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Feminist Voice in the Works of Indonesian Early Woman Writers: Reading Novels and 
Short Stories by Suwarsih Djojopuspito1 

 
By Aquarini Priyatna2 

 
 
Abstract 

Suwarsih Djojopuspito is among the most important early Indonesian women/feminist 
writers. This research intends to emphasize her rightful position among the first Indonesian 
feminist writers. Focusing on her very important novel Manusia Bebas (published originally in 
Dutch as Buiten het Gareel in 1940)3, one collection of short stories, Empat Serangkai (1954), and 
a novel written in Sundanese, Marjanah (1959), I argue that feminist spirits and ideas actually 
have existed and been elaborated in works by women writers in the era prior to the Indonesian 
New Order (1966-1998) as exemplified by Suwarsih’s works. What is important in these works is 
that despite the unjust gender and sexual construction, the women protagonists and characters are 
shown to find their agency through their awareness of their particular situation. Suwarsih4 
reestablishes the construction of femininity and attributes it not to total submission and acceptance 
to males and the patriarchal culture but to female agency, subjectivity, and intelligence.  
 
Keywords: Suwarsih Djojopuspito, Indonesian women writers, feminist voice, sexuality, gender, 
local culture  
 
 
Introduction 
 

Autobiography makes trouble: it is difficult to define as a distinct genre, and the 
borderline between fact and fiction, the personal and the social, the popular and 
the academic, the everyday and the literary. (Cosslett, Lury, & Summerfield, 
2000: 1) 

 

                                                           
1 A much simpler paper on this topic was presented for the discussions at the Komunitas Salihara Jakarta under the 
title of Suwarsih Djojopuspito: Menciptakan Subjek Feminis Nasionalis melalui Narasi Autobiografis/Suwarsih 
Djojopuspito: Establishing Nationalist Feminist Subject through Autobiographical Narrative, Jakarta, 9 April 2013. 
2 Aquarini Priyatna is currently teaching in the Department of Literature and Cultural Studies, University of 
Padjadjaran. She holds a Master’s Degree from the Institute for Women’s Studies Lancaster University, UK (2002) 
and another Master’s Degree from the Women’s Studies Post-Graduate Program, Universities Indonesia (2003). She 
completed her PhD, which looked at celebrity auto/biographies, at the Center for Women’s Studies and Gender 
Research, Monash University, Australia. She has published two books on Feminist Cultural Studies. Her latest book 
publication is on novels by Nh. Dini, a prominent Indonesian feminist writer. 
3 I am referring to Manusia Bebas in my reading of the novel. Although some discussion regarding the Buiten het 
Gareel where relevant ideas are included.  
4 I refer to Suwarsih Djojopuspito as “Suwarsih” as Indonesians are recognized by their first name rather than their 
family names. In fact, some Indonesians do not even have a family name, like the former President Soekarno and 
Soeharto.  


