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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A. Background of Research 

Gender is a social construct functioning as labels differentiating 

women and men (Barkan, 2011). While sex differentiates women and 

men by biological aspects, gender differentiates women and men by 

socio-cultural aspects. Socio-cultural aspects of gender provide women 

and men with roles, which assign how and what the genders should be. 

These roles contribute to the cycle of development and maintenance of 

gender stereotypes, as gender stereotypes are upheld by gender roles in 

everyday life. Assigned gender roles entail different responsibilities and 

expectations. Gender roles specifically differentiate women and men by 

providing different labels of their purposes, or expected purposes, in 

society. Labels which follow gender stereotypes and gender roles are 

applied instantly and automatically, consequentially providing different 

life experiences for each gender (Eagly, Beall, & Sternberg, 2004).  

Differing experiences come in the form of the assignment of 

certain stereotypes, descriptions, and expectations within the assigned 

gender’s role. Specifically speaking, stereotypes consisting of beliefs 

regarding qualities that must be possessed by each gender are known as 

prescriptive stereotypes while qualities that are used as descriptions of 

certain genders are known as descriptive stereotypes. Both descriptive 

and prescriptive stereotypes may intersect and/or overlap. In perpetuating 
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descriptive stereotypes adjectives are used to describe women and/or 

men. A woman may be described as soft-spoken while men are described 

as bold, in the sense of when it comes to speaking men are more assertive 

and outspoken. These descriptions may or may not become future 

prescriptions for each gender in the long run. Due to the norm of women 

being soft-spoken, therefore, women are expected to be so, similar to men 

who are expected to be bold because they are generally described to be as 

such. On the other hand, the completion of a prescriptive stereotype by a 

gender may cause the forming of the habit in associating a gender with a 

certain prescriptive stereotype as aids of description. In short, prescriptive 

stereotypes are collective beliefs regarding how women and men should 

be, whereas descriptive stereotypes are collective beliefs of how women 

and men are. Descriptive stereotypes may end up being prescriptive for 

certain groups and vice versa. An individual’s gender provides both 

prescriptions and descriptions that are placed upon them and has an effect 

on how they are treated.  

Gender role affects the social construct by rewarding behavior that 

is in accordance to one’s role in society and punishing behavior that is not 

(Burgess & Borgida, 1999). This is how gender roles and gender 

stereotypes help maintain social construct in everyday life. The 

differences in roles and expectations of genders allocate certain 

advantages and disadvantages towards women and men and are generally 

similar across cultures (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). The problem arises that, 

due to the phallocentricity of the conception of gender roles, women and 
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men are held to different standards that may result in differing reactions 

towards women and men though being in the same situation.  

Barkan (2011) explains that the assignment of gender roles starts 

early on, through both obvious and subtle teachings, within the family. In 

a family, daughters and sons will experience differences in socialization. 

The lessons learned by a child will normally be taught by or to emulate 

the parent of the same gender. Toys, a significant learning tool in a child’s 

life, have also been adapted to suit each gender. Little girls’ toys teach 

girls to nurture: with baby dolls, house sets, cooking toys, and soft plush 

toys, to prepare little girls for their potential motherhood. It also enforces 

the association of women and nurture as they witness their mothers (or 

motherly figures) do the same in their home environment. The same 

occurs for little boys regarding their action figures and sports related toys. 

The act of teaching girls to nurture and boys to strive for success also 

enforces the association between girls and the stereotype content of being 

warm similar to boys and the stereotypes content of being competent 

(Fiske, Cuddy, Xu, & Glick, 2002). The assignment of gender roles in the 

family prepares them for the gender roles that are expected of them in 

society. Girls are taught to be caring and gentle due to the role expected 

of them as adults, to be homemakers. Boys are taught to strive for power 

and success because it is expected of them as breadwinners. Family 

socialization also teaches children good and bad, be it based on gender or 

otherwise. Males are allowed, and often expected, to smoke and engage 

in other intoxicating or addicting activities. On the other hand, females 
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are generally not allowed to engage in similar activities and would be 

expected, or forced, to conceal evidence of such activities.  

To determine the public perception regarding specifically how 

women are described and expected to be, an online survey was conducted. 

The initial survey asked for two things: words that one would use to 

describe women, and; characteristics that would embody the ideal 

woman. A female respondent, 20 years old, stated that women are 

described as “patient, loving, easily offended, easily angered, and 

sensitive” and stated that ideally a woman should “have a liking for 

children, dandan, jalan-jalan, and shopping”. Another female 

respondent, 20 years old, described women as “beautiful, patient, 

motherly, intelligent, often relies on their emotions, ramah, and 

protective” and stated that women should “be able to do their makeup, 

like children, have the ability to cook, be soft-spoken, have the ability to 

do housework”. On the male end of the spectrum, a 19-year-old male 

respondent described women as being “patient, loving, supporting, 

compassionate, and children-loving” and stated that women should be 

“good cooks, be able to do housework, loving, supporting, nice to look 

at, and motherly”. Another male respondent, aged 22, described women 

as “loving, delicate, and full of love” and stated that women should be 

“able to cook, love each other, understanding, loving, and complete each 

other”. The survey showed a general consensus of women being 

supporting roles. Women are expected to be nurturing and mothering, 

regardless of being a mother or not, while also expected to eventually be 

mothers, shown by responses that deem women should be motherly. 
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Differing opinions regarding women and careers was concluded by the 

opinion that women are allowed to pursue anything they wish to do as 

long as they fulfill their prioritized obligations of being or becoming a 

mother seen by responses that ideally think that a woman’s intelligence is 

more so essential for educating their children rather than purely personal 

gain (December, 2017). 

Culture plays a significant part in gender roles (Wienclaw, 2011). 

Due to the importance of family in teaching gender roles, it must be 

understood that family dynamics is highly influenced by the society it is 

a part of which in turn is influenced by the cultural beliefs of that society. 

How a parent will assign a role to a child is influenced by how a society 

assigns roles to its people. To understand an individual and the social 

roles assigned to them, it is imperative to understand their culture. The 

concept of gender and culture are closely linked; the enforcing of a gender 

contributes to the enforcing of cultural values and vice versa. Culture is 

the manifestation of the collective mindset of a society. A person’s 

mindset is formed by learning from the environment surrounding them 

and influenced by the culture they are a part of.  

Indonesia is a hierarchical society (IES, 2018). In this hierarchy, 

women are seen as secondary to men, putting women in supporting roles 

to a man’s positions of power; the housewife to a head of the family, the 

secretary to a CEO. This gender inequality can be seen many aspects of 

society in Indonesia. According to Undang-Undang Republik Indonesia 

no. 1 tahun 1974, Pasal 7 ayat (1) the legal age for women to marry is 16 

while men are legally allowed to marry at 19 (Erdianto, 2017).  
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Gender ideals for Indonesian women are extremely narrow 

(Bennett, 2012). A man’s position of power in society gives many 

allowances that are not given to women. A prime example of gender 

biased allowances are allowances regarding sex and sexuality. While 

conducting research about infertility in contemporary Indonesia, Bennett 

unearthed sexism and discrimination regarding the concept of fertility in 

Indonesia. The Indonesian social construct deems that, ideally, the peak 

of a woman’s success in life is when she bears children. Women who fail 

to do so are perceived as lacking or unsuccessful, regardless of the 

successes they have achieved. While parenthood is an obligation socially 

expected of a woman, men aren’t expected to do the same. The same 

expectation of women to be mothers aren’t pushed upon men to become 

fathers. Men are not seen as less successful should they refuse to 

reproduce. Regarding fertility, a woman’s sexual history is an important 

factor commonly checked, but a man’s sexual history is not. This 

acknowledges men as sexual beings who may or may not have the risk of 

procuring an STI from having more than one sexual partner, while women 

are not acknowledged similarly. This shows the general acceptance of 

sexuality as a man’s privilege and reproduction as a woman’s 

responsibility.  

Javanese culture, as part of Indonesian culture, is more specific in 

ways that it determines social roles and responsibilities for people within 

Javanese regions or people of Javanese heritage. Javanese women are no 

stranger to the principles of macak, masak, dan manak, which means that 

they are expected to be able to dabble with makeup (essentially make 
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themselves look appealing, if not presentable), cook, and reproduce. 

Javanese values provide many concepts regarding what it means to be a 

real woman passed down for generations by word of mouth or Javanese 

literature. A few traditional Javanese literatures such as Serat Panitisastra 

and Serat Candrarini contain the values of a Javanese woman. Serat 

Panitisastra hold value on a woman’s ability to reproduce, specifically a 

male heir which is seen as far superior, and view women who do not 

reproduce as useless. Serat Candrarini on the other hand, have more 

values that Javanese women are expected to conform to. The nine values 

of Serat Candrarini include “being faithful (to one’s husband), be open 

to polygamy, be loving, being adept at ‘womanly chores’, being skilled 

in beauty or beautifying oneself, being frugal, good at serving the will of 

men, attentive towards the in-laws, and enjoy reading literature that 

contains advice”. These values are passed down and form certain views 

pertaining the proper attitude and behavior of a good woman. A cycle is 

then created where these views are enforced as being a woman’s nature 

and therefore God’s will. In this case, the act of not fulfilling something 

that is seen as God’s will is deemed abnormal, to say the least (Budiati, 

2010). The text of Serat Candrarini also summarizes that the duty of a 

woman is not just to be beautiful from the outside, but also from within 

by being humble, polite, compassionate, serving, and soft in their 

behavior (Wahjono, 2004).  

Double standards have been known to occur in Indonesian society 

specifically in regards to sexual behavior. Ford and Parker (2008) found 

that in a work setting that served as a place for illicit sexual activities, 
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women experienced a double standard which gave allowances to men to 

participate in extra-marital sex but condemns women for doing the same. 

In a non-working setting, sexual activities are considered taboo, and are 

not condoned in both sexes. Indonesian society generally holds a “no sex 

before marriage attitude”, but people are more likely to accept, although 

not necessarily condone, pre-marital sexual behaviors of men but not for 

women.  

A taboo surrounds female sexuality in Indonesia, providing the 

general consensus that women are not sexual beings. Women are not 

sexual, and any sexual activity done by a woman is done after marriage 

out of obligation rather than sexual pleasure (Siann, 1994). This view is 

similar to the traditional Javanese views of women’s sexuality only being 

valued in a reproductive sense (Budiati, 2010). In this case, sex for 

women when done with no intention of reproducing is viewed to have 

similar qualities of intoxication and addiction as smoking and drinking 

with similar consequences. Women will experience greater negative 

social consequences should it be known that she has engaged in pre-

marital sex, therefore she is expected or forced to conceal evidence of 

such activity. A woman will be devaluated for having engaged in sexual 

activities regardless of merits she has achieved.  

This is supported by an online survey conducted to determine the 

general perception towards the sexual behavior of women and men 

(December, 2017). A majority of the respondents condemned women for 

participating in sexual activities but gave allowances towards men. The 

target of attacks also differed between genders, women tend to be 
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perceived as lacking personal qualities (self-respect, intellect, worth) 

while men are perceived to be lacking social or moral qualities (lack 

religious values, social norms). Overall, women are assumed to have a 

bigger risk when participating in sexual activities due to a woman’s 

possibility of pregnancy, especially when considering women’s need of 

erasing evidence of devious behavior.  

Although women are devaluated for engaging in sexual activities, 

women are also target of sexual objectification (Szymanski, Moffit, & 

Carr, 2011). This contradictory phenomenon is seen where women are 

not allowed sexual agency but is expected to submit to sexual 

objectification. This phenomenon is not commonly known or 

acknowledged due to the taboo placed on anything that is deemed sexual. 

Anything that is considered remotely sexual will commonly go 

undiscussed. Parents are reluctant to hold discussions regarding sex and 

sexuality, resulting in puberty-bound sex-talks only targeting the concept 

of “no sex before marriage” with minimal, if any, explanations regarding 

reasons and consequences. This taboo also decreases the likelihood of 

victims of sexual crimes to come forward and are more likely to be judged 

by society. The reluctance to speak about sexuality and sexual behavior 

impacts the epidemic of sexual deviancy in Indonesia and play a role in 

perpetuating rape culture because people, women specifically are not 

taught about sexual agency. Not allowing women sexual agency by 

denying knowledge of anything related to sex and sexuality enforces the 

powerlessness of women in society compared to men. This view puts 



10 
 

 

women and men at high risk of misconception with varying degrees of 

social consequences.  

Misconceptions of gender roles are common due to the slight 

knowledge of how prescriptive and descriptive gender stereotypes are 

perceived, enforced, and internalized, emphasizing the need to elaborate 

the dynamics and factors influencing descriptive and prescriptive 

stereotypes towards women’s sexuality. Factors influencing the 

development and perpetuation of gender based descriptive and 

prescriptive stereotypes towards women’s sexuality will be explored 

within one’s interaction with others through the perspective of the 

symbolic interaction theory, which claims that meaning is developed 

through social interactions (Aksan, Kisac, Aydin, & Demirbuken, 2009).  

 

B. Aim of Research 

This research aims to reveal factors that influence the way 

descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes towards women’s sexuality are 

formed and upheld in Javanese culture through the framework of the 

symbolic interaction theory.  

 

C. Benefits of Research 

1. Theoretical Benefits 

This research will benefit as new addition to the sciences of gender 

psychology and sexual psychology. 
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2. Practical Benefits 

This research will provide insight and awareness on how gender roles 

take part in the maintenance of social constructs and how it effects 

everyday life.  

 

 


