, the nation’s capital, 
revealed other ways in which the performing 
arts can benefit trauma survivors. Jakarta is 
home to a vibrant acehnese arts community, 
due in part to the degree of creative experi-
mentation with “tradition” that is permitted 
in the capital city but discouraged within 
aceh, and in part to the large number of 
acehnese students who have created informal 
performance groups in an effort to spread 
awareness about acehnese culture and com-
bat homesickness. Further, acehnese and 
non-acehnese alike can study acehnese per-
formance at an advanced level at the Jakarta’s 
arts institute, taking traditional dance and 
music classes with Marzuki Hasan (known 
to many as pak uki). My observations of pak 
uki’s dance classes and the informal rehears-
als of acehnese dance troupes based in Ja-
karta suggest that acehnese girls and women 

can find in rehearsals an alternative space for 
trauma recovery. 

as spaces that invite dancers to practice 
rather than perform, rehearsals give individuals 
the opportunity to experiment with different 
movement combinations, to make mistakes, to 
socialize, and to joke around. in contrast, per-
formances require individuals to have attained a 
certain level of skill and to showcase their skills 
without error for a discriminating audience. 
My observations suggest that acehnese dance 
rehearsals can create a nonjudgmental, demo-
cratic space in which practitioners strengthen 
social bonds and experiment freely with cre-
ative, physical expression. in this way, acehnese 
dance rehearsals can alleviate feelings of isola-
tion, distrust, and powerlessness—an important 
step in the process of resisting trauma. 

The freedom to discover new physical move-
ments is particularly significant for acehnese. 
Within the conservative political environ-
ment of aceh, there are few opportunities for 
acehnese men to bond in physically intimate 
ways without being labeled “feminine” or “gay.” 
acehnese women are also confined in the kinds 
of physical movements that they can perform. 
debra Yatim, an acehnese woman’s rights 
activist, poet, and arts enthusiast, believes that 
syariah law has both diminished acehnese 
women’s confidence in their ability to perform 

and restricted their movement vocabularies. 
Yatim observed, “if you’re not fixated with 
syariah, obviously you can explore your body 
movements. if you go to aceh, they’re more 
restrained. For example, sometimes the tempo 
gets into a crescendo. But [in aceh] they do 
not go to that crescendo because it’s unseemly. 
They do not spread their legs, which means you 
don’t explore anything….”13 

in rehearsal spaces, dancers learn to build 
friendships and trust their peers, to empathize 
with one another, and to engage in collective 
decision-making. They also learn how to let 
down their guard and to laugh at their mis-
takes—an attitude that sharply contrasts with 
the nervousness and anxiety many female 
acehnese dancers feel before a formal perfor-
mance. These lessons are particularly useful 
to acehnese women living in a society that 
discourages them from sharing their opinions 
and exploring new physical movements. in 
addition, acehnese dance rehearsals tend to be 
gender-segregated, thus offering acehnese girls 
and women a “safe space” in which to gather 
together without male scrutiny. 

reFLecTions on TrAumA, Gender, And 

Acehnese PerFormAnce 

acehnese performance can facilitate trauma 
recovery by offering practitioners a means to 
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represent or reconstruct cultural identity; to 
develop close friendships and build support 
networks; to resist conservative political and 
religious policies; to express feelings of trauma, 
pain, and suffering through verbal and non-
verbal expression; and to gather together in a 
“safe space” that facilitates collective decision-
making. However, funding, resources, and so-
cial attitudes can significantly limit the efficacy 
of performance as a tool for trauma resistance. 
although international and local organizations 
may have sparked participants’ interest in the 
traditional arts, their workshops were short-
lived and did not provide participants with 
resources to sustain their arts practice. individ-
uals who wish to pursue performance activities 
are further disadvantaged by the fact that there 
are few opportunities to formally study perfor-
mance in aceh. 

in addition, efforts to incorporate perfor-
mance into trauma recovery methods must 
acknowledge the ways in which experiences of 
trauma in aceh are informed by individual his-
tories and identities. The conflict, the tsunami, 
the implementation of syariah law, and societal 
attitudes toward acehnese women’s roles as 
leaders and decision-makers have produced 
particular experiences of trauma for acehnese 
women that may cause them to feel unsafe, un-
welcome, or disrespected within public space. 

as a result, acehnese girls and women do not 
approach performance activities with the same 
freedom or confidence as acehnese boys and 
men. 

Finally, the extent to which performers 
feel anxious about performing in public also 
must be taken into consideration. The virtual 
absence of female instructors and performers 
within nGo-initiated trauma recovery pro-
grams may have conveyed to acehnese girls 
and women that performance is, or should be, 
a male-dominated space. Further, prevailing 
social attitudes that discourage women from 
pursuing professional dance and theater oppor-
tunities may cause acehnese girls and women 
to feel uncomfortable in performance activities 
and prevent them from seeking performance 
for future healing needs. With greater financial 
support for formal and, especially, informal 
arts activities, greater social acceptance of 
women’s participation in performance prac-
tices, and a heightened awareness of gendered 
experiences of trauma and trauma recovery, 
acehnese traditional performance will be most 
effective as a mechanism for resisting both 
large-scale, recognizable forms of trauma and 
less visible, “everyday” traumatic experiences.
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