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Before dawn Chandra has already showered and is ready to take 
his bag and leave. Left behind are a thin mattress and two cardboard boxes 
that function as storage space. The photos of Indonesian and Western pop 
and movie stars, cut from old newspapers, cover the wall but are barely 
visible from the light of the single bulb that dangles from the ceiling. 
Chandra knows that his girlfriend, with whom he has been living for the 
past three months, will be devastated when she returns in a few days from 
a short trip to her village. However, he feels ashamed (malu) to be living off 
the salary of a woman while he has nothing to offer. Without a good job or 
some savings, he cannot afford to send money to his mother in Aceh, much 
less marry his girlfriend or even return home from merantau, the process of 
migration. Therefore, he reasons, it is better to move on.

With 300 Singapore dollars (175 U.S. dollars) 1 and a passport in 
his front pocket, he leaves his room and walks through Belakang Sony, 
or Behind Sony, the squatter community where he has lived for over six 
months, named after the factory it abuts. These squats are identified by the 
government as illegal rumah liar, literally “wild houses.” As Chandra fol-
lows the path that leads out of the woods and onto the main road, the sun is 
slowly rising over the Batamindo Industrial Park, the flagship of economic 
development on the Indonesian island of Batam. 

During the 1980s the “Pacific Rim” emerged as the economic region of 
the future—a region that would connect Asia with the United States (Dir-
lik 1993). “Globalization” became the key term of reference. As Japanese 
business guru Kenichi Ohmae (1995) put it, this was the era of a new “bor-
derless world,” and the nation-state was becoming increasingly obsolete. 
People, goods, and capital were to flow freely, as economic complemen-
tarity and comparative advantages became the dominant tropes. In East 
and Southeast Asia, transborder and regional initiatives were planned and 

Introduction
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2  :  introduction

implemented in conjunction with this ethos (Sparke et al. 2004, 485), and 
in the 1990s regionalization took a particular idealized, geometrical form 
in Asia as “Growth Triangles” embodied hopes for the future. The most 
successful of these were centered on the region’s emerging global cities, 
Hong Kong and Singapore. As Hong Kong was incorporated into China, 
however, the Indonesia-Malaysia-Singapore Growth Triangle, which ideally 
connects Batam, the Malaysian province of Johor, and Singapore, became 
the most widely featured and discussed transnational economic project in 
East and Southeast Asia.2 In practice, however, the critical relationship has 
been between Batam and Singapore, with Johor remaining peripheral to 
the Growth Triangle project.3 

As Singapore has been transformed from an export-processing zone 
for the global electronics industry into a knowledge-based financial cen-
ter, factories have increasingly been moved to offshore sites of inexpensive 
land and labor such as Batam, where environmental and labor protection 
have remained lax and local ownership and tax laws have been changed 
in order to facilitate foreign direct investment. The Batamindo Industrial 
Park exemplifies this process. It houses approximately one hundred mul-
tinational corporations, such as Sony and Siemens, and employs seventy 
thousand workers, most of them young women. Until one month earlier, 
when he was laid off, Chandra worked in one of the factories. Convinced 
he will not be able to find a better job on Batam, he has decided to join a 
friend and attempt to enter Singapore to work illegally. “Anyway,” he says, 
“even when I had a job I could never save any money since it is so expensive 
here.”

Chandra has seen Singapore only from Batam’s Stress Beach (Pantai 
Stres), a patchwork of liar bars and housing inhabited by migrants from 
across Indonesia—a place and a name that embodies the ironies and emo-
tional anxieties that characterize everyday life on the island. Chandra occa-
sionally goes there with friends to stare at the Singapore skyline, a constant 
reminder of what Batam’s planners imagine that the island will become, 
but also an incentive for migrants to cross the Straits of Malacca into Sin-
gapore or Malaysia, located only twenty and twenty-five kilometers away, 
respectively, in search of higher wages. 

Global cities that act as financial centers have become increasingly 
important as nodes in the new global economy (e.g., Sassen 1991; Brenner 
and Keil 2006). Unlike London, New York, and Tokyo, which are part 
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4  :  introduction

of larger political entities, Singapore—just over 700 square kilometers in 
size and with a population of 4.5 million—is a global city that is also a 
nation-state, meaning that the boundaries of the city converge with those 
of the state. The distance to offshore locations such as Batam is much closer 
compared with other major cities, literally compressing the space between 
center and periphery. The Singaporean state thus has the ability to regulate 
the movement of unskilled migrants in and out of the city in ways that 
are impossible in other global cities. Much like the borderland areas that 
divide the United States from Mexico and Hong Kong from China, the bor-
derless world remains characterized by inequality—literally dividing the 
“developed” from the “developing” world—and demands a border to keep 
unskilled labor in place. The transformation of Singapore and the grow-
ing ease by which Singaporeans can travel to Indonesia—the fourth most 
populous and the most populous Muslim-majority country in the world—
has thus been matched by intensifying immigration controls, making it 
increasingly difficult for Indonesian citizens to enter Singapore.

Chandra’s friend Guntur, who is already waiting at the side of the road 
as he steps out of the woods from Belakang Sony, has worked illegally in 
Singapore before and knows the way. Together, they walk toward the gate 
of the industrial park to catch a shared taxi to one of the island’s ferry ter-
minals, where they will take the forty-minute ride to Singapore. Just over 
four hundred square kilometers in size, Batam has a distinct frontier-town 
atmosphere. Golf courses, marinas, and gated communities coexist with 
factories, squatter communities, karaoke bars, and brothels, while large 
parts of the island remain covered by jungle. Facilitated by an efficient ferry 
system, Batam serves as a destination for inexpensive shopping and leisure 
activities—most notably sex tourism—for Singaporeans and Malaysians, 
many of whom cross the border to escape the “stress” of everyday life. An 
economy of the day and one of the night have thus developed together, both 
depending primarily on the labor of young women, leading to the margin-
alization of men like Chandra from the labor market. 

The island’s transformation from a backwater into a large-scale devel-
opment project has coincided with striking demographic changes: by 2005 
more than 700,000 people were living on the island—compared with 3,000 
in the late 1960s—as unskilled migrants such as Chandra poured into the 
area from across Indonesia, lured by rumors of a booming economy.4 Dur-
ing the same period, Batam became one of the main points of tourist entry 
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to Indonesia, as the number of arrivals increased from 60,000 in 1985 to 
580,000 in 1990, peaking at over 1.5 million in 2005. 

As Chandra and Guntur drive across the island on the newly paved 
roads, they pass rows of liar squatter housing hidden behind the trees that 
line the roadside, dilapidated housing estates built for Singaporeans and 
wealthy Indonesians but never finished, and a new “mega mall” announc-
ing its grand opening. Empty lots and half-built structures that appear and 
disappear along the road suggest rapid change but reveal little of the past 
or what the future has in store. Boom and bust appear to coincide. At the 
last intersection before the terminal, a large billboard advertisement for 
Hong Kong Bank declares, “Batam is no longer an island,” suggesting that 
Batam is no longer peripheral, but located squarely at the center of a new 
borderless economy. 

After disembarking at the terminal, Chandra and Guntur “rent” money 
from an illegal broker in the entrance hall before purchasing their tickets: 
money that will be shown to immigration officers in Singapore as “proof” 
that they are not impoverished and looking for work, then returned after 
their passports have been stamped. The money does not, however, guaran-
tee entrance into Singapore. Particularly since the Asian economic crisis 
that began in 1997, it has become increasingly difficult for Indonesian citi-
zens to cross the border as the Singaporean and Malaysian authorities have 
become restrictive with visas.

Entrance to the half-finished housing estate Palm Spring. Photo by author.
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6  :  introduction

In this particular case, Chandra and Guntur are turned back at immi-
gration despite carrying 1,000 Singapore dollars each. Back on Batam all 
they can do is take a taxi back to their squatter houses, 500,000 rupiah 
poorer (about 55 U.S. dollars) after having bought the ferry ticket and 
rented the money. The anticipation of entering Singapore for a few weeks 
to work illegally, making eight times the salary that they could on Batam, 
is effectively disrupted. Chandra returns to his house in the afternoon, emp-
ties his bag, and resumes his life in the shadows of economic development, 
having told almost no one that he was leaving. 

mobility, identity, and emotions in the 
“borderless world” 

Batam is exemplary in contemporary debates concerning globalization. 
While some observers view the creation of economic zones such as Batam as 
a route to development and improved welfare, others insist that such zones 
facilitate new forms of inequality that allow multinational corporations to 
profit at the expense of vulnerable workers. Both perspectives view Batam 
as a case in support of a broader argument. In similar terms, anthropolo-
gists, human geographers, and political scientists have taken Batam and 
the Growth Triangle as an ideal point from which to consider transforming 
forms of economy and sovereignty.5 Most of these studies understand the 
development of Batam as an effect of changes in Singapore and ultimately 
the global economy. Macleod and McGee (1996, 430) state this most 
clearly: the “key to understanding the Growth Triangle lies in the restructuring of 
the Singaporean economy” [emphasis in original]. 

This book shifts perspectives by taking as its starting point not the 
restructuring of the Singaporean economy, but rather the experiences of 
Indonesian migrants such as Chandra. Chandra’s mobility reveals a struc-
ture of indeterminacy that can be reduced neither to his actual intentions 
nor to the Singaporean economy, as necessity and contingency converge. 
His story evokes a world in which human mobility is not only intensify-
ing and increasingly regulated, but also driven by desires and emotions. In 
much theorizing concerning globalization, however, “movement” is taken 
for granted, a black box subsumed within universalizing discourses in which 
either poverty “pushes” and economic development “pulls” migrants, or 
diasporas are understood as imagined transnational communities.6 Lim-
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ited attention has been paid to how particular channels facilitate, organize, 
and constrain movement (Tsing 2000, 337), and there is little specificity 
concerning how circuits of human mobility “are configured in particular 
places, for particular groups of people, and to what particular ends” (Free-
man 2001, 1009). 

In response, The Anxieties of Mobility uses three Indonesian concepts 
introduced in Chandra’s story—merantau, liar, and malu, meaning roughly 
“migration,” “wild,” and “shame,” respectively—in order to construct an 
analytical model that emerges through the process of fieldwork. This high-
lights the importance of ethnography as a mode of knowledge production. 
If ethnography makes room for the unpredictable (Strathern 2000, 286), 
Batam thus becomes a place where it is possible to ask questions and offer 
responses that cannot be posed before one has been there.7 Merantau means 
“circular migration” and includes the explicit demand to return home. 
Liar literally translates as “wild” but also connotes “unlicensed” or “undo-
mesticated.” It is a term used throughout Indonesia, but it is most clearly 
articulated on Batam, both by the state and popularly in everyday life. Most 
conspicuously, squatter settlements are identified as “wild houses” (rumah 
liar) and premarital cohabitation as “wild marriages” (pernikahan liar); 
prostitutes who work on a freelance basis outside a designated location, 
such as karaoke bars or brothels, are also liar. Finally, malu—the dominant 
emotional trope for migrants on Batam—means, approximately, “shame,” 
“embarrassment,” and “shyness,” but also “restraint” and “propriety” (God-
dard 1996, 432; Peletz 1996, 228).8 Each of these concepts deals with the 
problem of belonging. Merantau is about the relationship with home; liar is 
about not belonging, about being out of place; and malu is about the feeling 
of not living up to the standards of “home,” meaning the hopes and ideals 
that define the self.  

Together these concepts suggest a particular mode of temporality, 
namely the belum, or “not yet,” which characterizes life on Batam and, in 
effect, the open-ended mode of analysis employed in this book.9 Those who 
are on merantau have not yet returned home, the liar is not yet developed, 
and migrants who have not yet succeeded are malu. More generally, Indo-
nesian authorities recognize that Batam is not yet completed as a develop-
ment project and therefore not yet at the center of the regional economy, as 
the completion of the island’s master plan has repeatedly been deferred to 
the future. Belum thus characterizes both the material and existential basis 
of everyday life on Batam.
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8  :  introduction

In The Culture of the New Capitalism, Richard Sennett (2006, 53) makes 
a helpful distinction between “anxiety” and “dread.” While the latter is 
well defined and “attaches to what one knows will happen,” the former 
“arises in ill-defined conditions” and “attaches to what might happen.” The 
Anxieties of Mobility attempts to evoke this sense of temporal insecurity and 
open-endedness. On the one hand, Indonesian migrants express these anxi-
eties most vividly as they transform Batam’s place name into various forms 
of acronyms, of which the following are two of the most common. 

Bila Anda Tiba Akan Menyesal – When You Arrive You Will Regret It
Bila Anda Tabah Akan Menang – If You Endure You Will Succeed 

On the other hand, these anxieties are expressed most pervasively in moral 
terms through malu, which forms the basis for an emotional economy that 
connects the kampung, the village or home, and the rantau, the space of 
migration.10 By “emotional economy” I do not mean the direct exchange 
of emotions, but rather migrants’ emotional debt to home, which gains a 
particular valence in the migratory process with the intensifying temporal 
burden that characterizes the return of the gift.11 Malu—not the global 
economy—thus becomes the force that drives the rantau, as the demands of 
what it means to be a moral person haunt the migrant, keeping him or her 
on the move and from returning home.

By using merantau, liar, and malu to organize the ethnographic descrip-
tion, this book explicitly avoids taking concepts such as “globalization” 
or the “Singaporean economy” as a starting point for analysis. This allows 
us to understand Batam not strictly as a place that is “offshore” in relation 
to Singapore, as part of the Growth Triangle, or even as a case study for 
export processing zones, but rather as a node in a system of human mobil-
ity that is territorially and culturally unbounded and that draws together 
Indonesian factory workers (chap. 2) and prostitutes (chap. 3), Singaporean 
working-class tourists on Batam (chap. 4), and Indonesian migrant workers 
in Singapore and Malaysia (chap. 5). 

The framework is thus neither defined primarily by geopolitical bound-
aries between nation-states nor the changing regional economy, but by the 
experiences of migrants and tourists themselves, thereby placing human 
mobility, gender, identity, and emotion in a landscape of capitalist expan-
sion and state formation. In an important sense, therefore, The Anxieties of 
Mobility is an attempt to write an ethnography of globalization not as a 
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series of impersonal transactions, but rather in terms of relationships that 
bind individuals together over large distances. More generally, this posi-
tions anthropology in a world that can be reduced neither to dichotomies 
between the “local” and the “global,” nor to concepts such as “global cul-
ture” or “political economy.” Instead, the book develops a mode of analysis 
within an open system, providing “orientation, without determining where 
the system itself, or those who use it, go” (Fortun 2003, 186).12 

putting mobility in its place 

I conducted fieldwork on Batam at the height of the Asian economic 
crisis for thirteen months between 1998 and 1999 and five further visits 
between 2000 and 2007. I had initially planned to investigate the poli-
tics of HIV prevention in the Growth Triangle, but my interests shifted 
as Batam was affected by the crisis. While migrants arrived from across 
Indonesia in search of work or from Malaysia after a wave of deportations, 
Singaporean tourists crossed the Straits of Malacca as the Indonesian rupiah 
dropped to as low as one-fifth of its previous value against the Singapore 
dollar. During this period I rented a house in a lower middle-class area on 
the outskirts of the main commercial district of Nagoya,13 but most of my 
attention was focused on other places and people around the island. Because 
of the nature of my Indonesian research visa, and like the majority of my 
informants, I was not allowed to cross the border to Singapore or Malaysia. 
Much of my time was instead spent shuttling around Batam on a motor-
bike together with my research assistant trying to make sense of what was 
happening during the economic and political crisis. 

During fieldwork, many of my informants were more mobile than I 
was. Batam is a node in the circulation of both capital and people, where 
both can suddenly appear, only to vanish days, months, or years later. Indo-
nesian migrants I knew would suddenly leave for Malaysia and I would 
never see them again, or a couple of Singaporean men whom I met at one 
of Batam’s discos would take the first ferry to Singapore the next morning. 
Rather than following these circuits, however, staying in place gave me a 
sense of the complexity and variation of human mobility in the region. 

This distinction between following informants and staying in place 
can suggestively be compared with that between a train and a train station. 
On the one hand, by taking a train from, say, Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia 
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10  :  introduction

to Singapore, it is possible to learn something about the kinds of people 
who travel this route, or the nature of the landscape between these places, 
and most certainly the time-consuming experience of crossing the border 
between the two countries. The train station, on the other hand, is an ideal 
place to consider not only who is traveling where, but also, for instance, 
what particular routes are available, who is selling tickets, how the local 
pickpockets work, and what the police are doing about it. Studying mobil-
ity by remaining in place, so to speak, thus offers a type of perspective 
that is concerned more with the social organization of mobility than with 
particular circuits, more with a system than a place of origin or a specific 
destination. 

From a similar perspective, Saskia Sassen argues that certain types of 
places, namely global cities, illuminate the various economies and cultures 
in which the global economy is situated, thereby allowing us “to recover 
the concrete, localized processes through which globalization exists” (1998, 
ix–xx) and situating the channels, circuits, and flows that globalization 
theorists constantly grapple with.14 The Anxieties of Mobility shows how 
a concern with places like Batam, located at the periphery of the global 
city, offers further methodological incentives by allowing us to consider 
the social organization of human mobility from the vantage point of the 
spatial and temporal border between the “developing” and the “developed” 
worlds, thus highlighting both the unevenness of global economic develop-
ment and human mobility. 

Although ethnographically situated on Batam, this study is thus not 
limited to one place.15 Paying attention to the stories of migrants like Chan-
dra suggests a series of links between different places—for instance, a small 
town in Aceh, a squatter village on Batam, and the Singaporean global city. 
From this perspective, the stories that people tell, and the consciousnesses 
they embody, articulate links, both explicitly and implicitly, to various 
overlapping political, cultural, economic, political, and religious systems. 
My concern has been to identify how particular forms of knowingness 
about—and practical engagement with—these systems are articulated with 
regard to the more specific multilocal systems in which subjects are entan-
gled, and through this process to create an analytical space for description 
(Marcus 1995, 111; see also Spyer 2000). More broadly, this is a form of 
“post-ethnographic anthropological writing” that uses “local knowledge” 
but refuses “the bounds of conveniently sized localities through venturing 
to speak about regional relations and histories” (Thomas 1991, 316 –317). 
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the mobile subject

In 1963 anthropologist Hildred Geertz considered the position of an 
emerging unskilled and illiterate “urban proletariat,” as migrants moved 
from the villages into the rapidly expanding urban areas. Indonesia had 
entered the postcolonial era less than twenty years before, and Geertz 
claimed that a “metropolitan superculture” was developing that transcended 
the regional cultures of the colonial era. This new national culture—pro-
duced in cities like Jakarta—was the culture of bureaucrats and skilled 
workers, while the proletariat retained their links and allegiances to the 
villages. Little was known, she pointed out, about this much larger group 
of Indonesians, subjects who had not yet been transformed into citizens (H. 
Geertz 1963, 37–38).16 More than forty years later, it is evident that the 
urban proletariat has grown substantially in Indonesia but arguably still 
has not achieved citizenship, while continuing to be of limited concern to 
contemporary anthropologists.17

Historically, merantau was “essentially a male business” (Mrázek 1994, 
11) associated with particular ethnic groups. Today, however, there have 
been two significant changes. First, merantau has become a pan-Indonesian 
phenomenon as increasing numbers of Indonesians have been transformed 
into migrants in search of new forms of life and labor. Most people who pass 
through Batam are on merantau and ideally hope to gain access to the econ-
omy of development before returning home successfully. Second, unmar-
ried women are increasingly going on merantau. This is particularly note-
worthy on Batam, where migrant women have become the main sources 
of labor in both the electronics and prostitution industries. On the other 
side of the border, in Singapore and Malaysia, similar processes are evident 
as Indonesian women work as domestic servants for the expanding middle 
class, while men work illegally in plantations or construction sites.18 

Phrased most strongly, The Anxieties of Mobility argues that during the 
postcolonial era merantau has become homogenized as a national cultural 
form; it is no longer a heterogeneous “culture of the fringes” (Mrázek 1994, 
17). This becomes particularly evident if one focuses attention on the con-
temporary Indonesian migrants, most of whom are part of Geertz’s urban 
proletariat. Becoming a perantau, or migrant, in Indonesia today appears to 
offer a route from the village into the economy of development and particu-
lar forms of modernity. The migrants with whom I am concerned dream of 
becoming part of the privileged site of the nation—the middle class—but 
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are most often denied, as what is initially imagined as a rite of passage does 
not necessarily lead to a resolution (cf. Van Gennep 1960; V. Turner 1970). 
Instead, Batam is a place where one learns to become a particular kind of 
Indonesian, one who is part of the underclass. This book thus highlights 
commonalities between Indonesian migrants rather than primarily address-
ing ethnic distinctions. This perspective is not “an apologia for the nation,” 
but rather an attempt “to open a space from which to imagine new geog-
raphies of identification” (Boellstorff 2002, 38). In other words, I am not 
concerned with describing a shift from one identity to another—from the 
local or ethnic to the national or global—but rather with the formation of 
experiences that in an important sense are lacking in closure and thus rife 
with uncertainty and anxiety. 

the anxieties of mobility

I was surprised. People lived in houses that looked like chicken coops 
with roofs made out of rubber. “Why do the houses look like that? 
Why do people live like this?” I asked. My friend answered, “Because 
these ruli, rumah liar [“wild houses”; ruli is an acronym for rumah liar] 
will be razed soon, because they were built without permission from 
the government. 

Chandra (describing his initial arrival on Batam) 

The Indonesian government’s identification of the liar—most notably squat-
ter housing, premarital cohabitation, and certain types of prostitution—is 
by no means random, but reflects concerns with the production of legible 
environments (Scott 1998). In this context, liar spaces and identities come 
to inhabit a particular temporal space, namely the belum, or “not yet” devel-
oped or ordered. This does not mean, however, that the liar is disorganized 
or merely an excess of the development process. It is rather structured by 
alternative forms of ordering, inhabited not only by Indone sian migrants, 
but also by Singaporean tourists—mainly working-class men marginalized 
in the new economy—who travel to Batam not in search of the developed 
sites of tourism, but rather recreational drugs, which are banned in Singa-
pore, or gambling and prostitution, which are heavily regulated.19 While 
many of these men develop sustained liar relationships with Indonesian 
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women, others come to live in liar squatter communities on Batam, which 
are reminiscent of the village life that has been destroyed in Singapore. The 
liar thus becomes not only a transnational counterpoint to the Singaporean 
modernity project, but also a “contact zone” (Pratt 1992; see chap. 3) for 
different groups of circulating populations. 

Upon arrival, migrants such as Chandra expect development but 
encounter the liar. This is the “shock of modernity” (Watts 1992b). The 
liar, however, is not necessarily a space or identity that migrants can or 
wish to avoid. Squatter housing can be a site of community formation, pre-
marital cohabitation can be considered a legitimate relationship, working 
as a prostitute can be a way of gaining access to the economy of develop-
ment, and engaging in drug use or extramarital sex can be desired. But 
from the perspective of the migrant, there is usually a sense of instability 
or anxiety with regards to the liar; squatter housing runs the risk of being 
razed, prostitutes run the risk of being detained by state authorities, Islam 
forbids drug use and extramarital sex. Inhabiting the liar is often a tempo-
rary condition threatened by violence and associated with the underclass;20 
there is thus generally a desire to move out of the liar toward the middle 
class or for liar communities to mimic the structure of the state in order to 
gain legitimacy (cf. Barker 1998). To recognize oneself as permanently—as 
opposed to temporarily—liar is to be peripheral to the Indonesian nation. 

It is precisely through this process of self-recognition that malu gains 
its force. Generally, men are expected to respond aggressively to the expe-
rience of malu, while women are supposed to withdraw, thereby recogniz-
ing their subordinate position (Collins and Bahar 2000, 48).21 This book 
problematizes this understanding of malu and, more generally, any under-
standing of emotions that precedes experience (Boellstorff and Lindquist 
2004). In contrast, I emphasize that malu gains particular forms of valence 
as migrants engage in new forms of social interaction and moral bound-
aries become ambiguous. The classic studies of “shame-embarrassment” 
in Southeast Asia by Clifford Geertz (1973) and Michelle Rosaldo (1983, 
1984) argued that emotions could not be analyzed outside of the social and 
cultural contexts in which they were experienced, understood, and talked 
about. However, both grounded their ideas in ethnographic contexts in 
which culture, ethnicity, and language were relatively isomorphic, and in 
which translocal economic systems were of limited relevance. In contrast, 
in the world I will describe, everyday life is constituted within the frame-
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work of the nation, and in tension with a transnational economy that uti-
lizes female labor, rather than in the context of a local community where 
culture, place, and language appear more easily to correspond. 

It is thus significant that in the rantau it is not “shame-embarrassment” 
in other Indonesian languages, such as the Balinese word lek—famously 
translated by Geertz (1973, 402) as “stagefright”—or the Javanese word 
isin that have become key emotional tropes, but rather malu, a Malay word 
that exists in other Indonesian languages, but more important in this con-
text, part of the Indonesian lingua franca. This suggests the importance of 
moving beyond a false dichotomy between a local moral economy and a 
global impersonal economy, and instead highlights an analytical form that 
in a sense is national but also spatially unbounded. Malu thus appears as 
an emotion (and opens up a space of analysis) that describes the failures to 
live up to the ideals of the nation. It offers migrants an experiential trope as 
Indonesians in the shadows of the promises of Indonesian economic develop-
ment (cf. Siegel 1997; Boellstorff 2005).22

Although economic failure is the main source of malu on Batam, for 
women, in particular, anxieties concerning sexuality are equally prevalent—
for factory workers in relation to premarital sexuality, and for prostitutes 
with regard to selling sex for money. The large number of young women 
on Batam who control their own wages and move in public spaces gener-
ates rumors and gossip in the media and everyday talk.23 As Murray (1991, 
127) puts it bluntly, “Sexuality is used to judge women’s morality but not 
men’s.” It is from this perspective that the gendered relationship between 
malu, sexuality, and Islam become especially pertinent.24 On Batam, it is 
said, people “forget religion” (lupa agama). It is a place as full of danger as 
much as it is of possibilities; a place where one can either “destroy” (hancur) 
or “develop” (maju) oneself. While destruction—understood primarily in 
religious terms—comes through premarital sex, drug use, or prostitution, 
personal development is associated with making money or particular forms 
of religious engagements. 

It is from this perspective that it is possible to understand how migrant 
women sometimes wear the Muslim veil or take the drug Ecstasy in the 
same places and for the same reasons—reasons that are both comprehen-
sible and explicitly moral. On Batam migrant women use these technolo-
gies in order to deal with malu.25 While veiling reinforces moral boundaries 
associated with malu, Ecstasy use facilitates the transgression of those same 
boundaries. Wearing the veil, or jilbab, appears to offer an identity that 
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protects against the dangers of social interaction in the context of migra-
tion, while Ecstasy use allows female prostitutes to more easily engage in 
morally ambiguous forms of transactions. Both activities, however, can be 
transformed into legitimate models of personal development (kemajuan), 
which may displace malu upon return home—one as a sign of religious 
insight, the other as a means for creating economic value. 

Veiling and Ecstasy use are therefore both directly connected with the 
demands of home and the expectations of migration. In this context, it is 
the experience of malu, or of being identified as someone who should be 
malu, that becomes an organizing principle for social action and the man-
agement of appearances. Although I am by no means equating the two 
acts, veiling and the use of Ecstasy both facilitate survival in the “situation 
of duress under which gender performance always and variously occurs” 
(Butler 1990, 139). More generally, the following chapters will illuminate 
how various forms of technologies—ranging from clothing to recreational 
drugs—are used by migrants in a wide variety of circumstances in order to 
function effectively in the tension between the region’s shifting political 
economy and the emotional economy of the rantau. Although there are cer-
tainly varying degrees of reflexivity involved in these acts, in all situations 
the primary problem is not self-identity, but rather avoiding being identi-
fied as someone who does not belong.

In relation to these processes, a series of recognizable figures have 
emerged—and appear throughout this book—giving these anxieties a par-
ticular cultural form. In the Batamindo Industrial Park, the woman wear-
ing the jilbab (the Muslim headscarf ) offers a ubiquitous representation of 
the female worker in the official economy (chap. 2). Even in the late 1990s, 
as the recent wave of Islamization was spreading throughout the country, 
more than 50 percent of the women working at Batamindo wore the jilbab, 
a remarkable figure at the time by any standard in Indonesia.26 While gov-
ernment officials and factory managers have viewed this as an effect of suc-
cessful religious programs, many other people on Batam understand it as 
a sign of deceit, a facade masking immoral behavior, rather than as a sign 
of piety. In contrast, the lontong,27 or prostitute, flaunts her body on the 
main streets of Nagoya wearing platform shoes, tight clothing, and heavy 
makeup, literally embodying Batam as an “island of sin” (chap. 3). Moving 
in the shadows of these worlds is the bronces, the long-haired and tattooed 
man who subsists on the money of women (chap. 3). Reminiscent of the 
preman (e.g., Ryter 1998), or thug, who is more frequently associated with 
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crime, the bronces is a predator who brings to light the particular gendered 
anxieties of Batam, where women support men financially and engage in 
sex outside the context of the family. The Singaporean man who travels to 
Batam to gamble and buy sex and drugs makes explicit the island’s ambig-
uous position in relation to a larger world (chap. 4). Representing either 
unambiguous chastity or unbridled sexuality, the jilbab-wearing woman, 
the lontong, the bronces, and the Singaporean man should be understood in 
relation to the feminization of labor in the rantau. In Batam’s moral land-
scape, these figures become sites for allocating responsibility (cf. White 
2000, 62). Finally, travelling in the opposite direction—toward Malay-
sia or Singapore—the Indonesian transnational migrant further illuminates 
the gendered organization of migrant labor throughout the region and the 
various channels that become available in an economy of border crossing 
(chap. 5). 

moving beyond crisis 

The Asian economic crisis of 1997 initiated a period of dramatic trans-
formation in Indonesia and Southeast Asia. After the initial collapse of the 
Thai baht, the Indonesian rupiah followed during the latter half of 1997. 
The ensuing economic crisis in Indonesia led President Suharto to step 
down in May 1998, thereby formally ending the authoritarian New Order 
regime that had ruled for over thirty years and setting the stage for a prolif-
erating political landscape characterized not only by reformasi (democratiza-
tion) and political decentralization, but also by spectacular forms of vio-
lence, including religious warfare in the Maluku Islands, the Ninja killings 
in East Java, and the Bali bombings.28 These changes have had profound 
effects both in Indonesia and on scholarship dealing with Indonesia. In the 
post-9/11 security environment, a concern with violent events and radical 
Islam, personified by cleric Abu Bakar Bashir and the organization Jemaah 
Islamiyah, has come to dominate public discourse throughout Southeast 
Asia, despite the limited support that the acts and ideals associated with 
them have among the vast majority of the populations in these countries. 

This book argues that these terms of debate risk displacing enduring 
problems for the vast majority of Indonesians, who continue to struggle as 
they did during the Suharto era.29 For these groups—who ultimately are the 
historical agents of this book—the expansion of radical Islam and the forms 
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of violence associated with it are spectacles primarily experienced through 
the mass media, literally at a distance. Together with informants on Batam, 
I watched many of these events unfold on television. Although there was 
often a degree of awe with the effects of the bombs in Jakarta and Bali, or 
the power of the charismatic Abu Bakar Bashir, there was more noticeably 
incomprehension rather than identification with the perpetrators. 

This is not to deny that the economic crisis, in particular, affected 
Batam (see chap. 1), primarily through a dramatic increase in migrants who 
were lured by rumors of employment. Arguably, however, these processes 
did not create a radical historical disjuncture, but rather accentuated the 
importance of the concepts this book is concerned with, namely merantau, 
liar, and malu. On Batam economic and political crises led to increasing 
flows of perantau, or migrants, the dramatic expansion of liar housing and 
prostitution, and intensifying feelings of malu for migrants who struggled 
to survive in a context of extreme competition. Thus like the economic 
development of Batam, the crisis and its aftereffects have clarified particu-
lar processes already at work.

In writing this book, I have struggled with closure and attempts at 
generating a kind of coherence in an area and era characterized by dramatic 
change. In the end I settle for an “ethic of openness” (Fortun 2003) in which 
merantau, malu, and liar form a conceptual framework. This allows one to 
consider how the landscape of human mobility is organized throughout the 
region. The concepts do not neatly overlap, since they identify significantly 
different forms: movement, identity, place, and emotion. But considering 
them in relation to one another creates the possibility of describing, ana-
lyzing, and writing about processes and landscapes that become evident 
through Batam. The Anxieties of Mobility thus attempts to create an alterna-
tive topography of Southeast Asia that is defined primarily by the mobility 
of Indonesian migrants and Singaporean tourists, rather than the force of 
the global economy. 

Chapter 1 sets the stage for the chapters that follow via a description of 
the historical trajectory through which Batam has been transformed from an 
obscure island located “between” different centers of commerce and power 
into a major development project and part of a transnational economic 
zone. In turn, the chapter maps the changing regional forms of mobility 
and the transformation of space on Batam, thus beginning to describe the 
place that the migrants and tourists who are the subjects of this book come 
to inhabit for a period of time. 
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Chapter 2 takes as its starting point the Batamindo Industrial Park, a 
quintessential example of a spatial and economic global type—the develop-
ment enclave—and the liar squatter communities that surround it. Moving 
between the factory floor and the squatter communities, and by focusing 
on the gendered relationship between merantau, liar, and malu, the chapter 
shows how the enclave is “diluted” and best understood in relation to the 
social world that it inhabits. It thus begins to map a broader emotional 
economy of merantau that takes further shape in the coming chapters.

Chapter 3 shifts ethnographic attention to Ozon and a different exam-
ple of a transnational space—the disco. Centered on liar, or freelance Indo-
nesian female prostitutes without pimps, the chapter moves from women’s 
engagement with the drug Ecstasy and Singaporean clients in the disco to 
their relationships with boyfriends, children, and other family members. 
Highlighting the tensions between a short-term engagement with the liar 
and the long-term demands of merantau, the chapter describes the common 
emotional economy of the factory workers and prostitutes, one that places 
them between the demands of home and the promises of development.

Chapter 4 returns to Ozon, shifting focus to the Singaporean work-
ing-class men who travel to Batam not to visit the official tourist sites, but 
rather to spaces and relationships that are identified by the Indonesian state 
as liar. These men lead various forms of lives, some partake of recreational 
drugs and sex, others engage in long-term relationships with Indonesian 
women, and a few live in liar housing that appears reminiscent of a village 
life that has been destroyed in Singapore. This chapter shows how these 
men, increasingly marginalized in Singapore’s knowledge-based economy, 
travel to Batam in order engage in a world of “fantasy”—as one of the men 
puts it—that remains beyond their reach in Singapore. 

Chapter 5 shifts attention to a different form of cross-border mobility 
through an emphasis on the “immigration industry” that facilitates the 
movement of Indonesian migrants across the border to Malaysia and Singa-
pore in a context of intensifying state regulation. These forms of circulation 
highlight the ambiguous boundaries between “legality” and “illegality” 
and, in particular, the exchangeability of female labor within the Growth 
Triangle. It is in this context that The Anxieties of Mobility becomes most 
explicit, as the tensions between the demands of merantau and state regula-
tion lead to intensifying forms of violence. 

Finally, chapter 6 offers not so much closure as a way forward. Taking 
as its starting point an ambiguous structure being built on Batam’s Stress 
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Beach in 2003—a structure suggesting both boom and bust—this conclu-
sion highlights the form of temporality—the belum, or “not yet”—and the 
related open-ended circuits of mobility that have formed the trajectory for 
description throughout this book. In so doing, The Anxieties of Mobility reaf-
firms the critical importance of ethnography as a method that reduces the 
gap between description and theory in studies of globalization and social 
life, more generally, thus positioning anthropology as a discipline at the 
center of social inquiry. 
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Borderland Formations

The lights from the Singapore skyline are still visible in the 
background when Pak Padil takes me out in his motorboat at dawn. In his 
broad Malay dialect he begins a lament that he obviously has spoken before. 
“When I was young,” he tells me, “there were fish everywhere. It was easy 
to make a living. Now the water is polluted and the fish are gone.” Born 
in the early 1920s on a small island just off the coast of Batam, Pak Padil 
was a fisherman for a large part of his life, but these days he has become 
connected to the new economy, guiding weekend tourists from Singapore 
on boat trips along Batam’s coast. As a child he would sometimes take 
the three-hour boat trip to Singapore—even then a bustling cosmopolitan 
center of trade, a dramatic contrast to the quiet village life on Batam—to 
visit his father who worked there. In the years before World War II he 
moved there, running errands in a large store owned by a Chinese entrepre-
neur from Java, before returning to Batam when Japanese forces captured 
Singapore. After the war and Indonesian independence, Pak Padil worked 
for a few years at the Royal Dutch Shell oil refinery just off the coast of 
Batam but would frequently take the ferry to buy goods in Singapore’s 
markets. “There were no markets on Batam then. We depended on Sin-
gapore.” This changed, however, with the Konfrontasi, an armed conflict 
in 1963 between Indonesia and Malaysia (of which Singapore was a part) 
that initiated a period intensifying border regulation. “After that, I never 
returned to Singapore again.”    

Pak Awang Ali, another elderly Malay man who lives in one of the few 
remaining fishing villages on Batam, came with his parents from Singapore 
in the mid-1930s, leaving behind increasing land scarcity and competition 
among fishermen. At the time, he recalled, there were only a few villages 
and a Japanese rubber plantation along the coastal area where he lived. His 
father and other villagers would catch fish that they sold or bartered in 
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Singapore. They saw little point in living or working in Singapore; it was 
easier to survive on Batam. 

But things have changed. When I talked with Pak Padil, Pak Awang 
Ali, and other elderly Malay fishermen on Batam about their lives before 
World War II, most became nostalgic and remembered what they had lost, 
often pointing out their own marginalization in relation to the develop-
ment of Batam. “Now,” Pak Awang Ali told me, 

even though I am Malay, and Singapore is part of the Malay World (Taman 
Melayu), I have to use a passport to travel to Singapore because they tell 
me that I am Indonesian. Even with a passport, it is not certain that the 
immigration authorities will let me across the border. Maybe they think 
that I want to work illegally: an old man like me! Who knows? And now, 
BIDA [Batam Industrial Development Authority] tells me that I live in a 
wild house (rumah liar) that has to be razed (digusur), even though it was 
built twenty years before they arrived! 

This chapter begins with Pak Awang Ali and Pak Padil, not in order 
to reproduce a nostalgic lament of an era that has passed, but rather to sug-
gest an opening for considering the historical transformations that have 
shaped channels of human mobility in the “Malay world,” a region that 

View of the Singapore skyline from Batam. Photo by author. 
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encompasses contemporary Malaysia, Singapore, and large parts of Indo-
nesia. While the precolonial Malay world was characterized by powerful 
centers and unclear political boundaries, the Dutch and English colonial 
empires divided this world between them, forming the territorial basis for 
what after World War II became Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. Each 
of these periods can be distinguished by different (overlapping) patterns of 
human mobility. In the precolonial era, migration was turbulent, as men 
easily shifted their allegiances between different hubs of power. In the colo-
nial period, capitalist expansion led to the extensive import of pan-Asian 
coolies who labored in the tin mines and rubber plantations that fueled 
industrialization in Europe and the United States. In the postcolonial 
period, new regimes of citizenship and the regulation of borders within and 
between nation-states have made documents such as passports and identity 
cards critical instruments for most forms of human mobility, including 
migration and tourism.   

Of particular significance in these processes is the regulation of the 
mobility of people such as Pak Awang Ali and Pak Padil, who are sup-
posed to remain in their “proper” places on the Indonesian side of the bor-
der.1 These men are not the ideal citizens of the Growth Triangle, and 
indeed they find themselves being caught up in an age to which they do not 
belong. In an important sense their stories illustrate how the production of 
borders has become critical in the formation of a transnational “borderless 
world.” 

The concern with state borders was initially a colonial project but 
became increasingly important during the postcolonial era as territory 
came to define the limits of the new nation-states, thereby creating the 
possibility of identifying Batam as a site of Indonesian national develop-
ment. Pak Awang Ali and Pak Padil have thus been redefined as Indonesian 
citizens, while their livelihoods and homes have been positioned outside 
of the project of development, in the liar spaces associated with the Indo-
nesian underclass. State formation coupled with capitalist expansion have 
thus produced new peripheries and spaces of exclusion—of which the liar 
is the most obvious example—as uneven development has taken a specific 
form. This chapter tracks the history of these transformations, thereby set-
ting the stage for the following chapters, which will describe how contem-
porary Indonesian migrants and Singaporean tourists engage with life on 
and beyond Batam. 
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the entrepôt economy

In the early nineteenth century Sir Stamford Raffles and the English 
East Indies Company combed the Straits of Malacca—a narrow stretch of 
water linking the Indian and Pacific oceans—for a port that could handle 
the growing trade between India and China. After the Napoleonic wars 
England became the dominant power in Europe and expanded its influ-
ence throughout Southeast Asia at the expense of the Dutch, and in 1819 
Raffles finally claimed the area that was to become Singapore, just across 
the straits from Dutch-controlled Riau (today the town of Tanjung Pinang 
on Bintan, located adjacent to Batam in Indonesia). Within a decade Sin-
gapore displaced Riau as the dominant port in the region, thereby allowing 
the English to gain control over one of the most important waterways in 
the world.2 

The founding of Singapore led to a series of agreements designed to 
resolve economic and political tensions between the Dutch and the English. 
The 1824 Treaty of London literally divided large parts of Southeast Asia—
including Riau and Singapore—between them. Although only allowing 
the right to make agreements with local rulers, not the right of gover-
nance or possession, the treaty dramatically changed the regional political 
dynamics in the region. Created in the boardrooms of London, it in no way 
reflected the existing cultural and economic reality of the region, effec-
tively forming the cartographic framework for the Malaysian, Singaporean, 
and Indonesian nation-states in the mid-twentieth century (Trocki 1979; 
Tagliacozzo 2005). 

Singapore became part of the English Straits in 1826 and was named 
a British Crown Colony in 1867. The opening of the Suez Canal two years 
later, the dramatic expansion of tin mining in the 1880s, and rubber pro-
duction in the early twentieth century quickly positioned Singapore as a 
hub in an economy of mines and plantations that stretched throughout the 
Malay Peninsula and across the border to the Dutch East Indies, fueling 
industrialization in Europe, Japan, and the United States.3 

Singapore succeeded because it mimicked earlier entrepôts in the 
region (Trocki 1979). Trade in the coastal area between the Riau Archi-
pelago and the Malay Peninsula had for centuries centered on a series of 
ports that depended on cooperation with vassal states in the periphery.4 
Low population density throughout precolonial Southeast Asia meant that 
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the control of population was more important than the control of land. In 
contrast to contemporary forms of state formation, outer territorial bound-
aries were unclear and the power of the center was crucial in the reproduc-
tion of the polity (Milner 1982; Scott 1998, 185).5 Singapore’s use of an 
indigenous state model allowed for expansive economies that transgressed 
the territorial limitations created by the colonial border and thereby bound 
large parts of the region to its markets. In other words, Singapore was based 
on a political economy that ultimately did not respect the border that the 
colonial powers themselves had created.

Singapore developed into a meeting place for Chinese and Europe-
ans—the former offering labor, the latter capital—as the traditional Malay 
communities and states were increasingly marginalized (Trocki 1990, 4).6 
In this process, Singapore became a major destination and transit point for 
labor as migrants from China, in particular, labored on both sides of the 
colonial border. The broader structure of labor mobility during the colo-
nial era varied in form from free migration to debt bondage and outright 
slavery, including not only Chinese, but also Tamils from India and Java-
nese from the Dutch East Indies (Tagliacozzo 2005, 236–244). The import 
of migrant labor over great distances—rather than the use of local popu-
lations—was a general pattern in the development of capitalist enclaves 
across Asian colonial regimes throughout the nineteenth century.7 While 
alleviating labor shortages, this also allowed capitalists and state adminis-
trators to keep wages low and facilitated the control of migrants, who had 
no alternative means of local livelihood or support (Breman 1990, 15–19). 
It was not until the twentieth century that the trade in human labor was 
increasingly regulated and new forms of migration began to take shape.8

postcolonial borderlands 

Tagliacozzo (2005) has shown that while in 1865 the border between 
the Dutch and English was a “work in progress,” by 1915 it had taken the 
form that it has today. During the late colonial and early postcolonial period, 
however, authorities on both sides of the border had limited resources in 
controlling the movement of people or goods, and islands like Batam and 
Bintan remained closely integrated with the Singapore economy. Even by 
the early 1960s, nearly twenty years after Indonesian independence, the 
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national currency, the rupiah, was rarely used in Riau, and Indonesian civil 
servants continued to be paid in Singapore dollars.

This changed in 1963 when the Indonesian president Sukarno initi-
ated an armed conflict, Konfrontasi, in reaction to Malaysia’s creation as 
a state (which initially came to include Singapore) after gaining indepen-
dence from England. Although the official reason for Konfrontasi was anti-
imperialism—Sukarno saw Malaysia as a neocolonial plot—he had earlier 
expounded a vision of a great “Pan-Indonesia” that would bind Indonesia, 
Malaya, and the Philippines. In this scenario, the control of both sides of 
the Straits of Malacca was considered crucial for Indonesia to become strong 
and secure. Konfrontasi was thus directly connected to the search for a new 
pattern of international relations in the postcolonial era, as the control of 
territorial borders became increasingly significant (Mackie 1974). 

Along with military intervention, there were other technologies for 
nationalizing the border area. The Singapore dollar was banned through 
a policy of dedollarisasi, and markets opened on Batam.9 Whereas Riau’s 
inhabitants earlier had generally traveled to Singapore, increasingly goods 
in the area were imported from the Indonesian capital, Jakarta. New immi-
gration controls were also installed, making it more difficult for inhabit-
ants of the Riau Archipelago, now redefined as Indonesian citizens, to cross 
the border. Although it did not make it impossible, many of my elderly 
informants such as Pak Padil and Pak Awang Ali never crossed the straits 
to Singapore again. 

As an armed conflict, Konfrontasi was a minor historical event, but 
more important, it was a period of re-imagining the outer contours of the 
Indonesian geo-body (cf. Winichakul 1994) not only in the province of 
Riau, which Jakarta had neglected for the first twenty years of indepen-
dence, but also along the Malay-Indonesian border in Borneo (Bala 2000), 
and in the conflict with the Dutch over West Papua (Rutherford 2002). 
After the Japanese surrender ended World War II and set the stage for 
independence, the new Indonesian leaders simply assumed that the borders 
of the new state would coincide with the borders of the Dutch East Indies, 
but the new constitution never made this explicit (Mackie 1974, 21). Thus, 
in effect, the nation preceded the state, forming the basis for the intensi-
fying concern with the control of territory and population in the border 
regions. 

It took five years for the Indonesian state to reclaim the Riau Archi-
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pelago from the Dutch and bring it under its own administration. The cen-
tral government in Jakarta remained suspicious of Riau, however, with its 
high proportion of ethnic Chinese and their potential allegiances to foreign 
powers,10 and in the early 1960s the provincial capital, which the Dutch 
earlier had located in the port town of Tanjung Pinang (formerly Riau), 
was moved to the booming oil town of Pekanbaru on the Sumatran main-
land. Discrimination against ethnic Chinese, identified as “foreigners,” 
was increasingly institutionalized after Indonesian independence. In 1959 
Chinese-owned retail stores were banned from rural areas throughout the 
country,11 which led many ethnic Chinese to leave the smaller islands in the 
Riau Archipelago for Chinese-dominated Singapore or Tanjung Pinang.12 
The Chinese groups that had originally made up the majority of the labor 
force that fueled nineteenth- and early twentieth-century capitalist growth 
in Singapore and Riau were thus increasingly compartmentalized with the 
expansion of the Indonesian state. 

Through the 1960s and 1970s the structure of population mobility 
began to change and intensify as Riau became both a destination and tran-
sit area to Malaysia and Singapore for migrants from around Indonesia. The 
shifting political economy, increasingly centered on national development 
projects in urbanizing areas, together with a “veritable revolution” (Hugo 
1985, 62) in transportation, set the stage for increasing voluntary migration 
from across Indonesia, in contrast to the import of labor common during 
the colonial regimes. As the rantau, the space of migration, became a site 
of engagement with new  processes of identity formation, these migrants 
increasingly came to recognize themselves as Indonesian citizens. The fol-
lowing account begins to describe this process.

nationalizing mobility

Muhamad Radjab’s autobiography, set in a West Sumatran village in 
the 1920s, describes his wish to leave home and head into the rantau. 

Sooner or later, of course, I had to leave the village! To follow Father’s 
wishes and stay there forever, to share the fate of the majority of villag-
ers who never journeyed more than fifteen kilometers from Sumpur from 
the time of their birth till their death—for me that would have been an 
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absolute impossibility. This would have meant killing off my sturdily 
developed longings and damping down the aspirations burning inside me. 
(Radjab 1995, 309) 

Continuing his account, as he grows older, Radjab’s desire to merantau 
merely intensifies, but his father refuses to grant him permission to leave 
the village. The stories of returning migrants never cease to fuel Radjab’s 
imagination.

The bigger I got, the harder I worked at interrogating people who’d just 
come back from the rantau. I’d do this till late at night and not get drowsy: 
I’d be totally absorbed in listening to and taking in each and every word 
they uttered. Everything that they portrayed with their stories was pic-
tured with great clarity in my thoughts. Sometimes I would ask myself in 
my heart, why couldn’t my body just fly off over there so I could witness 
all this for myself. (1995, 310) 

One by one, Radjab’s friends departed from the village, and he was left 
alone to contemplate his future. It became obvious that having been in the 
rantau was not only about gaining experience, but was also a criterion for 
increasing in status in the village or a rite of passage for becoming a man. 
Former friends and acquaintances who returned from the rantau no longer 
paid attention to him, and they married the women he loved. The attitudes 
and styles of the men and the signs of success that they flaunted made it all 
the harder to bear.

His cigarettes would be Westminsters, from a can. Or he’d be smoking a 
cigar with a beautiful ring around it and a fragrant smell. One with a gold 
watch would pull it out of his pocket every ten minutes or so to check the 
time repeatedly, as if he had an appointment or something was rushing 
him, as if his time was very valuable. . . . Half of them had gold teeth. 
Every few moments they’d laugh. Sometimes, when there was no reason to 
laugh, they’d laugh; just so long as their lips would part and the gleaming 
gold teeth would appear. (1995, 317)

At last, his father allows to him to go to the rantau, if only to the nearby 
city of Padang. At this point his feelings are mixed; he feels torn between 
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his hopes for the future and the longing (rindu) he knows he will have for 
the village and his family. But this sadness is transcended by his strikingly 
modern attitude. 

I knew these ties to the village were just bonds of feeling, and that sooner 
or later these would be snapped by my relentless, heedless life desires. And 
I simply could not base my character and life outlook on feelings alone, if 
I did not wish to become a mere ball in a game between nature and the 
world around me. (1995, 320) 

Radjab self-consciously juxtaposes “feeling” with “desire,” the former 
being associated with the village and tradition, the latter with the city and 
modernity.13 He understands himself as being driven by the force of his 
own desires and believes that the feelings that bind him to home can and 
should be transcended in order to become a new kind of individual who is 
not a passive actor, “a mere ball” in the world. These tensions between the 
demands of home and hopes for the future describe the beginnings of an 
emotional economy that has characterized Indonesian migration since and 
will become more evident in the coming chapters.   

I was first struck by Radjab’s story not only because it reminded me 
of so many of the dreams and stories that I had heard from migrants on 
Batam, but also because of what it did not reveal. While I recognized the 
forms of desire that led people away from the kampung—the description 
of listening to stories of those who had returned home and the proof of 
success through the presentation of commodities and money—what was 
missing was equally conspicuous: stories of migrants who had failed, or the 
suspicion that the cigarettes and gold watches might be facades to conceal 
actual failure. 

For the migrants whom I met on Batam at the end of the twentieth and 
beginning of the twenty-first centuries, this structure of (mis)communication 
survives, reinforced by the media representations of the island as a place of 
rapid development, located close to Singapore. The tales of surprise—and 
even shock—upon arrival make it evident that most stories that circulate 
from the rantau to villages throughout Indonesia do not primarily speak of 
disappointment. 

The final lines in Radjab’s story anticipate his own success, mimicking 
that of the returning migrants whom he witnessed in the kampung: “Life in 
the rumbling world was beginning to call to me; its voice was blurred, like 
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softly rumbling thunder, audible from afar. Tomorrow I would begin, and 
attack this life” (1995, 320). Radjab’s words suggest a novel intertwining 
of mobility, modernity, and agency, and his eventual path to becoming a 
successful journalist in Jakarta describes the beginnings of an Indonesian 
middle class. This account does not, however, compare with the experi-
ences of most perantau, or migrants. For the majority, hopes of monetary 
gain and success in the new economy and a triumphant return to the home 
village inevitably do not match earlier expectations, and the feelings from 
which they try to break free come back to haunt them. This is the failure of 
modernity, the impossibility of leaving the kampung, and associated feelings 
of malu (shame and embarrassment) behind. Radjab’s story is of a man who 
has succeeded, and it would most likely not have been written otherwise. 

During the early twentieth century, merantau was a heterogeneous cul-
tural form associated with ethnic groups such as the Minangkabau and 
Acehenese, and the Baweanese.14 In Aceh, for instance, men came and 
went. “Like a guest, husbands can outstay their welcome and usually do. 
When their money is gone, wives urge them to return to the East” (Sie-
gel 1969, 179).15 In other words, merantau did not necessarily lead to a 
change in status; it was merely a way of earning a livelihood (Siegel 1969, 
54). In  contrast, among the Minangkabau, merantau was best described as 
a rite of passage (Kato 1982, 196), as exemplified by Radjab’s story above. 
Throughout Indonesia, however, for those who entered the rantau, kinship 
and locality were still the main sources of identity (Siegel 1969, 56; Naim 
1973, 292), and it was very bad for the perantau to become “destitute in 
rantau” (melarat di rantau), to be lost in rantau, forgotten by those staying 
home (Mrázek 1994, 10–11). 

Beginning in the nineteenth century, the expansion of capitalist mar-
kets throughout Southeast Asia facilitated the rantau but continued to be 
associated with groups such as the Minangkabau. Prior to European rule, 
the “Malay world” was bound together not by political order, but rather by 
a common language and religion, Malay and Islam. With its lack of territo-
rial boundaries and fluid political allegiances to individual rajas, or kings, 
the region was characterized by relatively disorganized forms of migration 
and demographic change (Milner 1982, 8). 

By the early twentieth century, however, an emergent modern sub-
ject—evident in Radjab’s autobiography—begins to appear. For some, the 
rantau became a way to learn about the world; for others it was a way of 
engaging with progressive political forces; and for still others it was an 
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escape from the burden of culture in a matrilineal society in which men 
were guests.16 “The rantau was as much an experience as it was a geographic 
destination” (Graves 1981, 19).

Benedict Anderson (1991) has famously described how print technol-
ogy—the novel and the newspaper, in particular—was critical in the for-
mation of the nation as a sovereign and geographically limited “imagined 
community.” The national consciousness that developed during the first 
quarter of the twentieth century in the Dutch East Indies was based on 
the mobility of individuals from different ethnic groups, drawn together 
within the structure of the colonial educational system, who began to 
imagine themselves as belonging to the same national community.17 In 
the 1930s Hamka, the influential West Sumatran novelist and scholar, 
described Medan, the capital of the East Sumatran plantation economy, as 
a mulitethnic city where a new Indonesian—not bound to any particular 
regional culture—was developing (1962).18 These were the kinds of urban 
spaces that allowed for a particular form of nationalist consciousness to 
emerge through the production of difference. 

The type of mobility that Hamka, Radjab, and others describe, how-
ever, was to a large degree bound to the world of an emerging elite, far 
removed from the experiences of Javanese coolies who labored in the East 
Sumatran plantations outside of Medan or the “urban proletariat” who were 
beginning to transform the demography of Jakarta. By the time of Suharto’s 
rise to power in the 1960s and the expansion of an export- oriented economy 
based on wage labor, migration increased across Indonesia, only to further 
intensify with rising oil prices and high rates of economic growth since the 
mid-1970s. In this process, merantau was unmoored from particular ethnic 
groups, becoming widely used throughout Indonesia and associated pri-
marily with the new underclass rather than the country’s elite (cf. Waterson 
1997, 230–231). 

The form of merantau with which this book is concerned is thus not 
that of the urban elite—today generally understood as the middle class—
but rather of unskilled migrants such as Chandra (see introduction) who 
hope to become part of a larger world beyond the village, but who expe-
rience constraints that they had not previously imagined. In this process 
they, much as Hamka before them, learn to become a particular kind of 
Indonesian, but ones who belong to the underclass, outside the promises 
of the nation. As the following chapters will clearly illustrate, Batam is an 
ideal place to consider these processes. 
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developing batam

At some point during the Konfrontasi, General Suharto, who two years 
later would take power in a bloody coup and rule the Indonesian New 
Order until 1998, visited Batam, which had become a strategic base for the 
Indonesian military. Many years later Suharto would recount in a speech 
how it was then that he had the idea that Batam should be developed to 
take the place of Singapore as a regional economic hub. Indonesia was at 
the time extremely dependent on Singapore, which handled most of the 
region’s imports and exports, and was a center for oil exploration and refin-
ing. While it is unclear if it actually was Suharto who first imagined Batam 
as a competitor to Singapore, it was at that precise historical moment that 
the development of Batam as national project first became imaginable and 
thereby possible.19

While the border that came to divide Indonesia from Malaysia and Sin-
gapore was initially a colonial artifact, it was first during the postcolonial 
era in the 1960s that it increasingly became recognized in daily practice. 
The regional economy—integrated for centuries—was divided, reclassi-
fied, and nationalized. This process allows us to understand how an island 
like Batam, which for 150 years had been located between two colonial 
entrepôts (Riau and Singapore), could be redefined as a space for national 
development, a tabula rasa for high modernist planning. The dramatic 
speed of change, however, cannot be understood strictly in national terms, 
but must be situated in relation to changes in the Singaporean and global 
economy described in the introduction. The intensification of foreign direct 
investment and dramatic increase in migration forged an environment that 
is best described as a frontier zone.

In the years following Konfrontasi, the Batam Industrial Development 
Authority (BIDA) was created by presidential decree and was largely run 
by the Indonesian national oil company Pertamina until its collapse a few 
years later—the result of internal mismanagement and a global recession.20 
A group of Indonesian government technocrats was given authority to 
broaden the scope of development to include industries that would gener-
ate more exports and employment opportunities,21 and Batam was thus 
declared a bonded economic zone as imports and exports became exempt 
from duties and tariffs. More generally, there was a shift in development 
strategy from competition to cooperation with Singapore. A new master 
plan projected a population of seven hundred thousand by 2004, identify-
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ing in detail—in keeping with the ideals of modernist planning—different 
zones for housing, commercial activities, and industry. BIDA was given the 
right to manage all land on the island, which allowed the forcible acquisi-
tion of land from local residents for as little as little as two U.S. cents, or 
fifty rupiah, per square meter.22 

In 1978 B. J. Habibie, later Indonesia’s president—invited back from 
Germany to become Suharto’s minister of research and technology—took 
over as head of BIDA. Habibie opposed the technocrats’ vision of transform-
ing Batam into an export-processing zone for foreign interests; instead, he 
argued for creating a competitive advantage by focusing on “high technol-
ogy.” 23 Through the 1980s Habibie initiated a series of major infrastructure 
projects on Batam—including an airport, telecommunications facilities, a 
power station, an extensive network of roads, and a series of spectacular 
bridges that would eventually connect Batam with neighboring islands—
as the island’s population officially grew from three thousand to over 
ninety thousand between 1973 and 1989. Despite Habibie’s pretensions 
of becoming a competitor to Singapore—which was in line with Suharto’s 
dream—through the 1980s economic development on Batam remained, 
as one commentator put it, “sluggish at best” (Far Eastern Economic Review, 
November 30, 1989). The nationalist strategy that created laws requiring 
shared foreign ownership with Indonesian companies appeared contrary to 
Singaporean interests and led to limited foreign investment. As Singapore 
and Malaysia boomed through the 1980s, Batam remained a backwater.

producing new frontiers

The investment delegation that left for Batam island one bleary Tues-
day morning a fortnight ago looked nothing like the pioneers of the 
old Wild West. No horse and wagon loaded with possessions, no bush 
clearing implements, no farming utensils. . . . Romantic notions of what 
pioneers actually look like aside, this ferry full of briefcase toting, shirt 
and tie business men were the real thing.

Article from Singapore Straits Times, 1989 

In 1965, two years after Singapore merged with Malaysia, the union 
proved untenable and the city became an independent nation-state. Under 
the leadership of Lee Kuan Yew and the People’s Action Party (PAP), the 
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Singaporean government pushed political opposition aside and disman-
tled labor unions. Turning to manufacturing industries in the late 1960s, 
Singapore developed rapidly, becoming, like Hong Kong and Taiwan, a 
“production platform” for low-cost manufacturing in the new international 
division of labor. In the 1970s Singapore also became the regional center for 
oil refining because of its strategic location and long history as an entrepôt; 
by the late 1980s it was the world’s busiest port, as the production platform 
economy reached its peak with the global electronics boom (Perry, Kong, 
and Yeoh 1997, 119). 

Through the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries 
Singapore had developed not only into a center of economic and politi-
cal power, but also a chaotic frontier town—an ideal location for smug-
glers who moved easily outside of the gaze and grasp of the colonial state, 
as well as a center for Chinese and Japanese prostitution.24 Even in the 
mid-1960s over half of Singapore’s inhabitants were living in poverty, but 
within two decades the city was transformed into a booming city-state with 
low unemployment rates and extensive public housing. Singapore exempli-
fied the Asian economic miracle. By the mid-1980s, however, with the 
global recession, rising manufacturing costs led to a government attempt 
to reinvent Singapore as a financial hub (Rodan 1997), and within a matter 
of years the combination of financial and business services overtook manu-
facturing as the largest part of the economy (S. Macleod 1995, 171). This 
meant, however, that certain industries had to be moved to neighboring 
countries with lower labor and production costs. 

In 1990 a handshake between Singaporean prime minister Lee Kuan 
Yew and Indonesian president Suharto on Batam symbolized not only the 
emergence of an international Growth Triangle between Singapore, Indo-
nesia, and Malaysia, but also the shift of Singapore’s economy into “post 
industrial world city mode” (Macleod and McGee 1996, 438). Suharto’s 
and Habibie’s vision of turning Batam into an economic power in its own 
right quickly faded in practice. Instead, Batam was transformed into an 
export-processing zone where Singaporean capital and inexpensive Indone-
sian labor would create a comparative advantage within close proximity to 
Singapore,25 thereby overtaking a role that Johor had played on the Malay-
sian side of the border.  

The new regional capitalist logic of flexible accumulation, which 
demanded less rigid and more mobile forms of labor processes, produc-
tion, and consumption, redefined Singapore as the center and places like 
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Batam as the periphery in the Growth Triangle’s “segmentation of produc-
tion” (Van Grunsven 1998, 194). By all accounts, economic development 
took off on Batam as a result of the agreement. Increasing investments, 
migration, and tourism transformed Batam from a backwater into a boom-
ing frontier area. Approved foreign investment increased fivefold between 
1988 and 1990, and the value of exports increased by almost fifty times 
between 1989 and 1995 (Smith 1997). 

Population growth on Batam demanded new forms of governance, and 
BIDA’s strict focus on economic development led to the creation of a Riau 
Local Government (Pemerintah Daerah Riau, hereafter Pemda) in 1983. 
According to the master plan, BIDA’s mandate was to focus attention on 
developing industrial areas; the local government was to deal primarily 
with social, cultural, and political aspects of life on Batam and other issues 
such as the processing of identity cards (Smith 1996, 158–159).26 Struggles 
over resources and political power between BIDA and the local government 
have been an enduring theme on Batam. BIDA yielded far more power 
than Pemda until the end of the 1990s,27 enjoying direct links to the cen-
ter of political power in Jakarta; this was particularly obvious during the 
twenty years that Habibie doubled as the head of BIDA and as the minister 
of research and technology. BIDA’s power, however, diminished after the 
Asian economic crisis and the fall of Suharto, as the Batam mayor’s office 
and the local government gained influence in the process of political decen-
tralization around Indonesia (Aspinall and Fealy 2003).28

the effects of “borderlessness” 

The development of Batam illustrates broader transformations in the 
global economy. This includes a dramatic increase in transnational corpo-
rations during the late 1970s and improvements in international transpor-
tation and communications technologies. With these changes Indonesia 
was repositioned as a source of inexpensive labor, rather than primarily 
of exports such as oil, timber, and other cash crops (Douglass 1997, 130). 
Batam pushes these transformations to an extreme. In the early 1970s, 
as a logistics base for Pertamina, it functioned as a state within a state 
before becoming a site where inexpensive labor and international capital 
converged. The Batamindo Industrial Park, the subject of the next chap-
ter, and the flagship of development on Batam exemplifies these processes 
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whereby labor and production that previously would have been located in 
Singapore have been moved across the border. 

These changes in the formal industrial sector have been matched by 
those in the informal sector. When the PAP and Lee Kuan Yew came to 
power in the late 1950s, Singapore’s position as a regional center for prosti-
tution was threatened as the new government initially banned prostitution 
through the “anti-yellow culture” drive, before shifting to a strategy of 
containment in the mid-1960s (Lian 1991, 64–67; J. Ong 1993, 246–
247). Prostitution has since come to inhabit an ambivalent space in Sin-
gaporean society; although legal, major constraints control its practice.29 
As will become evident in chapters 3 and 4, these constraints have become 
an important reason for Singaporean men to cross the border to buy sex 
on Batam. In contrast to Singapore, the extent of prostitution was rela-
tively limited in Riau during the colonial era. It was first after Konfrontasi 
and the development of Batam that prostitution began to flourish, before 
booming with the advent of the Growth Triangle.  

The growing ease by which various forms of capital and foreign citi-
zens have been able to move into Batam, however, has been matched by 
the increasing regulation of the Singaporean border to Indonesian citizens 
through tighter immigration controls as the transnational mobility of labor 
and capital have moved in opposite directions. As during the colonial era, 
state strategies of regulating borders have formed and expanded in tan-
dem with the transgression of these same borders (Tagliacozzo 2005). Most 
notably, since the 1970s economic growth and higher salaries in Singapore 
and Malaysia have made it increasingly lucrative for Indonesians to cross 
the Straits of Malacca in search of wage labor. 

In this process, Batam and neighboring islands have become key transit 
points for crossing the border either legally, with a passport through immi-
gration controls, or illegally, usually smuggled across the border at night 
(see chap. 5). Since the early 1990s, however, it has become far more dif-
ficult to enter Singapore illegally because of the relatively short coastline, 
increasing surveillance, and harsher punishments for smugglers. The length 
of peninsular Malaysia’s coastline makes illegal entry far easier, with cross-
ing points from Aceh in North Sumatra to Batam, but periodic deportation 
campaigns and amnesties keep Indonesians on the move. More generally, 
the regional economic networks that for centuries connected Riau with Sin-
gapore have been reinvented in the guise of the Growth Triangle, but in 
contrast to the contemporary rhetoric of “borderlessness,” the unbounded 
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Singaporean colonial entrepôt has been transformed into a bounded and 
regulated global city.

the appearance of disorder

James Scott (1998) has argued that as the modern state emerged, new 
forms of “state simplification”—types of classification ranging from stan-
dards for taxation to notions of citizenship—were developed to help the 
state “see” its territory and subjects. In Indonesia, what Scott more gener-
ally calls “state projects of legibility” (1998, 80) are made most explicit 
through discourses and practices surrounding “development,” or pemban-
gunan.30 Pembangunan encompasses not only economic change, but also the 
transformation of its citizens, thus pointing to the need for careful guid-
ance, a process of engineering, including development programs ranging 
from the national lingua franca to family planning (Heryanto 1988).31 

However, in the gap between development (or planning, more gener-
ally) and implementation—in this case, between pembangunan and imple-
mentasi—state projects of legibility inevitably produce their own forms of 
disorder (cf. Mitchell 1988, 79–80; Lefebvre 1991, 23; Roy 2005). For 
instance, in his ethnographic study of Brasília, the planned capital of Bra-
zil, James Holston (1989) has described how, despite its egalitarian preten-
sions, disorder and inequality were inscribed in the city through squatter 
communities even as it was being built. The planned city is always “thin” 
and lacks the complexity of local life and neighborhoods.32 It needs the 
“thick” unplanned city in order to sustain it (Scott 1998, 130), a “disor-
derly” city that makes the official city work (1998, 261). 

On Batam these forms of disorder are made explicit in relation to the 
liar, the “wild,” which has a history that is intimately connected with the 
development of Batam and the Growth Triangle.33 In 1990 it was possible 
to claim, as one Indonesian newspaper did, that “Batam is a portrait of 
the future of Indonesian technology” (Suara Karya, August 30, 1990). But 
with economic development and demographic change liar squatter houses 
rapidly expanded. In 1994, when an estimated fifteen thousand liar houses 
existed in about sixty locations around the island, the Jakarta-based news-
paper Kompas recognized the local nature of the liar: “Ruli [an acronym for 
rumah liar],” they revealed to their readers, “is not the name of a man but 
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one that is familiar to the ear of Batam’s inhabitants as squatter housing” 
(Kompas, September 9, 1994). 

The source of the liar is to be found in the opposition between the 
Dutch colonial state and the society that it aimed to govern 34 before being 
appropriated by the Indonesian state, as the rakyat, the people and one col-
lective body of the nation, was replaced by two bodies, the “privileged” and 
the “underclass.” While the former emerged in the “family” form as the 
basic building block of the Indonesian nation (Brenner 1998, 237–241; 
Boellstorff 1999, 491), the latter remained “on the streets” as a threat to the 
nation’s well-being35—corresponding directly to Hildred Geertz’s (1963) 
distinction between the new metropolitan superculture of bureaucrats and 
skilled workers and the growing urban proletariat who remained bound to 
their rural villages (see introduction). 

The emergence of the liar should be related to this split, in which the 
primary problem for the state was the appearance of disorder in the process 
of urbanization (Kusno 2000, 117–118). In contemporary Indonesia, how-
ever, kampung—which means both “village” and “home”— and slum can 

Migrants building squatter housing. Photo by author.
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both be subsumed within the liar, suggesting that the liar can be under-
stood either as an effect of development or connected to more primordial 
forms of social organization.36 These contradictory senses of the term sug-
gest a starting point for considering the unstable position of the liar—and 
the migrant underclass associated with it—on Batam.37 The liar is thus not 
disordered but rather governed by logics that are not necessarily evident a 
priori. For instance, understanding squatter communities as counterspaces 
(e.g., Shields 1991, 53–54) misses the point that liar housing is by no 
means random but can be organized along lines of more “primordial” senti-
ment, such as ethnicity, or other forms of social networks. Conceptualizing 
the liar thus demands ethnographic specificity. 

From the position of planners the liar appears easy to identify but in 
reality has unclear boundaries and blends with “development” and moder-
nity in unexpected ways. Consider some of the figures that we will meet 
later in the book: the liar prostitute who takes the drug Ecstasy so that she 
will forget her malu as she saves money to send to her family; the factory 
worker who lives in liar housing not only because it is less expensive, but 
also because the physical and social environment reminds him of his village; 
or the woman who lives in a liar marriage with a Singaporean man in one 
of the many gated housing estates on the island. Certainly these are only a 
few of the cases where the “liar” and “developed” blend and become indis-
tinguishable. While we might expect that such discursive contrasts will 
ultimately dissolve once we turn our attention away from state representa-
tions to everyday practice, they are distinctions that individuals struggle 
with in their everyday lives. 

from houston to rotterdam and back again

In the early 1970s, the head of Pertamina, Ibnu Sutowo, claimed that 
Batam would be transformed into the “Houston of Asia,” displacing Singa-
pore as the region’s oil center. A decade later, when this dream had turned 
sour, B. J. Habibie envisioned an Asia Port that would “meng-Rotterdam-
kan Batam” (literally, “turn Batam into Rotterdam”). This, in turn, would 
make it possible to mem-Batam-kan other parts of Indonesia.38 Yet Batam 
could not generate the competitive advantage of Habibie’s dream; it could 
merely offer the comparative advantages of a developing country: inexpen-
sive land and labor. 
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Although Houston and Rotterdam have at times been considered mod-
els of development for Batam, Singapore has been the archetype from the 
beginning. BIDA is modeled directly on the Singaporean Jurong Town 
Corporation (Smith 1996, 73); PT Persero Batam, which originally was in 
charge of infrastructure, customs, and the control of goods moving in and 
out of Batam, has copied Singapore facilities and setups “right down to 
the wording of its forms, and the colors of its trucks and vehicles” (Smith 
1996, 113). 

At the center of this process was the “self-conscious making of spec-
tacle” (Tsing 2004, 57) that positioned Batam not at the margins, but 
rather at the very center of contemporary forms of economic globalization. 
The modern imaginary of development on the island, which circulates in 
media, brochures, and master plans produced by BIDA and other develop-
ers, inevitably mimics forms of modernity located elsewhere. A series of 
revised master plans defines how each part of the island is supposed to be 
developed in the future. Several of these plans present visions of the island 
as a new Singapore, with shopping malls and gated communities such as 
Palm Springs and Beverly Batam that could be imagined anywhere from 
Tokyo to Los Angeles.  

An international airport, which remains almost strictly domestic, 
opened with much fanfare as a potential rival to Singapore’s Changi Air-
port, and the Asia Port was conceived as a competitor to Singapore’s har-
bors. The modernist vision that is produced on Batam, however, inevitably 
creates unanticipated spatial and social forms. Plans are constantly deferred 
to the future, with empty lots and half-finished buildings identified by 
both government officials and local residents as “not yet developed” (belum 
dibangun) or “not yet ready” (belum siap). 

A striking sense of temporality thus surrounds the development of 
Batam; a future is anticipated where the island will be like “Singapore” (or 
“Houston” or “Rotterdam”). What some might see as failure—be it the 
emergence of liar housing or prostitution—is redefined as a problem that 
planning can solve, a form that “development” appears to take globally 
(cf. Ferguson 1994). However, temporality takes on added local dimen-
sions when Batam is compared with the Singapore of thirty years ago. For 
instance, at a signing ceremony in 1980, Goh Chok Tong, then Singapore’s 
minister for trade and industry, claimed that Batam “is better than what 
Singapore’s Jurong industrial estate was in the sixties” (quoted in Smith 
1996, 133). But while the minister was referring to the state of develop-
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ment projects, people like Pak Haji, a retired Singaporean living on Batam, 
tell me that the island reminds him of his childhood Singapore, precisely 
because of the lack of development.  

The unofficial models of Batam are equally telling. The public nature 
of prostitution, the increasing use of drugs, the appearance of HIV and 

A T-shirt from Singapore. Photo by author.
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human trafficking as social problems that demand intervention, and the 
many squatter communities have made Batam, local residents frequently 
say, “like Texas,” 39 or part of “Western” or “Singaporean” culture. Batam 
is a place where people “forget religion” (lupa agama) and “don’t care” (cuek) 
about their neighbors.

A T-shirt from Batam. Photo by author.
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That Batam has become “like Texas” is of course also related to the 
comparative advantages that it offers to Singaporean men. It is not only eco-
nomic incentives that lure Singaporeans across the Straits of Malacca, but 
also the less regulated environment on Batam, which allows for open-ended 
relationships with prostitutes and the use of recreational drugs, particularly 
Ecstasy. These differences are reflected in the popular cultural discourse 
that binds Singapore and Batam together. Compare, for instance, two dif-
ferent T-shirts commonly seen in street markets and shops in Singapore 
and on Batam, respectively. While the T-shirt found in Singapore claims 
that it is a “fine city” where acts like chewing gum and not flushing a 
public toilet will result in monetary fines, the one sold on Batam—created 
in response to the Singapore T-shirt—claims it is a “free city” where you 
can do most things without facing arrest, including sex and drugs. Batam 
has, at least from a particular perspective, “established its reputation as a 
liminal destination, a social as well as geographic margin, a ‘place apart’” 
(Shields 1991, 112).  

Batam has thus become a place where it is possible to imagine a wide 
range of futures and possibilities not only for the island’s bureaucrats and 
planners, but also for Indonesian migrants and Singaporean tourists. These 
transformations have led to a growing self-consciousness that Batam is not 
only part of Indonesia, but also of a larger world. For people such as Pak 
Padil and Pak Awang Ali, this new world is largely oppressive; for others it 
appears to offer opportunities. As will become evident in the coming chap-
ters, however, the various licit and illicit economies that extend throughout 
and beyond the Growth Triangle cannot be understood a priori, but are 
best considered from the perspective of the various circulating populations 
who bring the borderlands to life. 
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2
Batam is rapidly becoming a modern city, increasingly connected 
to international forces. Because of this anyone who wants to come 
here has to have some kind of special skill. 

Batam mayor R. A. Aziz (quoted in Suara Pembaruan, 

November 20, 1995)

Wati gets off the ojek (motorcycle taxi), pulls a one-thousand-
rupiah bill out of her pocket, and pays the driver. It is just past seven and 
the morning air is still cool. She has just finished a twelve-hour shift at a 
Singaporean electronics company in the Batamindo Industrial Park, where 
she is in the middle of a terminal two-year contract that began in 2002. 
As she exits the park through the main gate and crosses the busy street 
crowded with taxis, a young man, a calo, or tout, waves aggressively at her, 
trying to get her attention. For each taxi he fills the driver pays him one 
thousand rupiah (about ten U.S. cents). But she looks right through him, 
stopping at one of a long line of liar food stalls that crowd the other side 
of the street. A large billboard above them advertises a new housing estate 
by depicting a couple and their two children getting out of a car parked on 
their driveway. The caption reads, in English, “Family Dream.” 

Wati buys a breakfast snack and continues down the street past the 
wide variety of liar shops and stalls selling everything from food to pirated 
jeans and VCDs (video compact disks). After a couple hundred meters, she 
turns left and walks through a gateway with a sign that reads “Gampung 
Aceh” (Aceh Village).1 The pavement turns to dirt as she follows a path 
that leads through the liar community, across a small bridge, before finally 
reaching the house where she lives with her two brothers. Wati sits down 
on the bench on her porch and takes off her shoes before entering the house. 
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Once inside she removes her jilbab (headscarf or veil), carefully folds it over 
a hanger, and changes out of her work clothes. Quickly she eats her break-
fast before washing the pile of clothing that is waiting for her. Within an 
hour she is asleep; in eleven more she will begin her next shift.  

unraveling the enclave

More than any other project, the opening of the Batamindo Industrial 
Park in 1991 symbolized the emergence of the Growth Triangle.2 Located 
on 320 hectares of land, Batamindo houses around one hundred multina-
tional corporations such as Philips, Sony, and Hitachi and employs around 
seventy thousand workers, more than 80 percent women between the ages 
of eighteen and twenty-four. The park is at the center of a particular imagi-
nary of the contemporary global economy. Young women such as Wati are 
the “paradigmatic subject” (Sen 1998, 36) within this imaginary, a subject 
that takes a more specific form in the electronics industry as the “nimble-
fingered” female factory worker (A. Ong 1987, 151–153; Salzinger 2003, 
9–10).3 

Batamindo is generally considered an example of an “enclave” form 
of development (Van Grunsven 1998, 197), “a gated and policed space 

The Batamindo Industrial Park. Photo by author.
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of labour control” (Phelps 2004, 212) where workers are subject to the 
disciplinary power of multinational corporations (A. Ong 1999, 222). In 
an important sense, Batamindo is self-sustaining. It has its own electricity 
and water plants. There is an air-conditioned mall, outdoor food courts, 
markets, small variety shops, telephone shops, ATMs, and health clinics, 
as well as restaurants catering mainly to the foreign managerial staff. A 
community center with a basketball court, a soccer field, table tennis, and 
spaces for other activities is located at the center of the park, as is a large 
mosque. The park is dominated by the seemingly endless rows of factories 
and dormitory housing surrounded by fences and divided between men and 
women. In order to enter each particular dormitory area one has to pass 
through guard posts that are often manned by security guards. The inside 
of the park is more reminiscent of Singapore than of Batam, with clean, 
tree-lined streets and functional sidewalks, something of a rarity in Indo-
nesia. As one commentator has noted, “The aim [of Batamindo] is to offer 
a Singapore-type environment with cheap labor and land costs in order to 
make investors feel at home; to feel as if they were doing business in Singa-
pore” (Smith 1996, 185).

The park stands in stark visual contrast to the liar shops and communi-
ties that surround it, named for the factories behind which they are located 
(Belakang Sony), or according to ethnicity (Gampung Aceh). As the num-
ber of factories and workers increased dramatically beginning the 1990s, so 
did the rumah liar.4 For the Batamindo management and BIDA, the spatial 
expansion of the liar appears to pose a direct threat to the implementation 
of the island’s master plan, which, in keeping with the ideals of modernist 
planning, divides place of residence from work. These anxieties are doubled 
as liar villages are imagined as spaces of liar marriages, thereby threaten-
ing the apparent control of female sexuality in the park. While there are 
recurring attempts to eradicate housing, shops, and stalls, the regulation of 
sexuality has mainly concentrated on the religious and health education of 
workers within the park. In both cases, however, the liar, or the fantasy of 
the liar, reappears. 

This chapter describes how young factory workers negotiate the spatial 
and symbolic distinctions between the industrial park and the liar squat-
ter areas and how particular moral boundaries emerge in this process. As 
Wati’s story suggests, however, for factory workers the distinction between 
the developed industrial park and the liar spaces and practices that surround 
it does not map neatly onto everyday life. Workers move easily in and out 
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of the park and become engaged in forms of life that can be reduced neither 
to the disciplinary power of the factory nor to an unregulated regime of the 
liar. While some migrants find liar housing inexpensive and practical and 
a type of place where a sense of community is created, others, young women 
in particular, avoid liar areas since they lack facilities such as running water 
and are often considered sites of immoral behavior. 

It is in this context that the gendered relationship between merantau and 
malu becomes relevant. While the demand for economic success is essential 
for most migrants, for young women in particular concerns regarding sexu-
ality are ubiquitous. The fact that over half the women working in Bata-
mindo wear the jilbab suggests that religious practice and the performance 
of piety are one way of constituting a moral boundary to the liar, thereby 
dealing with feelings of malu. More generally, this chapter describes the 
process through which a gendered emotional economy of merantau takes 
form. The temporal aspect is critical, as I highlight the disjuncture between 
how migrants imagine Batam before arrival and what social life permits 
once there (e.g., Appadurai 1996, 54). It is through this process that malu 
becomes salient as migrants come to learn that they are part of a disposable 
underclass in Batam’s industrial parks.

Batam is not only a place where migrants travel in search of work—
where a particular type of global laborer is found—but also a place that 
promises new forms of consumption and a life beyond traditional structures 
of parental or village authority. This chapter is therefore concerned with 
how migrant workers negotiate labor conditions and control inside the 
park and social relationships and patterns of consumption outside the park 
(e.g., Mills 1999), showing not only how gender is embedded in global 
production (e.g., Gottfried 2004, 9), but also how global production is 
embedded in particular places and gendered forms of life. By taking the 
accounts and mobility of factory workers as a starting point for analysis, the 
chapter situates and unravels a particular global form, the “development 
enclave,” which in practice becomes a “diluted enclave” that demands a 
form of analysis that moves beyond the factory floor.

entering the RANTAU 

I always wanted to get a job at Batamindo because it seemed like the 
 factory workers lived such an extravagant (mewah) life! 

Salim, male factory worker at Batamindo 
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For six months after graduating from high school, Wati helped out 
at a sewing cooperative in her home village and took a computer course 
in a nearby town. “I tried to find work in the area,” she told me. “But it’s 
difficult there. It is difficult for high school graduates to find work oppor-
tunities. That’s why it is important to get a better education or gain experi-
ence.” Wati’s home in the northern part of Aceh had long been affected by 
the armed conflict between the Free Aceh Movement and the Indonesian 
military, so when her brother insisted that it is was easy to find work and 
that she should join him there, she agreed after receiving her parents’ bless-
ing. “My brother told me that there were lots of companies on Batam, that 
it was like a big city, so I decided to come. But when I got here I was a bit 
shocked (terkejut). There was lots of jungle and liar housing. It was not what 
I had imagined.” It was, however, easy to find work. Within a week Wati 
had applied for and been offered a job in a Batamindo factory. 

Ella comes from the Central Javanese city of Solo. After graduating 
from high school, she took classes at a local school of tourism and had hopes 
of continuing her studies in order to gain a college degree. Her family’s 
economic constraints made this impossible, however, and she felt great dis-
appointment when her mother told her that she would have to find some-
thing closer to home. Angry at her mother and confused about her future, 
one day Ella and a friend passed an office recruiting workers for Batamindo. 
Together they decided to apply, though neither of them knew much about 
Batam. “I had seen something on television. I remembered a beach and a 
mall.” A few weeks later they were asked to take a test, and soon afterward 
both were accepted. But before being hired she needed her mother to sign a 
letter of permission. Despite initially refusing, she finally submitted when 
Ella persisted. “She realized that it was better for me to work than just to 
spend time around the house with little hope of finding a job in the area. 
Actually, I didn’t really want to go to Batam, but I just acted automati-
cally (otomatis) without thinking. I just wanted to make money in order to 
become independent (mandiri ).”

When Ella graduated from high school she had imagined higher edu-
cation as a route that would allow her, much like Radjab in the previous 
chapter, to break free from the bonds of tradition. Her decision to enter the 
rantau was not driven by a specific desire to travel to Batam, but rather by 
a more generalized desire to lead a kind of life that was not available to her 
in Solo. Batam thus appeared not as a particularly meaningful place, but as 
the only available route in Ella’s geography of possibilities. It is first upon 
arrival on Batam that her mobility acquires meaning for her.
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After a workshop at the recruitment agency, Ella and the other women 
—all in their late teens and early twenties—who had been hired flew to 
Batam on a two-year contract. “I remember when we first flew over Batam 
it was like being in the middle of the jungle. Batamindo was not much bet-
ter: it was like an island in the middle of nowhere.” Together with eleven 
other women from Solo she was taken to a dormitory where she was given 
a bed. Two days later she began assembling television sets for the French 
company Thomson. 

Chandra, whose attempt to enter Singapore opened this book, comes 
from a rural village in North Sumatra. After high school he was sent to 
Medan to continue his education, but when the military arrested his father 
for smuggling marijuana, Chandra was forced to drop out, and his hopes of 
higher education were dashed. He claims, however, that he saw no future 
in his village either. “After a year in the kampung I realized that there was 
nothing I could do there. There was no place to work, no factories, and I 
was not strong enough to work in the fields.” 

A friend from Chandra’s village was working on Batam as a taxi driver 
and wrote him a letter about how easy it was to make money there. He 
invited him to come join him: “The main reason that I went is because I 
felt responsible toward my family, especially toward my younger siblings 
who were still in school. Even my mother encouraged me to go so that I 
could send her money.” Chandra left for Batam after having seen most of 
his friends who had tried their luck in Jakarta fail, and upon arrival he 
experienced the familiar shock that Batam was not the advanced society 
he had imagined. Living in his friend’s liar squat, he decided to apply for 
work at Batamindo. Together with other job seekers, he walked from fac-
tory to factory, checking lists of available jobs posted on the front gates. 
Although he was called to several interviews, after a couple of months he 
remained unemployed. According to his friend it was far more difficult 
for men than women to find work at Batamindo, and he would need to 
find bekking (backing), someone inside the company who would support 
his application. In other words, Chandra could not rely merely on his own 
capabilities, but would need to establish connections to others who were 
closer to centers of power. In the end, it turned out that one of his neigh-
bors was a security guard at Batamindo, and he helped Chandra get a job. 
In return, Chandra gave him half of his first month’s salary.

Wati’s, Ella’s, and Chandra’s stories show that any understanding of 
merantau strictly in relation to economic hardship is insufficient. For all 
three, higher education appears as the ideal route into an economy of devel-
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opment and away from a traditional form of life. It is first when this is 
denied that Batam appears as a possibility. Before leaving home, none of 
them knew much about Batam except what other people—a brother, a 
friend, a labor recruiter—had told them or what they had seen on tele-
vision. This structure of communication is constituted not only through 
corporate and media images, but also through the stories of other migrants. 
This is reminiscent of the description of Radjab in the previous chapter, 
who, while still in the kampung, could not imagine the stories of migrants 
who had failed. 

Most striking, however, are the experiences of young women such as 
Ella, who, with a particular decisiveness, decide to enter the rantau. The 
transformation of these women into migrants is, as I have noted, a novel 
phenomenon in Indonesia. But it is difficult to find a clear explication to 
these changes in the words of the women themselves. Ella acts, as she puts 
it, otomatis. Beyond a demand for independence in a world beyond her fam-
ily, she cannot clearly explain her own desire—a beach and a mall associ-
ated with a world of consumption—that she perhaps had sensed but not 
experienced in Solo. 

For migrants such as Ella the factory is imagined as a site of white-
collar work (cf. Elmhirst 2000, 223). But the world that she has pictured 
is not exactly what she finds on Batam. The shock of arrival is evident not 
only in relation to the physical environment, but also the actual labor in 
the factory. Ella described her first experience of the factory: “I wanted to 
cry. Apparently our job involved a lot of heavy work and the factory was 
dirty. I had come all this way to Batam to make money and I had to work 
like a coolie. At the time I regretted it.” The first day that Chandra showed 
up at work, dressed in his best clothes and carrying a ballpoint pen, he was 
in for a surprise. “I thought that I would be sitting behind a desk at an 
office, not standing on the factory floor.” Although Batam and the rantau 
are perceived as a route into the Indonesian middle class—or the forms of 
consumption with which it is associated—it in fact becomes a place where 
migrants begin to understand themselves in different terms, outside the 
promises of development.  

entering the enclave

Batamindo provides five different types of ready-built factories for 
companies. Most choose to lease factory space, which allows them to move 
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in and out of the park, Batam, and Indonesia without having to invest heav-
ily in infrastructure. One of the park’s brochures reads, 

The Park’s management style and industrial infrastructure were estab-
lished with emphasis on the provision of efficiency, flexibility and quality; 
three factors cherished by foreign investors. Batamindo Industrial Park 
facilitates start-up operations in the quickest possible time frame. It also 
offers the foreign investor a climate of ease and efficiency in terms of hassle 
free operation. (Batamindo Industrial Park 1992, 4) 

This logic is extended to the management of workers. Investors may 
choose to use Tunas Karya, Batamindo’s official recruitment agency, which 
hires workers such as Ella through their regional offices in Java and Suma-
tra and then manages them in the park. Workers from the same geographi-
cal area are placed in the same factories and dormitories, where they are 
organized according to a neighborhood system mimicking that of the Indo-
nesian state.5 The aim is to create a smooth transition from home to a regu-
lated work environment. In the factory managers are generally foreigners, 
rarely fluent in Indonesian, but most day-to-day operations are run by male 
Indonesians supervisors who are in charge on the factory floor,6 while mak-
ing salaries up to five times those of the lowest-level workers on the factory 
floor, such as Wati, Ella, and Chandra, who are called operator. 

I asked Wati to explain her job testing print circuit boards (PCBs) at 
Beyonic, a Singaporean subcontracting firm. 

Beyonic makes PCB for computer hard drives. It has two departments and 
I am in BN. In BN there are four kinds of processes, router, ICT, FT, and 
PMI. I’ve been placed in FT, which is functional testing. It’s a test to see 
if the PCBs are good or not. In the company language they say “pass” or 
“fail.” That’s what I do. I have a machine that helps me. I work standing 
up. The line goes by, I take the goods from the line, put them into the 
machine where they’re tested. If they pass they go on to PMI, if they fail I 
put them into a box for reworking. That’s it. 

Ella told me about her job at Thomson. 

My job is to make the tuner, the thing in the television set that helps you 
change the channels. Anyway, I am not sure how it works, I just put it 
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together. That is just on the third floor where I work. On the second floor 
they make hairdryers, mixers, and irons. 

Wati’s and Ella’s descriptions are littered with technical English terms 
used in the factory. Ella tells me that she is not sure how the product she 
makes functions, and it is clear from Wati’s description that she has not con-
sidered the meaning of the production process beyond the string of words 
and acronyms she has learned. I ask her to explain what a router is, but she 
cannot, telling me that “it is something that is part of a computer.” Neither 
of them comprehends exactly what they are making, particularly since many 
products are not assembled until after they leave the park or even the coun-
try. Because of the widespread use of subcontracting firms, it is sometimes 
unclear for which company one is working. Susanti, for instance, recalled 
when the name of her factory suddenly changed. “All the people, the opera-
tors and the managers, remained the same, the factory was the same, and 
even the products were the same. It was just the name that changed.” 

Almost all the workers with whom I spoke complained about the 
monotonous nature of their labor. Wati told me that working was “a drag” 
(suntuk), particularly in the middle of the night shift. Chandra said that 
“the work wasn’t too hard, but it only took a few days before I was bored 
and wished that I was somewhere else. If I wasn’t cutting metal then I was 
using a screwdriver. After a while I saw the screwdriver in my dreams going 
round and round. It wasn’t what I had expected before I started.” 7

This discourse of monotony is recognizable among managers as well 
and is used to legitimize the hiring of women. One company manager told 
me that women have “more dexterous fingers” (interview, December 10, 
1998), while the head of the Department of Manpower on Batam argued 
that women “are more careful, sharper observers and are more capable of 
withstanding  work that is monotonous” (Sijori Pos, August 6, 1998). Wati 
offered an explanation that factory managers never would: “Female workers 
don’t do a lot of acting up. Maybe that’s why the companies mainly hire 
women.” Both explanations are common in discussions concerning factory 
workers around the world—arguably a transnationally produced fantasy, 
but a “fantasy with consequences” (Salzinger 2003, 10), which affects hir-
ing and production decisions on particular factory floors.

The processes of subcontracting and product assemblage in self-sus-
tained industrial parks such as Batamindo have been understood in terms 
of a flexible form of capitalism that allows multinational corporations to 
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quickly enter and exit sites of production along an expanding “Taylorist 
frontier” (Watts 1992a, 6).8 For workers in Batamindo, the effects of flex-
ibility are most obvious in relation to rising and falling production targets, 
which translate into increasing or decreasing numbers of hours on the floor. 
This means that salaries potentially fluctuate dramatically, which became 
especially evident during the economic crisis in the late 1990s, when com-
panies that exported the bulk of their products to Asian countries saw orders 
slow considerably. Many workers who earlier had been able to double their 
salaries through overtime work were suddenly not getting a single extra 
hour. If production was high, however, most of the operators continued 
to work as many hours a day as they were told. Wati, for example, worked 
from seven to seven, either all night or all day, nearly every day. In 2003 
this gave her a monthly salary of one million rupiah (approximately 110 
U.S. dollars), more than doubling her basic salary, based on forty hours of 
work per week.9

The transition from an agricultural peasant economy to a capitalist 
work organization leads to new conceptions and experiences of time (e.g., 
A. Ong 1987, 108 –112). Time gains a value that makes it comparable to 
and interchangeable with money (Thompson 1967, 61; Wolf 1992, 110). 
But this relationship between time and money must also be situated in 
relation to the particular temporality of merantau, namely the belum, or “not 
yet,” which both positions the migrant in a relationship with home—par-
ents, siblings, husbands, or wives—that includes more or less explicit forms 
of debt, and in relation to new forms of desires that emerge in the city.10 
Ella expressed it in the following way as we spoke: “If I work seven to seven 
every day then I have a lot of money at the end of the month and I can send 
money to my mother and still have some left over. But it also means that I 
am always tired and there is no time to enjoy myself. I am twenty years old 
and sometimes I feel like I am wasting my best years.”

This quote clarifies a critical point of tension for many migrants. Their 
main anxieties do not generally revolve around labor discipline on the fac-
tory floor, but rather around the effects of their labor on their lives outside 
of the factory. Ella wants to engage in forms of life that she could not 
quite imagine before she left home, as previously diffuse desires take on 
particular forms (e.g., Spyer 2000, 35). But she continues to feel bound to 
responsibility toward her mother, as she has not become quite as free as she 
had initially imagined. 
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There is a basic injustice in not being able to buy the commodities she 
both makes and desires. This is Ella again: “These products that we make 
can leave the country but we can’t. This hi-fi speaker can go to Thailand 
but I can’t. We often think about how these products are extremely expen-
sive and that even though we are the ones who make them we can’t afford 
to buy them.” 11

Harnanto, a Javanese man in his mid-twenties—more concerned with 
his long-term economic prospects—asked rhetorically, “How much is an 
operator’s salary? It is just enough to survive and there is no way that we 
can hope to save money.” It is clear that for most workers the particular 
trajectory that many had hoped for is not available. Chandra put it the fol-
lowing way: “The factories are interested in using my strength (tenaga), not 
my brains, and once my power is used up I will be thrown out. But what am 
I supposed to do? I don’t have computer skills and I don’t speak English. I 
can’t even imagine what kind of job I might apply for.” 

For most migrants, therefore, factory work ultimately appears as a dead 
end. Changing levels of production make it difficult for workers to judge 
how much money they will be making, and the hiring structures within 
factories offer few possibilities for career advancement. Some find alterna-
tive work on the side, such as through Avon direct sales or by becoming 
a motorcycle taxi driver, but most are dependent on the number of hours 
that become available on the factory floor. The typical two-year contract, 
which increasingly has been shortened to one year, offers limited education 
or skills that would make workers attractive on a broader labor market. The 
nature of these contracts, and the fact that nearly all workers are migrants, 
makes labor organizing complicated.12 Those who are able to save money 
must work long shifts and avoid the temptations of Batam, where money 
is easily spent.

Like most migrants I met on Batam, Chandra claimed that his goal was 
to save enough capital—modal—to start his own business and free himself 
from the insecurities of everyday wage labor. “Modal,” one man told me, “is 
the word that I hate the most. It haunts me in my dreams.” In contempo-
rary Indonesia, the stakes of merantau are high, and critical in understand-
ing the forms of life that have developed on Batam. In economic terms, 
of course, most people do not succeed to the degree that they had hoped, 
meaning that they must return to their kampung as they left, remain on 
Batam, or move on in the rantau. 
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negotiating the LIAR, regulating MALU 

As I walk through the gate into the dormitory area it is early eve-
ning and most of the workers on the day shift have returned home. In the 
front room of Ella’s one-story dormitory building, four women are intently 
watching an Indonesian soap opera on a small television produced in the 
factory where they work. There are no chairs in the room, and the white-
washed walls are bare except for a calendar from the company’s Muslim 
organization. The back of a large wooden wardrobe, covered with shiny red 
gift-wrapping paper, obscures the view of the kitchen. I am invited in, and 
as I sit down to wait for my sugar-saturated cup of tea, two women wearing 
jilbabs return from the early evening maghrib prayer. As they pass through 
the front room both of them glance at the television, and within minutes 
of entering their bedroom they have changed, taken off their jilbabs, and 
returned to watch the show, despite the fact that I am there. They are 
quickly filled in on the latest events that have led the show’s heroine to 
leave her husband. 

Along with the communal kitchen and bathrooms there is one large 
sleeping room with six bunk beds and a few shared wardrobes. The wall 
next to each woman’s bed is usually plastered with photos from glossy mag-

A living room in a women’s dormitory. Photo by Jennifer Mack. Reproduced with 
permission. 
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azines. The room provides limited privacy, and because the women work 
different shifts there is always someone sleeping. Most women complain 
that it is difficult to get enough sleep even though most seem to appreciate 
the communal atmosphere (cf. Mack 2004).  

The dormitory building has ten units, with twelve women living in 
each. The rectangular-shaped building is divided from the next building 

A bedroom in a women’s dormitory. Photo by Jennifer Mack. Reproduced 
with permission.
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by a plot of grass on which a series of clotheslines are set up. In front of 
each unit is a bench; many are being used by couples in search of a minimal 
amount of privacy. For the more daring couples, Hollywood Hill (Bukit 
Hollywood), a small, tree-covered area just outside the park, offers more 
privacy.

Batamindo is well known among male migrants as a place where it 
is easy to find a girlfriend. On Saturday nights the park’s dormitories are 
packed with visitors far into the early hours of the morning, despite offi-
cial rules stating that guests must leave by midnight. Adi, who lives in a 
squatter community near the main gate, jokingly compares the women in 
the park with fruit—“You get three for a thousand”—reminiscent of the 
description of factories as “peach orchards” in Chinese Shenzhen (Pun 2005, 
140). The transnationally produced fantasy of the female worker clearly has 
effects beyond the factory floor.   

In conversations with Batamindo management and nurses in the clinic, 
issues of sexuality constantly arose. One manager appeared worried that 
many women were becoming lesbians, asking me if I had found any evi-
dence of this, while a nurse working in the clinic claimed that there were 
“very few virgins here now.” Similarly, local newspapers are full of stories 
concerning the sexual exploits and problems of female factory workers at 
Batamindo. It is not uncommon for articles about female workers to move 
easily from the industrial parks to the brothels, often suggesting that the 
salary from mere factory work is not enough to survive.13 Nongovernmen-
tal organizations that work in the park warned me that the large concen-
tration of young women meant that large-scale HIV prevention efforts 
were necessary. Local newspapers and everyday gossip often carry rumors 
of pregnancies or abortions, or even of young mothers abandoning their 
babies. The occasional report of a found fetus only serves to substantiate 
such  suspicions.14 

As a response to the threat of female sexuality, many companies include 
a “no pregnancy” clause in their contracts; more generally, there is strong 
support for religious activities at Batamindo. The convergence of state and 
corporate interests in relation to religion can be seen in attempts by the 
Department of Religious Affairs to provide premarital counseling for work-
ers. Just a couple of years after Batamindo opened, the head of the local 
office explained the reasoning: “By counseling them [the workers], we hope 
to prevent the possibility of negative behaviors [in particular premarital 
sex and pregnancy out of wedlock] being manifested. . . . If these problems 
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occur, workers’ productivity could be reduced” ( Jakarta Post, December 
19, 1992). Religion appears as the solution not only to preventing immoral 
behavior, but also to improving worker productivity and, in turn, facilitat-
ing the development of Batam. The convergence of economic, national-
ist, and religious discourses concerning young women is recognizable from 
other parts of Southeast Asia (e.g., A. Ong 1987, chap. 8). As Aihwa Ong 
has noted, the relationship between the management and self-management 
of women’s bodies is “in tandem with the larger forces at work in the con-
struction of the body politic” (1995, 187).

This relationship between management and self-management becomes 
particularly poignant in relation to veiling. In conversations with workers 
who veil, it was clear that most of them began to do so only after they had 
arrived on Batam. The typical response to my inquiries was that they had 
only just “become aware” (baru sadar). For instance, Widya, from the city of 
Yogyakarta in Central Java, claimed that she had always wanted to wear a 
jilbab before she came to Batam. Whereas in Java it was easy to be branded 
fanatik (cf. Brenner 1998, 232), on Batam one gained support not only 
from roommates, but also from the agencies and companies that recruited 
them. Widya continued, “One of the good things about working here is 
that there are a lot of religious activities. In the kampung it is usually only 
on Hari Raya [the day of celebration that breaks the Islamic fasting month] 
that there is anything going on.” 

In Batamindo, however, it is possible to take part in religious activi-
ties on a daily basis, either in the main mosque or in a wide variety of 
organizations that are coordinated through particular companies or by 
com munity-based groups created by workers and supported by the park 
management. The interests of the workers, the companies, and the state 
appear to converge, as the movement of workers becomes restricted to the 
park. In other words—and in line with the state ideology of pembangu-
nan, or development—the progress of the industrial park is matched by 
the spiritual development of the worker. While this may be interpreted 
as an added instrument in the disciplining of workers, in reality it is more 
 complicated.

Although “becoming aware” was certainly a key motif among women 
who wear the jilbab, many—away from home for the first time—readily 
admitted that another major reason for veiling was to avoid male atten-
tion and malu in the streets.15 Wearing a jilbab protects women from being 
approached by men, or of running the risk of being identified as a lontong 
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(prostitute).16 The contexts in which the jilbab was used, however, varied 
between individuals. Widya wore the jilbab at all times outside of her dor-
mitory and inside as well if there were male guests in the sitting room. 
Ella would wear the jilbab only on particular occasions—when going to the 
mosque or traveling outside the park, usually to the main town of Nagoya. 
Wati would veil only when she left her liar village; on several occasions I 
even sat alone with her in her house when she was unveiled. Shita would 
veil at work and when leaving Batamindo, but not when moving around 
the park during her free time. She was straightforward when elaborating on 
the reasons for this: “When I am working in the factory it is easier to take 
breaks for prayer if I am wearing a jilbab. The managers don’t bother me 
as much. If I go to Nagoya to shop I wear a jilbab so that the calos [touts] 
don’t bother me. But at Batamindo I don’t feel like I need to wear it since 
I feel safe.” 

For Rinda, a woman from a small village just outside of the Central 
Javanese city of Yogyakarta, the decision to begin veiling was motivated 
by a particular experience. During her first year on Batam she lived in one 
of the dormitories inside the park, but after becoming involved with a man 
from North Sumatra who also worked in Batamindo, she moved out of her 
dormitory and into a room that he rented in Belakang Sony. Initially, they 
decided to get married, but when she found out that he was seeing other 
women she broke off the engagement. As a result she moved back to her 
dormitory and decided to begin veiling. “When I lived in Belakang Sony 
I felt as though I was living in sin (berdosa), but now I have decided to be 
good (baik). I prefer living in the dorms because most of the women are 
religious and rarely go out. In the rumah liar there is no one to watch over 
people and you can come and go as you like.”

The veil, some argue, can be understood as a kind of “symbolic shel-
ter” that allows women to enter public spaces (A. Macleod 1992). Suzanne 
Brenner (1996, 674) claims that this is not the case in Java, where there is 
no clear delineation between male and female spheres. On Batam, however, 
this distinction is far more problematic, since the island has a reputation 
as a site of prostitution and sin, making movement through public space 
particularly sensitive for women.17 

In fact, this is a boundary that women themselves are often concerned 
with policing. For instance, female factory workers who frequent discos 
make clear attempts to distinguish themselves from prostitutes, both spa-
tially and in terms of dress. Most remain on one side of the disco and are 
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easily distinguished by their uniform of loose T-shirts and jeans.18 Veils 
serve a similar purpose in creating social boundaries and formalizing iden-
tities. Sri, who comes from Central Java and works for Seagate, told me that 
“when I first came here I didn’t wear a jilbab, but when I started working 
the night shift at Batamindo the people who owned the house where I was 
boarding told me that it was dangerous for women to go out alone at night 
on Batam. They said that it would be safer if I wore a jilbab.” Shita claimed 
that she could tell the difference between the times when she was and was 
not wearing a jilbab. “Guys would not approach me nearly as often when I 
wore the jilbab. These days I always wear it when I go out.”

In Brenner’s study of university-educated women who had chosen to 
begin veiling in Java in the early and middle 1990s, a time when it was a 
“marginal practice,” “becoming aware” was, as on Batam, a common theme 
(1996, 691; see also Smith-Hefner 2007). But associated with this aware-
ness was a sense of moral obligation, which Brenner suggests signifies a 
“new subjectivity” (1996, 684). Among these women, the fear of sin was a 
greater motivation for veiling than the fear of shame. 

In Batamindo, however, it would appear that the opposite tends to 
be true: shame, or malu, is more important than the fear of sin. Certainly, 
religious practice can lead to the formation of new forms of subjectivity and 
religious enlightenment, but it is the negotiation of malu that is critical for 
female migrants. Wearing a jilbab protects women from men on the street 
and from being identified as someone who could be a lontong. More gener-
ally, the distinction between sin  and shame can be understood in terms of 
class, the former emerging as a self-reflexive project in the context of an 
expanding middle class, the latter as an attempt to regulate moral bound-
aries on the “street” and the liar spaces and identities associated with the 
underclass (Kusno 2000, 117; see chap. 1). 

Yet the argument is more complicated. As I have noted, malu connotes 
not only shame or embarrassment, but also piety and modesty. Wearing the 
jilbab and engaging in religious practices may thus engage with malu in yet 
another way, namely by offering a model of individual development (kema-
juan) in a context where saving money is difficult. Beginning in the 1980s, 
Islamic revitalization in Indonesia has led to intensifying engagements with 
the Koran through recitation competitions and prayer groups (pengajian) 
(Weix 1998; Gade 2004), as well as increasing use of the jilbab. For women, 
in particular, this means that Islamic practices have increasingly become a 
legitimate form of kemajuan. Shita, for instance, told me that “even if I have 
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not saved a lot of money or gained skills that I can use to find a better job, 
people at home will see that I have a learned something while I have been 
away, that I have been able to develop (maju) through religion.”

The predominance of veiling in Batamindo cannot be reduced to a new 
form of labor discipline or even to broader forms of regulation of women 
in public space. The veil is flexible, allowing many women the possibility 
of moving through space with feelings of greater security, performing, in 
a sense, as “pious women” and thereby presenting an official identity in an 
ambiguous social context that demands clarity (e.g., Goffman 1959). This 
is not to deny that many women are experiencing forms of religious and 
spiritual development, but it is important to think critically about how 
these forms of personal development are emerging at a particular historical 
period during which Islam has become a legitimate source of middle-class 
engagement in Indonesia.

I am thus not primarily concerned with issues of subjectivity in rela-
tion to religious belief. Instead, I want to point out that malu, or being rec-
ognized as someone who should be malu, becomes a force that leads young 
migrant women to choose to begin veiling. In other words, malu does not 
necessarily lead to withdrawal from social life, but rather directs women to 
actively engage in it. Although this can easily be read as a sign of increas-
ing social control, it is important to recognize that subordination forms the 
basis for all forms of agency (Ortner 1997; Butler 1997; Mahmood 2005). 
The jilbab thus allows women on Batam to create social boundaries and 
regulate malu while engaging in a form of personal development that has 
become increasingly legitimate in Indonesia. 

entering the LIAR

Walking through Batamindo’s far gate around noon, one will usually 
find a few touts hanging around in search of taxi passengers, though not 
nearly as many as at the main gate. On both sides of the driveway that 
leads onto the road, a few small stalls covered by green plastic tarpaulin sell 
cigarettes, candy, and drinks and prepare everything from West Sumatran 
Padang-style food to deep-fried bananas. Since they are liar and lack per-
mits, they constantly run the risk of being dispersed. As one turns left up 
the road, the factories continue on the left-hand side into the horizon. The 
high concrete wall that surrounds the park makes it nearly impossible to 
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enter without passing through one of the gates. The right-hand side of the 
road, however, is covered by woods and thick shrubbery, with paths visible 
at a few points. 

Approximately three hundred meters farther down the road, a slight 
opening reveals a small dirt road—the same one from which Chandra 
emerged as I told his story in the introduction. Turning right, onto the 
dirt road, there are a few rows of wooden barracks that are subdivided into 
rooms that are rented to migrants, most of whom work at Batamindo or 
are job seekers. They have been built by an industrious middle-aged man 
from the eastern Indonesian island of Flores who also owns the electricity 
generator that powers the area. Moving along the curving road, full of deep 
pot holes, one reaches Padang Service, a large repair shop for cars and trucks. 
On the left-hand side, the rows of shacks continue, and beyond Padang Ser-
vice planks cover the road as protection against the inevitable mud during 
the rainy season. To the right, through the shrubs, one can see two houses, 
one obviously older than the other and that was used as a storage space for 
the rubber that was harvested before Batamindo was built. Most people call 
this area Belakang Sony named after the nearby factory. 

The area has no obvious beginning or end, and abodes are constantly 
being built in new clearings that stretch farther into the woods. While 
the inside of the industrial park is dominated by women, men make up 
the majority of the population in the squatter areas that surround it. As I 
have already suggested, many women avoid liar housing precisely because 
it is associated with extramarital sexuality and other forms of illicit activi-
ties. All of the roughly twenty migrants living in Chandra’s house and 
the building located next to it are associated with Sony, either directly 
or through a spouse, girlfriend or boyfriend, or relative. The most serious 
drawbacks of living there are the endemic lack of fresh water—entirely 
dependent on rain—and the frequent problems with the electricity from 
the unreliable generator. When there is no rain the inhabitants carry water 
in buckets from the industrial park. 

Despite the lack of a functioning infrastructure, Chandra doesn’t want 
to live in the Batamindo dormitories. “In the dorms there is not enough 
privacy. I can bring my girlfriend here without anyone bothering me and 
it also feels like a kampung; everyone knows everyone else. Besides that, it is 
inexpensive and cool because of the shade from the trees.” Harnanto, who 
lives in the older building next to Chandra’s, put it more strongly: because 
most of the inhabitants work at the same factory, there is “the feeling of 
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being part of a family (kekeluargaan). Even though I am in the rantau it feels 
like I am living in a kampung.” 

At the opposite end of Batamindo lies Gampung Aceh, where Wati 
lives with her two brothers, both of whom are unemployed. She uses most 
of her salary to support them and herself; any money that is left over is usu-
ally sent to her parents. Wati takes care of most of the household chores, 
as she did when she was still at home, but she refuses to complain, despite 
working seventy hour weeks at the factory. 

Gampung Aceh is strikingly different compared to Belakang Sony. 
Both represent a continuum of liar squatter areas around Batamindo that 
vary in terms of stability and organization. However, as the name suggests, 
Gampung Aceh is ethnically more homogenous. Effort has been placed on 
creating a village infrastructure, with bridges and a community center that 
is used for meetings and religious ceremonies. Inhabitants have invested 
more time and energy in building houses than in Belakang Sony—Wati’s 
floor is made of concrete, Chandra’s of dirt. 

By creating administrative units on their own initiative, community 
leaders in Gampung Aceh are engaged in attempts to make the village 
legitimate within the state structure, so that it will not be destroyed, or at 

A kitchen in a squatter house in Belakang Sony. Photo by author.
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the very least so that the inhabitants will be offered reasonable compensa-
tion if they are forcibly evicted. This became particularly clear during the 
celebration of the Prophet Mohammad’s birthday, Mawlid, that I attended 
in 2003. The village council had invited government and religious offi-
cials as guests of honor, and the community leader began his introduction 
welcoming the guests by stating emphatically that “although we live in a 
liar community, we are not liar people.” The crowd of around two hundred 
people cheered and clapped enthusiastically. 

Wati does not feel terbuang (exiled or displaced) in Gampung Aceh. “I 
pretty much do the same things here that I would at home. I speak Aceh-
nese, I cook Achenese food, and I have my brothers.” She feels comfortable 
because her home has been re-created. While the liar community is like 
home, it is in fact the outside area, the street, that appears as a threat. This 
is why her veiling is dictated primarily by the boundaries of her commu-
nity—by space rather then gender.  

But Batam is different. It is not her kampung. She traveled there in order 
to become something that she could not in Aceh. Wati has aspirations. She 
wants to study English and learn to use a computer, because, just like in the 
products she assembles, they appear to belong together. “Computers use 
English, so that is why I want to learn English first,” she tells me. “After I 
finish working in the factory I’ll go back to school and graduate after three 
years. I’ll work, but not as an operator. I’ll work in an office because I’ll 
have a diploma and I’ll be competent in computers and English.”

Wati does not want to become a housewife (ibu rumah tangga) who 
merely takes care of the children. She hopes to become a wanita karier, a 
career woman, who works in an office, and she imagines herself wearing 
clothing from the glossy fashion magazines that she reads (but does not 
buy) in the mall located adjacent to Batamindo (e.g., Brenner 1999; Jones 
2004). But the kampung that is reconstituted on Batam entails obligations. 
Wati has not yet been able to save money for school, since she is supporting 
her two brothers. The feminization of labor on Batam, which allows her to 
find work easily, has not given her the means to advance toward the kind 
of life that she hopes for. Not feeling terbuang also means that she remains 
connected to the gender structures from which she hopes to move away. 

When Chandra first arrived on Batam, his goal had been to support his 
mother and help his younger siblings through school, but the more time 
that passed, the less money he sent home. He has found it increasingly dif-
ficult to motivate himself. He articulates the tension between the demands 
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of merantau and his own personal development: “When I was still in my 
kampung I felt stres because there was no work. But there were no other 
demands and no responsibility. Now I have to work for others and become 
like my parents. I want to return home but I don’t have anything to show 
for my time here and that makes me feel malu. I can’t return until I have 
succeeded.”

Wati is not malu since she remains directly connected to an emotional 
economy that binds her to her family and home. She protects herself by 
veiling and has hopes for the future. In contrast, Chandra expresses his 
anxieties about not being able to move forward (maju) in life. The modal, 
or capital, he aspires to is beyond his reach, and his possibilities appear 
limited. His attempt to enter Singapore (see the introduction) was one way 
of trying to break out of the structure of wage labor, as are his connections 
with acquaintances who might help him become a security guard within 
BIDA, a job that—beyond the formal salary—appears to guarantee access 
to an economy of bribes. But at this moment he does not know in what 
direction to move. He has time to contemplate his debt to his family, thus 
evoking feelings of malu. “To feel emotion,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “is to be 
involved in a situation which one is not managing to face and from which, 
nevertheless, one does not want to escape” (2002, 99). Chandra remains 
bound to the place from whence he has come, but cannot return until he 
has experienced a change in status.  

becoming LIAR 

Three months after Ella arrived on Batam, a young man who also worked 
in Batamindo began flirting with her as she stood outside the post office. 
He bought her lunch at the food court and soon afterward started paying 
visits to her dorm before they eventually initiated a romantic relationship. 
“I thought it was pretty exciting from the beginning and I decided to go 
along with it. Actually,” she said, pausing for a moment, “he was ugly, but 
I liked his motorcycle.” During the first couple of months he often sug-
gested that she spend the night at the room he rented with his cousin in a 
liar village near Belakang Sony. 

It was only one night when I had been drinking arak [a type of inexpensive 
alcohol] with him and other friends that I agreed. At the time I didn’t 
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want to have sex (berhubungan seks) with him and afterward I felt as though 
I had been forced and regretted it. For the man there is no regret because 
once a woman has slept with someone it is difficult to find someone else. 
But for the man it is impossible to tell if he is still a virgin ( perawan) or 
not. 

However, the story became more complicated when she revealed that 
she had continued to have sexual intercourse with him but had not wanted 
to use contraceptives. She explained, “I don’t want to, because if I do use 
something like that, the guy won’t take responsibility. . . . Later if he 
is bored he will just leave.” After a few months Ella discovered she was 
pregnant. Pressured by her boyfriend, she agreed to take pills that he had 
bought at the pharmacy to induce an abortion, but the only effect was that 
she became ill and vomited. “After that I was scared, especially since there 
was a story in the news at the time about a worker who had died getting an 
abortion at a dukun [a traditional healer]. So finally we just got married, but 
I was malu and afraid (takut) to tell my mother.” When Ella finally did call 
to tell her the news, her mother was furious not only because of the preg-
nancy, but also because Ella had two older sisters who were not yet married. 
But there was nothing that could be done.   

Because of factory regulations forbidding both marriage and preg-
nancy, Ella did not tell her supervisor, and she did not dare visit the Bata-
mindo health clinic. Fortunately, no one but her closest friends at the fac-
tory found out, since the work uniform at her company was loose and her 
abdomen remained relatively small. However, in the late stages of the preg-
nancy she finally revealed her plight to a friendly Javanese supervisor who 
kept her secret and gave her lighter work. A couple of weeks before she 
was to give birth she took a leave of absence, and her new mother-in-law 
came to help. When the baby was only two weeks old her mother-in-law 
took him to her home in Aceh, and since then Ella has seen the child only 
sporadically during holidays when her mother-in-law comes to Batam. “It 
feels strange to hold him because we rarely meet,” she tells me. “He doesn’t 
seem to recognize me.”  

Although Ella is still married, she rarely sees her husband, since she 
works the day shift and he the night shift. For a while they lived together, 
but she was unhappy and moved back to be with her friends because she, like 
Wati, “didn’t want to be like a housewife.” She also has seen him together 
with other women and has heard rumors that he has several girlfriends, but 
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she is malu to approach him about it. According to her, “Women should 
not go to visit a man’s house, the man should always come to the woman’s 
house.” One of the main reasons she does not want to live with him is her 
fear that she will become pregnant again. When I asked why she would not 
use contraceptives, her initial answer was merely that she did not want to. 
However, she finally revealed that her main fear was that contraceptives 
makes one fat, and she did not want that to happen.19 “If I become fat my 
husband will not want me anymore and will leave me. That is why I don’t 
want to use contraceptives [ pil KB, or keluarga berencana; literally “family-
planning pill”].”

For Ella, Batam and her work in the factory are not what she had hoped 
for: the island is still rural, she is “treated like a coolie,” and the products 
that she makes are worth more than her labor. But merantau also offers free-
doms: to spend time with friends, have a boyfriend, and not have anyone 
tell where you are going. These freedoms, however, led to Ella’s unwelcome 
pregnancy and marriage. Ironically, while she wishes to be free and avoid 
obligations and the life of a “housewife,” cultural discourses surrounding 
female sexuality and her attempt to regulate her malu led her down a path 
where she preferred the risk of pregnancy.  

Despite the fact that the Islamic regulation of zina (illicit or forbidden 
sex) applies both to men and women, the contradictory gendered ideals 
concerning sex in Indonesia are widely acknowledged (e.g., Murray 1991; 
Suryakusuma 1996; Bennett 2005). Often considered a sign of masculinity 
for men, for women premarital and extramarital sex signify immorality. For 
men, zina is less a potential source of malu than the economic burden that 
comes with a relationship and the anticipated role as a “provider” in the 
context of the nuclear family. 

The men I knew who drank alcohol, consumed drugs, or engaged in 
premarital sex readily admitted that they sinned, but these activities did 
not trouble them in everyday life or generally evoke feelings of malu. In 
contrast to the women I have discussed, it is striking that almost none of 
my male informants were involved in religious activities inside or outside 
the park. Many would visit mosques on major religious holidays, but few 
would attend on a weekly basis, or even pray regularly. When I asked why 
this was the case, most would reply that they were malas, or lazy. 

On Batam, men have less to gain by becoming involved in religious 
activities than women. First, they do not face the same moral ambiguity in 
public space as women and thus have less need to perform piety through 
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dress and public action. Second, men cannot claim increased religious 
knowledge as a legitimate source of personal development (kemajuan) upon 
return from Batam to the same degree as women, unless they have spent 
time at a pesantrian, an Islamic boarding school. Batam is not a place that 
men travel to in order to learn about Islam.  

At the time of my main period of fieldwork, Chandra was having a 
relationship with Sri, a woman from Central Java who worked in Bata-
mindo. Although she officially lived in a dorm inside the park, she would 
spend most of her nights in his room. At one point, when Sri returned to 
her home village for a month, however, Chandra had an affair with another 
woman working at Batamindo. When Sri returned she soon found out 
about his new girlfriend from another woman at the factory and broke off 
their relationship. Although Chandra appeared to regret his actions, he also 
said the following.

I am still fooling around. I don’t have the money to get married and all 
the women I meet are just for happy and to get rid of the boredom that I 
feel. I work all the time and this gives me stres.20 I don’t have any other 
entertainment, I don’t have anything, so this is all I have. . . . It is sort 
of the same thing with my mother. Now I tell her that I can’t send her 
money all the time because the cost of living on Batam is extremely high. 
I also sometimes want to buy something for myself, like a new shirt, and 
not just send all my money home. 

Like many of the male migrants living in and around Batamindo, Chan-
dra frequents a nearby low-charge brothel. He claims that from a strictly 
economic perspective it is cheaper to go to a prostitute every now and then 
than to have a girlfriend. “If I have a romantic relationship (berpacaran), I 
need money all the time, but at Kampung Flores [the brothel area] all I 
need is a bit of money one day.” Similarly, the possibility of marriage is 
complicated by a lack of funds more than a lack of desire to marry. Chandra 
thus claims that marriage is not an option since he has no way of supporting 
a wife and children. While perhaps this statement should not be taken at 
face value, he is certainly plagued by the hegemonic image of the middle-
class bapak (man or father) in contemporary Indonesia. 

When I spoke with Sri, she was clearly of a different opinion, claiming 
that Chandra was irresponsible. “You can’t trust men on Batam,” she told 
me adamantly. 
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I always felt that I was sinning (berdosa) when I was with Chandra, espe-
cially in relation to the other women who came from my part of Java. But 
I thought that in the end we would get married and it wouldn’t matter, 
no one would know. I should never have begun to stay there [in his room]; 
it was a bad influence on me. 

Sri expressed her regret in spatial terms: she claimed it was easier to be 
immoral in the squatter communities, where there were no forms of sur-
veillance. On the other hand, she argued that the fact that most of the 
women in her dormitory were pious Muslims and wore a jilbab created a 
kind of moral community that protected against the liar. But as should 
be clear, the reverse is also true. For Wati, Gampung Aceh was precisely a 
moral community where she felt safe and therefore did not veil. It is there-
fore reasonable that few people lived in liar marriages, since they, in an 
important sense, had never left home. 

conclusion: moving beyond the enclave 

For migrants living and working in and around Batamindo, the major 
paradox of merantau is that development does not offer what they initially 
had imagined. While Batam—and especially Batamindo—is presented 
as the “locomotive” of Indonesian economic development, most migrants 
quickly discover that they are outside of this world, that the white-collar 
work they had expected and the possibilities they have in “developing” or 
“advancing” (maju) are relatively limited. The structure of employment in 
Batamindo does not offer migrants a way forward. 

It is in this process of realization that malu gains a particular force for 
migrants. For men who must live up to the ideal of the “provider” in order 
to become a bapak, or father, of the Indonesian middle class and nation, suc-
cess is measured in terms of modal that will lead to independence from the 
labor market. This is clear in Chandra’s case and will become increasingly 
so in the next chapter. For young women, it is common to send money to 
parents or siblings, but it is expected that they will eventually marry and be 
supported by a husband. Instead, other forms of interaction and actions—
most notably relationships with men and premarital sex—become sources 
of malu. 

The nuclear family—inflected by patriarchy and Islam—is the ideo-
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logical building block of the Indonesian nation-state (Sears 1996; Brenner 
1998). With women’s intensifying engagement with the market and 
increasing independence through migration, however, their sexuality 
appears as a threat to both the nuclear family and the nation-state. Nowhere 
in Indonesia do these anxieties become as obvious as in and around Bata-
mindo, where young women dominate the labor force. The embeddedness 
of gender in global production thus has effects beyond the factory floor 
and the industrial park, and the transnational fantasy of the “nimble-fin-
gered” female factory worker creates other forms of fantasies and desires. 
In this context, religion offers a form of personal development (kemajuan) 
for women while protecting against the dangers of liar sexuality. William 
Reddy (1997, 347) points out that shame “derives from thoughts about 
how one is seen by others. . . . Thus, shame can lead to withdrawal cou-
pled with action aimed at managing appearances.” Women can constitute 
themselves as “pious,” suggesting that they have accumulated new forms of 
knowledge, that they have become someone different, thereby dealing with 
the balance of malu, which ranges from shame to modesty.

Distinctions between the “developed” and the “liar” are, however, not 
stable. For some, like Wati, community becomes constituted through the 
liar, while for others like Sri, they become spaces that should be avoided 
because there is, as she puts it, “no one to watch over you,” but perhaps 
more important, because there are people there from her home region who 
see that she has become liar and thus someone who should be malu. In 
other words, there are particular forms of regulation within the liar that 
point toward the power of the kampung, or neighborhood, as an extension 
of the state. This illustrates a particular relationship in Indonesia between 
community and state on the village level. There is an attempt by the state 
and village members alike to “disguise” the difference between kampung as 
community and as administrative unit (Sullivan 1986, 63). The naming 
of villages as liar defines a gap between state and community and, more 
specifically, that another form of community exists outside of the state. 
That members of Gampung Aceh attempt to bridge this gap is a sign of the 
power of the state to rule indirectly (cf. Barker 1998).

But the liar is a site of instability, suggesting both the possibility of 
community and of transgression. Outside the gates of the industrial park, 
migrants engage with the contradictions of modernity. Chandra develops 
plans to enter Singapore, Wati balances her familial responsibilities with 
hopes for the future, and Ella becomes involved in a relationship that she 
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most likely never would have had she remained in Solo. It remains unclear 
what direction their lives will take, but Batamindo is not an endpoint for 
any of them.  

While Gampung Aceh has continued to endure, Belakang Sony existed 
for only a few years as I described it and was destroyed when the area was 
flooded by a nearby dam that BIDA had opened. Most people in the area 
speculated that this was a strategy to displace the squatters. One woman 
from North Sumatra noted sarcastically that this was a refined (halus) way of 
getting rid of people. “It’s the Javanese way of doing things.” 21 Whether or 
not this was the case, people were eventually forced to move, and the houses 
along the road beyond Padang Service were abandoned. The house that 
Chandra, Harnanto, and others had occupied was taken apart and rebuilt a 
few hundred meters down the road. As the flooding subsided near the old 
houses, new ones appeared within a matter of weeks. Six months later, half 
a dozen new houses had been built in the area and a new kampung had begun 
to emerge. A couple of years after that, in 2005, it had expanded further. I 
asked around, but there was no longer anyone there whom I knew. 
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The Economy of the Night

If you merantau to Batam you need to have some kind of skill 
or education. If not, then you will end up like me, working as a 
prostitute or not working at all. But compared to the kampung at 
least I can make a bit of money, and they don’t have to know what 
I do here. 

Lidya, twenty-year-old prostitute 

It is nearly midnight as I reach the bottom of the hill leading 
up to Ozon, the largest disco on Batam. Along the busy road a series of 
small stalls sells everything from noodle soup to cigarettes and condoms. 
At the top of the hill outside the club the road is packed with taxis and 
ojek (motorcycle taxis) waiting for passengers who will pay exorbitant fares 
as they come out of the club. As usual, Aryo is leaning against the side of 
his taxi waiting for his Singaporean clients who are inside. He is one of the 
lucky ones who has a tamu (client or guest) who comes every weekend. Cre-
ating these stable patron-client relationships is crucial in order to maintain 
a steady income in the face of intense competition. 

Passing the bouncer and the admissions booth, one is hit by a wall of 
sound upon entering the club. The air smells of clove cigarettes and air 
conditioning. On a good night, Ozon is nearly filled to its capacity of two 
thousand people by 11:00 p.m., and tonight this is certainly the case. To 
the right, at the back of the disco, the disc jockey is playing techno versions 
of Indonesian and Western songs, but only a few people are on the small 
dance floor in the middle of the club. In contrast, the high tables and bar-
stools that surround the dance floor are packed with people who can afford 
to buy drinks. The majority are conspicuously moving their heads back and 
forth to the beat of the music—in most cases, such people are tripping on 

3Lin_71-152.indd   71 8/11/08   2:24:26 PM



72  :  chapter 3

Ecstasy, the popular term for MDMA (3,4-methylenedioxymethamphet-
amine). Behind the disc jockey, and at the entrance to the toilets, young 
men are selling drugs, mainly Ecstasy or marijuana, offering their goods to 
anyone who looks their way. Drugs can also be ordered directly from the 
waiters for a slightly higher price. At the other end of the club, at the bar, 
waiters are busy picking up drinks for customers. One floor up, booths with 
a view of the dance floor and a number of private karaoke rooms are avail-
able for hourly rental.

Since the mid-1990s Ecstasy has become the drug of choice in night-
clubs throughout Indonesia.1 John, a Singaporean man who frequents Ozon, 
has his own theory about the composition of people at the disco and how 
Ecstasy circulates there: “You can take nine people. Three will be Singapor-
eans looking for women. They book 2 three women who are given Ecstasy; 
two of them take the drug and the third hands it over to a preman [a thug or 
gangster], who sells it to another person who just wants to be by himself. 
The final person is lost because he thinks he is at a regular disco.”

John’s comment suggests that we can understand the social organiza-
tion of the disco in relation to the circulation of Ecstasy. It suggests that 
there is an economy at work. Ecstasy is a key element of this economy, 
yet differently situated actors engage with the drug in alternative ways: in 
Ozon the drug is bought, given away, consumed, hidden, passed on, sold, 
and, for that “final person” on John’s list, perhaps invisible. This economy 
stretches far beyond the nightclubs of Nagoya, generating revenue for gov-
ernment officials, hotels, taxis, restaurants, stores, and middlemen (calo) 
who act as escorts, guards, or touts. 

In the dark area in the corner next to the bar, Kartika and her friend 
Yasmin, both in their early twenties from West Java, are sitting, obvi-
ously bored, with a group of other women. An older woman, their madam 
(mami), comes and goes, occasionally speaking into the ear of one of the 
women, who then goes off with a waiting man. Kartika has yet to be dibook-
ing (booked) by a tamu (client or guest), and Yasmin is waiting for her tamu 
tetap (regular client or guest), who comes from Singapore every Saturday 
night. To pass the time, they chain-smoke menthol clove cigarettes.

Dewi, a thirty-two-year-old woman from the city of Palembang in 
South Sumatra, dressed in blue jeans and a white T-shirt, stands alone, 
obviously uncomfortable, at the front of the bar near a group of Western 
men. She is hoping that one of them will approach her. Lidya, a twenty-
year-old Javanese woman, and her friends have specific areas where they usu-
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Inside Ozon. Photo by Rama Surya. Reproduced with permission of Rama Surya 
and Latitudes.
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ally stand and search for clients. All of them are nervously looking around, 
trying to find a client who will give them their initial goal, Ecstasy. These 
women are all liar prostitutes, freelance without pimps. Finding a tamu, 
usually a Singaporean, and being booked guarantees money and, usually, 
Ecstasy. One can either be booked at an hourly rate to sit down (booking 
duduk) together in a public space in the disco or leave the premises with the 
client (booking keluar), though this is generally not decided beforehand. For 
Kartika, Yasmin, and other women who have a mami, prices are fixed and 
the women receive only a percentage afterward, often in conjunction with 
a tip directly from the client. Liar prostitutes, however, must themselves 
initiate contact and negotiate prices, which may therefore fluctuate consid-
erably. Furthermore, if a woman is booked out it can be for the whole night 
or short-time; prices vary accordingly.3 

unraveling the economy of the night

The ethnographic starting point for this chapter is a space that is gen-
erally understood as a global type, namely the “disco.” As in my earlier 
discussion of the “development enclave,” I am not primarily interested in 
how local manifestations of this type might be used to critique overly gen-
eral claims about the nature of globalization. I am, rather, concerned with 
what a particular disco, Ozon, can reveal about processes that shape the 
lives of Indonesian migrants and, more generally, a particular form of trans-
national economy. As I have already suggested, this perspective shows that 
the economy of the night stretches far beyond Ozon, illuminating processes 
that are by no means local. 

Although I am consciously juxtaposing what I call the economy of the 
“night” with the “day,” it is once again important to point out that both 
depend primarily on the labor of young women. Despite their differences, 
in this book I want to highlight common themes.4 In particular, migrants 
involved in the economy of the day and the night are related through a 
common emotional economy of merantau. While the female factory worker 
wearing the jilbab was a key figure in the previous chapter, in this chapter 
the female liar prostitute and the bronces, the man who lives off the earnings 
of women, personify the cultural anxieties of prostitution, the feminization 
of labor, and the reversal of gender roles on Batam. Since liar prostitutes 
work outside of closed institutions (such as brothels or karaoke bars) and 
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are not controlled by pimps, these women are unlicensed and interstitial 
figures in relation to the Indonesian state, thereby appearing as threats to 
the regulation of prostitution.5 

In this chapter I am interested in how this form of ambiguity becomes 
evident and is negotiated in a number of ways beyond the direct regula-
tion of the state. In Ozon women consume Ecstasy in order to deal with 
feelings of malu—particularly in relation to Islamic prohibitions and the 
fear that family members will find out they work as prostitutes—and thus 
more easily engage in prostitution with Singaporean clients. Outside of 
Ozon relationships with boyfriends, children, and other family members 
are transformed, as women become the main breadwinners and men are 
increasingly marginalized. Through this process both female prostitutes 
and their male Indonesian partners come to recognize themselves as liar, 
outside the promises of the Indonesian nation and part of the underclass. 

controlling contagion, regulating transactions

Prostitution on Batam and surrounding islands is diverse and often 
changing, but it can be divided into several categories. There are two quasi-
official lokalisasi, or brothel areas, and as many as five other unsanctioned 
brothel villages catering almost exclusively to Indonesian migrant work-
ers.6 Both female and transvestite streetwalkers can be found in various 
places around the island, while male prostitutes catering to men are less 
common, but they often nongkrong (hang out) in particular spots such as bus 
stops around Nagoya. To add to the complexity, a large number of female 
and transvestite prostitutes frequently move between Batam and Singapore 
or Malaysia (see chap. 5). The most conspicuous spaces for prostitution, 
however, are the handful of discos and the dozens of karaoke bars concen-
trated in Nagoya. 

On Batam the Department of Social Affairs—the government agency 
that deals most directly with prostitution—distinguishes between differ-
ent types of prostitutes. As in the rest of Indonesia, women in lokalisasi 
are identified as WTS (wanita tuna sila), or literally “woman without mor-
als,” while those working in karaoke bars are called pramuria, more akin to 
“entertainers.” Prostitutes not controlled by pimps are, as I already have 
noted, considered liar. These women are identified as the main problem by 
officials in the creation of an “ordered” (teratur) environment.7 
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Raids, or operasi, are the most common instruments for localizing pros-
titutes on Batam.8 Jones and his colleagues (1995, 13) write that in Indone-
sia the “pressure on streetwalkers . . . drives lower-class women workers into 
brothel complexes, where they are controlled by pimps, procurers and the 
local government and police, but generally tolerated by society.” 9 This fol-
lows Kusno’s (2000) argument (see chap. 1) that “the street” emerged as a site 
of disorder and menace during the New Order, in relation to the “ordered,” 
privileged space of the nation, namely “the family.” In the regulationist 
tradition of the colonial state (Abalahin 2003) prostitution is  tolerated and 
confined to particular places in an attempt to organize debauchery and, 
more generally, the “street” and the underclass that inhabits this space.10 

But the localization of prostitutes in the name of public order, or 
increasingly in the name of Islam, not only aims to control disease and keep 
prostitution out of sight, but also creates spaces for economic transactions. 
In other words, logics of governance and economics converge when prosti-
tutes are confined to a particular space. This is certainly the case on Batam, 
where not only managers of low-charge brothels but also of discos and kara-
oke bars make payments to various groups within the government, espe-
cially the police. In response to this, as we shall see, many women work as 
liar prostitutes so that they can control economic transactions themselves. 

entering the RANTAU

From my experience I can tell you that most of the women who tell you 
that they were tricked into prostitution are lying. They are just malu to 
admit that they knew from the beginning. 

Government official at a regional HIV prevention meeting on Batam, May 2000 

I knew that Batam was famous for prostitution and that I couldn’t really 
make as much as they promised me. But would it have been better to 
stay in the kampung and marry another man who can’t take care of me 
and my children?

Twenty-five-year-old woman working as a prostitute on Batam

Dewi was born in the city of Palembang in South Sumatra, the sec-
ond of six children. She married her boyfriend after graduating from high 
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school, and a year later they had their first child. Her husband had difficulty 
finding steady work, however, and when one of his cousins returned from 
Batam for Idul Fitri, the celebration that breaks the fast after Ramadan, he 
was invited to join them on the trip back. He quickly agreed, and Dewi 
and their baby remained in the village. “We had all heard about Batam,” 
she told me. “I had my doubts about him going away, but I thought that 
if he worked there for a few years we would have enough money to build 
our own house.”

After only a few months, she heard rumors from migrants returning 
from Batam that her husband was not working, but spending what little 
money he made on women and alcohol. She decided to go see for herself 
and found him unemployed and living in a liar settlement near one of the 
main ports. Dewi stayed on while their child remained in Palembang with 
her parents, and she quickly found work in one of the electronics factories 
nearby. For three years she assembled television sets and telephones while 
her husband found only odd jobs. “On Batam,” she explained, “there are lots 
of companies that need female labor. For men it is much more  difficult.”

Through a friend her husband was finally hired as a driver at a factory 
in a nearby industrial park. By that time Dewi had given birth to a second 
son and quit her job to take care of the children. They moved away from 
the liar settlement to one of the company houses, but when she caught 
her husband having an affair with another woman she finally left him. She 
returned with her children to Palembang and began trading: buying elec-
tronic goods on Batam and selling them in Palembang, and returning with 
garlic to sell on Batam. 

It seemed promising at first, but after six months or so it was obvious that 
there was too much competition. I couldn’t return home because there was 
nothing for me to do there, and I was too old to work in a factory again,11 
so I took a job as a hostess in one of the gambling halls. I met a Singapor-
ean guy there who was a manager in one of the factories, and we started 
having a relationship, and finally he asked me to live with him. He was 
good to me even though we couldn’t really speak the same language with 
each other, and I had enough money to send home. When his contract 
ended six months later, I knew where to go to meet men. That’s how it 
started. But I only go out to look for clients when I really need the money. 
Sometimes I don’t even go to a bar for two months or so. 
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Most of the time Dewi sells pempek, South Sumatran fish cake, on the 
street outside the house where she lives. Too old to continue working in 
an electronics factory, she has turned to prostitution when her other busi-
ness fails her. More recently, especially since the economic crisis, this has 
become her predominant source of income, part of a broader “advancement 
strategy” (Brennan 2004, 23–24) when other moneymaking opportunities 
do not bear fruit. 

I didn’t want to work in a way that was immoral (tidak betul ), but I kept 
thinking that I had two children who I am responsible for. So it is better 
that I sacrifice myself rather than knowing that they are suffering. But I 
refuse to call myself a prostitute (anak malam). If someone asks me I tell 
them that I am factory worker just trying to make some extra money. 

Dewi’s story suggests that her path toward Batam began with a series 
of constraints and choices that cannot be disconnected from one another, 
and any attempt to identify her as a “prostitute” is problematic, in large 
part because she avoids this form of self-presentation herself. Dewi therefore 
remains liar, outside the control of pimps or any kind of formal sector. 

Lidya, whom I will introduce in the next section, is twenty years old. 
She worked as a prostitute in the city of Medan in North Sumatra before 
she came to Batam. She ran away from home with a cousin at age fifteen 
when her mother died suddenly and she was left with an abusive and alco-
holic father. In a matter-of-fact-manner, she summarized her route into 
prostitution in just a few sentences: “There wasn’t really much else I could 
do in Medan, and when I ended up at the bus station, this guy took me 
to a brothel area where I lost my virginity on the first day. I stayed there 
for about a year, and when one of my friends there told me about Batam I 
decided right away to join her. That’s how I got here.” Together with her 
boyfriend and their daughter, Lidya lives in a rented room in the heart of 
Nagoya. 

a kind of home

As Efran, Umar, Fikri, and I sit on the floor in the hallway, Diana is 
putting her baby to sleep, while Lidya is burning incense and reading a 
prayer so that she will be certain to get a client that evening. The women 
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have already showered, dressed, and put on their makeup and are ready to 
go. It is 11:00 p.m. on Thursday, Ladies Night at all the discos in town, 
which guarantees free entrance for all women. Diana still looks pale from 
the close call she had that morning when she came home and breastfed her 
one-month-old baby boy despite having taken Ecstasy the night before. 
Umar, her boyfriend and the father of the child, describes the incident in a 
mix of excitement and horror: the baby’s body started trembling and small 
black spots appeared on his skin. Shaking his head, he is in awe that the 
baby survived and seems to be doing fine. Lidya comments loudly from 
inside her room that she took Ecstasy every other day when she was preg-
nant, and her two-year-old daughter, Tika, is doing fine. Efran, her boy-
friend, smiles at me as he tries to keep Tika from grabbing the ashtray on 
the floor between us. As Diana and Lidya step past us, Rosa, who is five 
months pregnant, comes out of her room and follows them down the hall. 
We all turn our heads and watch as they disappear down the steps. Soon we 
hear Lidya outside calling for an ojek that will take her to Ozon, less than a 
kilometer away.

Efran rarely goes out these days. He spends most of his time in a room 
that he rents with Lidya and their daughter, or sitting out in the hallway 
smoking clove cigarettes and playing cards. Born in 1977 in a village about 
an hour’s drive from the West Sumatran city of Padang, he came to Batam 
when he was seventeen years old. He has never held a steady job but used 
to drive an ojek, and occasionally he makes some money as a tattoo art-
ist. However, since the economic crisis it has become difficult to rent a 
motorcycle for a reasonable price, and no one has asked for a tattoo for over 
a month. Most often he and Umar, who lives in the next room over with 
Diana and their baby, try to concoct schemes to make money. Usually, 
these involve acting as middlemen (calo) in sales of cell phones, television 
sets, motorcycles, cars, marijuana, and anything else on the market, but 
usually the plans fail and they merely spend money and energy looking for 
buyers and sellers. 

James Siegel writes that the “ability to make connections” (2002, 213) 
is crucial in order to “enter the so called economy of development and to 
take a full part in Indonesian life” (218; see also Hugo 1985, 75). For most 
unskilled male migrants who come to Batam, however, this ability is often 
beyond reach. Ethnic or kinship networks provide one possibility and edu-
cation another, but they are far from being guarantees. None of the male 
migrants I discuss in this chapter have graduated from high school or are 
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part of any kind of useful social network. This means that they are not 
even able to apply for factory work. Instead they tend to find odd jobs, and 
becoming a calo appears to be the only form of connection within reach. 
There are, however, always too many calo, too many people seeking con-
nections in this way. One is often ditipu (tricked) by people who are more 
powerful and who are impossible to touch, or by people who simply disap-
pear. On Batam, it is said, one cannot trust people.

Umar comes from the North Sumatran city of Medan. He claims that 
he used to work on an oil tanker and says he has traveled to Singapore, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, and other countries throughout Asia, but no one actu-
ally believes him. He is well known for borrowing money that he never 
repays, and few people trust him. A few weeks before his son was born, he 
disappeared for two weeks, suddenly returning without explanation just 
days before Diana gave birth. During that time she had frantically looked 
for him all over town, and most people living on the floor speculated that 
he had run off because he could not deal with the pressure of becoming a 
father. 

Fikri has been on Batam for only a few months and listens intently as 
Efran and Umar tell him about life on the island. Fikri is sharing a room 
with his girlfriend Rosa, who came with him from Medan. Efran and Lidya 
say that the baby she is carrying in her stomach is giving her luck and that 
she has been getting clients every night. Umar tells Fikri that he needs to 
get an identity card (KTP: kartu tanda penduduk) in order to find a job, but 
to get one from corrupt government authorities, who are said to be doing a 
thriving business,12 one must pay several hundred thousand rupiah. Efran 
adds that since neither he nor Lidya have gotten around to getting identity 
cards, Tika doesn’t even have a birth certificate. The identity card system 
forms a boundary between the warga, the citizen, and those who are liar, 
outside of the national community (Strassler 2003, 207). As in the case of 
squatter housing, the liar follows from processes of formalization, thereby 
naming the marginal. Tika was thus not only born outside of a legitimate 
family form, but is, in fact, not even an Indonesian citizen. 

They live in a three-story building, a ruko (rumah toko, literally “store 
building”), the most typical style of building found throughout the town 
of Nagoya. Located behind a large hotel, the building is owned by a Chi-
nese family who also runs the restaurant on the ground floor. After passing 
through the restaurant and the rat-infested kitchen, the stairs lead up to 
the second and then the third floor, where Efran and Lidya have lived for 
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two years. The floor has been subdivided by gypsum board into eight small 
cubicles that are approximately eight square meters each. Green mosquito 
nets continue where the walls end and reach up to the roof, creating an 
environment where sound travels easily. At the far end of the linoleum-cov-
ered, concrete hallway there is one bathroom that all occupants share, but as 
the plumbing rarely works, water has to be brought up in buckets from the 
kitchen two floors down. At the other end of the hallway is a large window 
from which one can gaze down onto the street. In the house across the street 
is a hair salon that appears to be nothing more than a front for a brothel, 
and next door is a karaoke bar that does not seem to be doing very well. 

The turnover rate for these cubicles is very high, and during the three-
year period that I visited this building, between 1998 and 2001, every one 
of them had been emptied at least once. Efran and Lidya lived there the lon-
gest, but few others remained for more than six months. Unlike kost rooms 
that are rented in residential areas, these rooms are rarely home to factory 
workers. A young junior high school teacher lived in one of the rooms for a 
month or so, but quickly moved once he realized that most of the women 
on the floor worked as prostitutes. Many people stay in ruko because of the 
freedom it offers and its location in the middle of the city. The rent for 
such cubicles ranges from 150,000 to 300,000 rupiah (between 17 and 
33 U.S. dollars) per month, about the same one would pay for a room in a 
residential house, but much more than the 50,000 rupiah that it generally 
costs to rent a room in a squatter area. Renting a room alone would be far 
too expensive for most. 

Just down the street, Dewi shares a room in another ruko, similar to 
the building where Lidya and Efran live, together with another woman 
from Palembang. The room is sparsely furnished with two mattresses on 
the floor, a wooden wardrobe in the corner, and a portable gas burner next 
to a transparent plastic box with kitchen utensils. Dewi and her roommate 
used to share a television set, but they sold it one month when they were 
short on rent. A pencil drawing of a mosque hangs next to a mirror, above a 
BCA Bank calendar from the year before. Underneath the drawing she has 
written: “Plan: in two more years I will return home.” 

Dewi prefers to spend time with people from her own kampung who 
speak her own language. All of them are, however, involved in some form 
of prostitution, and outside this group she is unwilling to admit that she 
is from Palembang. Her worst fear is that she will meet someone from her 
home village and that her parents will find out what she is doing on Batam. 
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“If I am face to face (berhadapan) with someone from my kampung I feel malu 
at once. That’s why I don’t want people to know what I do or where I am 
from. It’s not because I am a hypocrite, I am just malu.” Dewi’s statement 
captures the complexity of malu not only as a negative, but also as a positive 
emotion. To be seen as a “prostitute” by someone to whom one is related 
or with whom one shares a kampung is to recognize oneself as a person who 
has crossed a moral boundary. But this also means that Dewi’s concern with 
this boundary is explicitly moral since she aims to protect the reputation 
of her family and community so that they do not have to experience the 
malu that she does. The reason Dewi is liar is thus precisely to be able to 
retain an ambiguous position that allows her to be able to say: “I am not a 
prostitute.”

the economy of pleasure

James Farrer has argued that—as a global sociological form—the disco 
should be described as a superculture rather than a subculture. In Shanghai, 
he claims, the disco is primarily a site for youth wishing to engage with 
global culture (Farrer 1999, 149). At first sight this would appear to be the 
case at Ozon as well. The name of the disco, the recognizable beat of the 
music, the availability of foreign beers and cocktails all suggest a relation-
ship with the “global” and with the various forms of pleasure that organize 
contemporary forms of consumerism. Much of the vocabulary associated 
with Ecstasy on Batam is in English. Words like tripping, on, enjoy, happy, 
and refreshing are commonly used and are understood even by Indonesians 
who do not use Ecstasy or frequent discos on the island.13 Titanic, Super-
man, Mickey Mouse, Honda, and Butterfly are among the most popular 
kinds of Ecstasy. Ozon, therefore, appears to offer at least a fleeting engage-
ment with the promises of global capitalism. 

However, all is not as it seems. On Batam a Long Island iced tea is half 
iced tea, half vodka, while the Ecstasy is often of uncertain quality.14 Over-
doses are common, as it is often difficult to judge the quality of the drug 
beforehand. The price of entering the disco and of buying Ecstasy makes 
Ozon, and the cosmopolitan culture it mimics, a site of social distinction. 
Ladies Night allows women to enter free of charge two nights a week, but 
most Indonesian men must pay the cover charge, which is twenty thousand 
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rupiah (more than two U.S. dollars), an average salary for a day’s work on 
Batam. Foreign men usually do not pay; once inside, they are at the center 
of an economy that will generate more value for the owners of the disco. In 
other words, the gate-keeping principles of Ozon are tied to gendered and 
national distinctions. Singaporean women and Indonesian men do not fit 
into this world as easily. 

Although Ozon must be considered in transnational terms, understand-
ing the disco as a “global form” or “superculture” prioritizes choice and 
pleasure. In contrast, Ozon should be understood as a postmodern example 
of what Pratt calls a “contact zone”: “a space in which peoples geographi-
cally and historically separated come into contact and establish ongoing 
relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and 
intractable conflict” (1992,6). But while Pratt’s concern with “coercion,” 
“inequality,” and “conflict” highlights both the historical origins and eco-
nomic dimensions of Ozon, she draws our attention away from the role that 
pleasure plays in situations of inequality and how “feeling good” is put 
to work within the political economy of the disco. Pleasure and coercion 
should thus be considered as emerging in tandem, taking specific forms in 
particular places. 

Researchers who have studied sex tourism from Western countries to 
Southeast Asia have pointed out that the condition of inequality inherent 
in the relationship between client and prostitute should ideally (from the 
client’s perspective, in particular) be denied by both parties in the context 
of their interaction, so it can be presented as primarily a source of plea-
sure (Bishop and Robinson 1998, 164 –165; Kruhse-Mount Burton 1995; 
Oppermann 1998). This denial is necessary because many men are look-
ing not only for sexual satisfaction, but also for “romance” or, most gener-
ally, companionship, particularly in “open-ended” (Cohen 1993) or, in this 
context, liar prostitution. Outside closed institutions such as brothels, the 
monetary transaction involved in “booking” can more easily be transformed 
so that neither party presents it as the primary reason for engaging in the 
relationship. As will become evident in the next chapter, one of the main 
reasons that Singaporean men buy sex on Batam is that in Singapore pros-
titution is both spatially and temporally regulated, making it difficult to 
deny the monetary nature of the transaction.15 On Batam, however, open-
ended prostitution is common and presents the possibility of transforming 
strictly sexual interactions into more extensive relationships. The client 
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is called a tamu, which also means guest. These connotations suggest the 
potential for the inscription of other, more domestic forms of inequality in 
the relationship.16

In Ozon and other discos, the drug Ecstasy is crucial in forming a space 
where people may, at least temporarily, transform their subjectivities so that 
relationships of inequality may be presented as relationships of pleasure. 
Ecstasy allows women to transgress culturally powerful modes of bodily 
control and instead perform as prostitutes. Unlike drugs like marijuana, 
Ecstasy use is restricted to those who can either pay one hundred thousand 
rupiah (eleven U.S. dollars) or do not have to pay (for instance, drug dealers 
and prostitutes who are given the drug).17 Disc jockeys in the main discos 
in Nagoya play the kinds of songs that they know work well with Ecstasy, 
while taxi drivers who shuttle people between discos and hotels do the 
same, as clients are shielded from the un-happy outside world. 

Arjun Appadurai has argued that pleasure is the organizing principle 
and driving force in modern forms of consumerism. More specifically, he 
claims an aesthetic of ephemerality drives this process (1996, 83–84). Few 
objects are as ephemeral and as concerned with the production of pleasure 
as Ecstasy. One clinical study claims that Ecstasy produces “an affective 
state of enhanced mood, well-being, and increased emotional sensitiveness, 
little anxiety, but no hallucinations or panic reactions” (Vollenweider et al. 
1998, 241). Conversations with men and women who frequently take the 
drug suggest that this is generally accurate. Furthermore, while opium is 
considered “primitive” and heroin is an isolationist drug, throughout con-
temporary Southeast Asia amphetamine-type stimulants such as Ecstasy 
are generally associated with mobility, modernity, and an entrepreneurial 
spirit (Lyttleton 2004). 

In the Ozon disco—a place that constitutes itself as a global cultural 
form—Ecstasy produces not only pleasure, but also subjects who more 
readily engage in other types of economic transactions, most notably prosti-
tution. In this way, the circulation of Ecstasy lubricates an emergent trans-
national economy.18 This is in contrast to Philippe Bourgois’ influential 
study, In Search of Respect (1995), in which he maps the economy of crack 
cocaine in New York’s Spanish Harlem. Drugs per se are not, however, 
Bourgois’ primary interest. Instead, he claims that drug use is “the epi-
phenomenal expression of deeper, structural dilemmas” (1995, 319), most 
notably the racial and class divides that plague the United States. Here, 
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I modify Bourgois’ position, asking how drugs might be understood as a 
productive starting point for analysis, rather than merely epiphenomenal 
and a symptom of other social forces.

becoming LIAR

Lidya’s initial goal when she enters Ozon is to get Ecstasy. Because 
of the high price she rarely buys it herself, but instead attempts to find a 
potential client who will give her a pill. Most of the prostitutes who work 
in discos use Ecstasy on a regular basis, many of them nearly every day. 
Lidya tells me, “I like taking Ecstasy because I am not as scared to approach 
a potential client. If I don’t take Ecstasy, I feel inferior (minder) and malu 
towards the clients. Ecstasy makes me feel brave.”

Cindi, another liar prostitute who frequents Ozon, feels the same way: 
“If I have not taken Ecstasy I feel malu if I try to pick up (merayu) a client. 
I don’t know what to say or how to act. It feels strange to touch a client if 
I am not on.” To be successful, women must violate Islamic (or Christian) 
prohibitions against alcohol, drugs, and promiscuity and learn behaviors 
that are the opposite of those they were taught in childhood and adoles-
cence. Rather than avoid speaking to men they do not know, they must be 
aggressive and talkative. They must act as though they do not know malu. 

Most women claim that the use of Ecstasy makes the actual sexual 
encounter easier and more pleasurable. This is something that both clients 
and the mami recognize. For instance, Kartika first tried Ecstasy because her 
mami forced her to. The Singaporean client wanted to book a woman who 
was on so that she would be sexually excited. Though Kartika had promised 
herself that she would not try Ecstasy, after that first time she could not do 
without it. “Now if I am at the disco and I don’t take it I feel confused and 
I can’t stand the music. I just keep asking myself why I am here. It is easier 
to act (main) in a seksi way.”

For Lidya, Cindi, and Kartika, Ecstasy has become necessary for them 
to perform as prostitutes through “distancing emotion” (Scheff 1977), thus 
creating the very possibility for transgressing religious prohibitions and 
commodifying their own bodies. It allows them to become the kind of 
woman that a client will desire—or at least to engage in that mode of 
interpretation—a transformative potential that, as Kartika’s story suggests, 
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Singaporean men play into. Ecstasy allows for the production of an ephem-
eral subject that, for a time, clarifies a particular form of identity within an 
economy. 

In this context women learn a whole repertoire of actions through prac-
tical mimesis: to dance in a manner that is seksi, or be flirtatious without 
appearing overly aggressive, or change attitudes depending on the client. 
The most successful liar prostitutes are not necessarily those who are con-
sidered most beautiful, but rather those who have mastered this repertoire. 
For instance, Cindi, who rarely had problems finding a client, argued that 
her success was based on her ability to make clients feel comfortable, “like 
we were boyfriend and girlfriend.” More generally, impersonation becomes 
the key to distinction (Appadurai 1996, 84). 

For those women who know enough about the particular effects of 
drugs, it is also possible to transform the relationship with the client and 
create certain forms of advantages. Reni explained that “if I find the client 
unattractive and he wants me to buy Ecstasy for him, then I always try to 
get a drug that will not let him get an erection. Of course, this doesn’t work 
on the clients who have been around for a while. But if I really like the guy 
[starts laughing] then I get one that will give him one all night.” In other 
words, Ecstasy has different uses within Ozon’s economy, and pills have 
various values depending on who uses them, both in terms of consumption 
and distribution. There is a local science of drug use, as different pills affect 
the body in particular ways.19 The primary point, however, is that Ecstasy 
distances emotions of malu, thereby facilitating economic transactions for 
freelance prostitutes. Unlike brothel areas, which are “closed institutions” 
(Cohen 1993), Lidya and other liar prostitutes must, to a greater degree, 
enter a less structured space and perform. 

Ecstasy is thus a technology that is located at the very center of a trans-
national economy of pleasure. In an important sense, this is reminiscent of 
the young women I described in the previous chapter who veil in order to 
protect themselves from the liar. Though the performance of prostitution 
may appear as an inversion of the performance of piety, in fact they are both 
crystallizations of particular gendered styles.20 While women who wear the 
veil aim to “develop” (maju) themselves through religion, or at least present 
an identity of themselves as such, prostitutes can sometimes experience a 
similar passage by entering the liar before exiting with economic capital. 

Although there are certainly varying degrees of reflexivity involved 
in these acts, in all situations the primary problem is not self-identity, 
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but rather avoiding being identified as someone who does not belong. It 
is important, however, to highlight the reflexive nature of this process; 
Batam is a place that not only produces new kinds of power relations, but 
also offers new forms of freedom and agency for migrants, many of whom 
are away from the kampung for the first time. As I showed in the previous 
chapter, in the context of merantau, malu is an emotion that leads women 
to engage with, rather than withdraw from, a new kind of world and its 
contradictions; it is a process that does not, however, necessarily guarantee 
success. For both the factory worker and the prostitute, it is the avoidance 
of malu upon returning to the kampung that is at the heart of the emo-
tional economy of migration. In this context, economic success and reli-
gious insight are two different models of “development” (kemajuan) that 
can be presented upon return, as various forms of an aesthetic of display is 
employed by returning migrants. 

learning to labor 

As night turns to morning it becomes increasingly difficult to find a 
client. If Ozon is quiet, Lidya may try her luck at other discos in Nagoya, 
but there is no guarantee of success. Some women who have been on Batam 
for a decade or more remember the early 1990s as the “golden days”: there 
were clients for everyone, and Singapore dollars were the standard of pay-
ment. “Now,” one woman complained, “the Singaporeans know the value 
of the rupiah. They are not stupid anymore. There is increasing competition 
among women and you have to fight for your clients.” Among prostitutes 
and others who depend on the presence of Singaporean, the ebb and flow of 
tourists is an endless source of discussion. If there is a holiday in Singapore, 
everyone knows and the nightclubs are packed.  

If Lidya gets a booking out of Ozon she can earn anywhere from 200,000 
to 500,000 rupiah (22 to 56 U.S. dollars) for a night. In comparison, the 
basic salary of a factory worker hovers around 500,000 rupiah per month; 
with overtime and housing benefits it rarely exceeds one million rupiah.21 
Lidya has been working as a prostitute for three years on Batam, and she 
recalls how she learned to negotiate. 

Before I would just sit and wait until someone came up to me. He would 
ask, “Do you have a tamu,” and I would say, “No.” Then he would ask me 
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to come and sit with him and I would. Usually he would ask if I wanted 
to be booked, and I would ask, “How much?” My friend taught me that I 
should always ask the price and then ask where we would be sleeping. He 
would say 150,000, and I would say, “Add a little, make it 200,” and he 
would say, “Okay.” 

However, after a few years of experience she has learned to be more 
active and perform in relation to the client whom she approaches.

Now when I look for a client I try and figure out what kind of person he 
is, and how he wants me to be. Some men like it if you touch them at once 
while others don’t. Some like you to be aggressive and others that you just 
sit politely. Often it is difficult to figure out. 

Although Lidya is still young, only twenty years old, and is generally 
considered attractive, the number of clients she gets and the amount of 
money she earns during a month can fluctuate dramatically.22 Sometimes 
she will have several a week, while during other periods she will get only a 
few per month—hardly enough to support her boyfriend and daughter.23 

Many of the prostitutes I knew had already built houses in their home 
villages with the money they had made, all of them planning to return in 
some distant future. Dewi sent most of the money she made to her mother 
in Palembang, while she remained in a constant state of poverty. Kartika 
showed me her savings from two years on Batam, which amounted to nearly 
five thousand Singapore dollars (approximately three thousand U.S. dol-
lars), neatly stacked in a shoebox that she kept hidden in her closet, since 
she does not trust banks. Others, however, had little sense of how much 
money they made and had great difficulty saving. Lidya, for instance, was 
drawn into shopping sprees as soon as she had the chance. 

Women who have Singaporean or Western clients tend to be better off 
than those who mainly have Indonesian clients. Lidya, for instance, claims 
that about 90 percent of her clients are Singaporean, most of whom speak 
some form of Indonesian. She tries to avoid Indonesians, since she doesn’t 
trust them to pay her, and Westerners, since she doesn’t speak English. 
Dewi, on the other hand, prefers Westerners, whom she claims treat her 
better, pay her more, and are romantis. They also allow her to use a far from 
universal asset: a fair command of English. Her relationship to prostitution 
is, however, as I have noted, extremely ambivalent. This can be seen in her 

3Lin_71-152.indd   88 8/11/08   2:24:29 PM



the economy of the night  :  89

style; she refuses to dress “like a prostitute” and does not let men kiss her in 
public. She is passive in bars and discos and waits until she is approached. 
“If you look at prostitutes (anak malam), they usually wear high-heeled 
shoes, short skirts, and tight shirts that show their breasts. But I don’t like 
wearing clothing that is too seksi, so usually I wear regular clothing: pants 
and shoes with no heels.”

Dewi is far less successful in finding clients than Lidya and other 
women, largely because of her refusal to perform. She is primarily inter-
ested in finding a tamu tetap, a regular client. Indeed, most women say hav-
ing a tamu tetap is far superior to having to look for a new tamu each night 
since, at least for a time, he guarantees a steady source of income. Along 
with this comes the added benefit of, as one woman put it, “knowing what 
you get” and, for Dewi at least, not having to deal with the malu of being 
seen in a public space associated with prostitution. 

Most women who work as prostitutes have had a tamu tetap in one form 
or another. Throughout the two years that I have known her, Lidya has 
had several, on occasion two at once. This usually entails meeting regularly 
whenever the client comes to Batam from Singapore, sometimes once a 
month and at other times up to twice a week. Another way of organizing 
the relationship is by becoming a piaraan, or mistress. This usually means 
living in a room or house that the client rents and receiving a monthly 
allowance. Many of my informants had at least for a time lived in such 
a relationship, usually with a Singaporean, claiming that the domesticity 
of the situation often displaced experiences of sin, retaining a feeling of 
propriety, thus keeping malu in balance. In fact, in an Islamic society that 
allows for male polygamy, this allows many women to consider themselves 
“second wives.” 

Kartika, on the other hand, has a mami who acts as an initial mediator. 
The structure of the situation means that neither performance nor having 
a regular client is as important as they are for Lidya. However, she also has 
less control over the economic transaction and the choice of clients than 
does Lidya. Kartika told me that she broke down crying several times when 
she was booked to a client she found unattractive or threatening. Similar 
forms of control by the mami are obvious in everyday life, since women liv-
ing in her house are not allowed to go out by themselves for fear that they 
will visit their own clients. 

In his discussion of social relations in complex societies, Eric Wolf 
(2001) makes ideal-type distinctions between emotional friendship, instru-
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mental friendship, and patron-client relations. In instrumental friendships, 
access to resources is vital to the relationship, and each member may be 
linked to other people outside of the relationship, unlike emotional friend-
ship, which is dyadic in nature. However, in the context of instrumental 
friendship, a “minimal element of affect” (2001, 177) remains crucial to the 
relationship, and if “it is not present, it must be feigned” (177). Patron-cli-
ent relationships, on the other hand, are examples of “lopsided friendship” 
(Pitt-Rivers, in Wolf 2001, 179), where the relations of power are clear.

Open-ended prostitution works along a similar continuum; it tends to 
begin in the context of instrumental friendship.24 Again, both parties ide-
ally deny the economic nature of the transaction and primarily identify it in 
terms of mutual sexual attraction, in a sense parading as emotional friend-
ship. As will become clear in the next chapter, this appears to break down 
most frequently with the emergence of a domestic sphere in relationships 
in which the tamu rents a house or room and pays the woman an allowance. 
If the initial encounter is transformed into a more sustained relationship, 
tensions often arise when the “lopsidedness” of the relationship cannot be 
displaced, or when it becomes clear that the man and the woman have dif-
ferent expectations from the relationship. 

turning gender on its head

While they would all deny it, Umar, Efran, Fikri, and Tirta, who live 
on the same floor, could readily be described as bronces, men who live on 
the income of women. The stereotypical image of the bronces is an attractive 
young man whose girlfriend is a prostitute. While the woman searches for 
customers by night, the lazy and irresponsible man uses her as a source of 
money and sex without meeting any kind of obligation to her. In many 
other parts of Indonesia, the preman, more akin to a thug, would be a more 
common figure (Ryter 1998). On Batam, however, these men are trans-
formed into sexual predators, reflecting the cultural anxieties that I elabo-
rated upon earlier. 

For these men connections are made to women, who in turn make con-
nections to a bapak (man or father), be he Indonesian or Singaporean. While 
Efran would agree that Lidya makes all of their money, he does not consider 
himself irresponsible, since he claims there is nothing else they can do to 
survive. “Of course,” he says, “I feel heartbroken (sakit hati ) and malu when 
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I know that Lidya is going out to sleep with men while I sit here. But what 
else can I do? I am sick of looking for work, and no one will hire me. We 
have to think of our daughter, and someone has to take care of her.” Efran 
first came to Batam when his older sister enticed him with stories of high 
salaries on an island of twenty-four-hour activity and constant entertain-
ment. This form of communication creates anticipation, desire, and hope. 
Without a high school diploma, however, it proved difficult to find work, 
and he was turned away at Batamindo and other factory estates since he 
lacked the proper connections. After four months he gave up and decided 
to return home, where he knew he could find work. However, upon arrival 
he learned the meaning of malu when his older brother, who had never been 
in the rantau, teased him about coming back so quickly with nothing to 
show for his time away. After only a week in the kampung Efran decided to 
return to Batam.

This situation exemplifies the feelings of entrapment that merantau 
generates: the malu that keeps Efran from returning to his home in West 
Sumatra is stronger than the malu that he feels with regard to Lidya work-
ing as a prostitute. Malu and the thoughts of home become the force that 
drives the rantau. Despite this, Efran has hopes for the future: “Once we are 
married it won’t be possible for Lidya to do this kind of work. I will defi-
nitely be the one who works. Once we have enough money (modal ), maybe 
we will return to Padang, get married, and never come back here again.” 
Efran reveals his desire to make things right again so that he, the man, will 
be the breadwinner, while Lidya is at home with the children. Once they 
are married, once they become a “family”—thereby part of the Indonesian 
nation and ready to engage directly with Islam—Lidya cannot continue to 
be a prostitute. But more important, there is the recognition that they are 
not a “family,” that they are still liar, since the money that supports them 
is from prostitution and the man has not yet become a bapak. 

In the matrilineal West Sumatran Minangkabau heartland, men are 
guests in the homes of their wives. Historically, the rantau thus became a 
space where the father gained more power than he could in the matrilineal 
heartland (Mrázek 1994, 10–11). For Efran this possibility has been closed, 
and a strange reversal has taken place. He is malu here and malu there. There 
is no space for him, except the hallway where he sits and smokes. This is the 
plight of the Indonesian migrant underclass.

Lidya claims that she wants the same things in life as Efran, but she is 
more pessimistic. “I don’t know what to do about my situation. I feel all 
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this stres but I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t want to work like this 
any longer, but how are we going to get enough money so that we can move 
to Efran’s kampung? I really want a house, kitchen, and a garden where 
our daughter can play.” Lidya’s desires are reminiscent of the representa-
tions of an ideal middle-class life so evident in Indonesian popular culture 
(Sears 1996; Brenner 1999; C. Jones 2004). The house she imagines is not 
drawn from the reality of the village where she grew up. It is an image that 
might be found in women’s magazines such as Femina or in descriptions of 
middle-class life on Indonesian television, the same image that is consumed 
by factory workers like Wati in the previous chapter. Lidya’s own relation-
ship with Efran is an aberration from this form. That they live so far from 
the ideal is clearly a source of anxiety for both of them. 

In this context it is critical to ask not what the “family” fails to do, 
but what it actually does (Ferguson 1999, chap. 5). In the Zambian Cop-
perbelt, Ferguson claims that constant reference to “the fiction of the mod-
ern family” (1999, 205) effectively obscures more basic political struggles 
between men and women and between generations. In Indonesia, however, 
the family ideal produces a gap between the underclass and middle class. 
Siegel has pointed out that in Indonesia the family is no longer a source of 
legitimacy.

At one time law inhered in the construction of the family. When the 
nation declared itself to be the source of law, the family became mere cus-
tom. The traditional family is now merely customary while the Indonesian 
family is an effect of the nation, deriving its legitimacy and its form from 
outside itself. From that perspective, the household is no longer the place 
one goes to find someone who knows how the family should operate. That 
knowledge rests with the enlightened nationalists. The family is a site of 
potential disruption. (1998, 87) 

Efran and Lidya both see their current situation—as a disrupted fam-
ily—as their own fault. The hegemonic force of the Indonesian nation 
becomes most evident through the individualization of malu, as many 
blame themselves for not living up to the ideals associated with the mid-
dle class. In fact, however, they are not only hindered by their own malu, 
but also by the economic transactions that the state demands for identity 
cards and marriage certificates, and an ideology that positions women in 
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the household and men as workers. On Batam these gender positions are 
turned on their heads in a context where women can make money far more 
easily than men. 

These gendered tensions can also take more violent forms. Efran is rela-
tively quiet compared to Lidya, who is loud and often considered obnoxious 
by others living on their floor; however, Fikri, Umar, and Tirta more often 
engage in open conflict with their girlfriends. For instance, one day when I 
came over to visit, Reni had a black eye; Tirta had once again hit her when 
she came home from Ozon on without any money with her. At the time 
Reni complained to me that Tirta “always gets mad if I come back without 
any money even though it sometimes is difficult to get a client.”

If he had any sense of responsibility (bertangungjawab), I wouldn’t have to 
work like this, but he always says that it is difficult for men to find work 
on Batam. What I really want is to be a housewife and have children, but 
if he keeps hitting me I will leave him since I am the only one making 
any money. 

Tirta, of course, had a slightly different story; he had become increasingly 
angry at Reni since she frequently came home tripping on Ecstasy but with-
out any money. However, he claimed that the first time he hit her was 
when she had actually brought a client back. Everyone else on the floor was 
shocked at this, and it made Tirta furious.

It’s bad enough that she has to work as a prostitute for us to survive, but 
she doesn’t have to make me even more malu by bringing this guy back. 
Now she also seems more interested in taking drugs than she is in making 
money. All I do is sit here and wait for her all night, and when she returns 
she is tripping and has no money! I wish that I had never come to Batam. 
I had a good job before in Medan [North Sumatra], but I just wanted too 
much and now I am stuck here. I would rather die than return home malu 
without any money. 

Both Fikri and Efran accept that their partners are selling sex. But 
Efran makes it clear that he sees a difference between looking for “clients” 
(tamu) and “guys” (cowok), the latter carrying the connotation of a boyfriend 
or romantic relationship in which pleasure is more important than the eco-

3Lin_71-152.indd   93 8/11/08   2:24:30 PM



94  :  chapter 3

nomic transaction. This distinction may be one that makes life bearable: 
the commodification of the body, and the spaces where this is allowed, are 
distinguished from personal relationships and the space of home.25

Occasionally, Lidya will bring some Ecstasy home to Efran. Whenever 
he takes it he feels happy and forgets how bored he is. “When I take Ecstasy 
in the house I feel good (sehat). All the thoughts in my head disappear, and 
my affection (sayang) toward my daughter increases. She wears me down 
(pusing) if I am not taking the drug.” Fikri, across the hall, also likes to take 
Ecstasy; he enjoys cleaning his room whenever he is on, and this helps him 
get rid of his stres. 

The bronces is a stereotype that reveals the basic contradictions in 
Batam’s cultural economy. While the bronces is identified as an aberration, 
as an Other, the figure is located at the very center of a series of tensions and 
paradoxes that are played out in everyday life on Batam. Interestingly, a 
similar kind of female figure, the perek ( perempuan eksperimentel ), or “experi-
mental girl,” who had sex “just for fun,” was widely discussed in the Jakarta 
media during the late 1980s (Murray 1991, 119–120). On Batam, how-
ever, I was frequently told that there are no perek since everyone is there to 
make money. 

It is informative to compare the different forms of exchange that the 
perek and the bronces are engaged in since they illuminate the different con-
texts of Jakarta and Batam. Perek are typically understood as well-off girls 
or women who are just looking for fun, while bronces are poor men in search 
of money. While the perek represents the anxieties of a world where cultural 
values are threatened—exchanging her body for fun, thereby challenging 
the ideal of sexual relations within the context of marriage—the bronces 
emerges in a political economy where the transformation of gender roles is 
the primary anxiety, with the man using or selling his body to the female 
breadwinner.26

These representations are of men who are socioeconomically at the bot-
tom of society and cannot live up to the official representations of masculin-
ity that identify them as reasonable (akal ) (cf. Peletz 1996). What is crucial 
to grasp is that gender representations are connected with political econ-
omy, with blame ultimately being placed on those who are most marginal-
ized. The failures of Efran and the others in this chapter to live up to the 
ideal of men as breadwinners should be understood within a similar frame-
work. None of the men that I have discussed graduated from high school, 
and few have held steady jobs. They often grow long hair and make tattoos 
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that they understand as signs of resistance to societal norms. However, for 
most other observers these signs merely suggest that they are bronces, and 
thus their resistance reinforces their marginalization (cf. Willis 1977). 

conclusion: spheres of transaction 

All forms of economic systems, Bloch and Parry have argued, “make—
indeed have to make—some ideological space within which individual 
acquisition is a legitimate and even laudable goal; but . . . such activities 
are consigned to a separate sphere which is ideologically articulated with, 
and subordinated to, a sphere of activity concerned with the cycle of long-
term reproduction” (Bloch and Parry 1989, 26; italics in original). In other 
words, reproducing the long-term order depends on individual short-term 
endeavors; more important for our purposes, the short-term order is often 
morally undetermined, in contrast to the explicit morality of the long-term 
social order. While this model can be used to understand merantau, more 
generally it is particularly obvious in the context of prostitution, in which 
becoming liar and engaging in labor that is explicitly immoral is a way of 
transgressing experiences of malu in order to reproduce a long-term moral 
order. 

Throughout this chapter, however, I have shown that it is precisely the 
distinction between the short-term and long-term that is constantly threat-
ened. Many prostitutes become liar not only as a more efficient means to 
live up to the monetary demands of merantau, but also as a way of negotiat-
ing other forms of moral boundaries. The drug Ecstasy is, I have argued, a 
critical technology in this regard. 

Most of the female prostitutes I met on Batam would agree that extra-
marital sex is sinful, but they frequently justified their actions in terms 
of responsibilities toward children and family members, often in the con-
text of an absent or divorced husband. In fact, most women I talked with 
claimed that they were divorced and had children and family members 
to whom they were sending money. To a certain degree having a child 
thus legitimates the practice of prostitution. For instance, when I first met 
Mega, a woman in her mid-twenties who mainly worked in the discos in 
Nagoya, she told me that she was divorced and had a child who was living 
with her mother on the island of Bangka. However, after I had known her 
for almost a year it became clear after a conversation with her sister that 
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she neither had a child nor had ever been married. She was noticeably malu 
as she admitted that she had lied, because she now lacked any acceptable 
moral reason for being a prostitute.

There are also clear spatial distinctions between the short term and 
the long term, which corresponds to the distinction between the devel-
oped and the liar. For instance, Sri, who has worked as a liar prostitute on 
Batam since the early 1990s and lives in a squatter community with her 
two children, was extremely embarrassed when I came to visit her once 
when she was wearing only shorts and a T-shirt. “Don’t come in! I am 
hardly dressed!” she shrieked. But I had seen her wearing a short mini-skirt 
and a revealing top many other nights; later she explained, “If you see me 
like that in the bar it’s fine, but in my own house I feel malu.” A similar 
point can be made about the fight between Tirta and Reni described above. 
Reni brought home a client, efficiently disturbing the spatial distinction 
between the long term and the short term.

This spatial distinction is dependent on what each person identifies as 
“home” and, thus, the threshold where the long-term moral order begins. 
This effectively disturbs the distinction between kampung as the space of 
long-term moral order and rantau as that of the morally undecided short-
term order. For Sri home was, in an important sense, defined by the place 
where she lived with her children. Similarly, Tirta sensed that the place 
where he lived with Reni should not be part of the short-term sphere. These 
cases make it particularly evident that people who are engaged in what the 
state identifies as liar marriages are most certainly concerned with moral 
order. 

For many women, their greatest fear is that rumors of their work as 
prostitutes will spread back to the kampung. In the rantau the kampung 
potentially reappears; this is, for instance, a source of Dewi’s malu. What 
haunts her is not primarily the violation of religious norms—“Whatever 
work I do,” she tells me, “the Lord will be just”—but rather being recog-
nized by members of her own community as abnormal, thereby destroying 
her family’s reputation. Dewi says that for her father, “malu is worse then 
death,” making explicit an emotional and moral economy that she must 
constantly respect. This is why she has become liar and refuses to localize 
herself as a prostitute. This is also why she sells fish cake on the street; it 
gives her an identity that she can present to people who do not know that 
she works as a prostitute. 

Like most other migrants on Batam, Dewi claims that when she has 
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saved enough money she will stop being a prostitute and return home 
in order to open a small shop or business. Twenty million rupiah (about 
twenty-two hundred U.S. dollars), she suggested, seemed like a reason-
able amount. But when I last saw her in 2005 this goal appeared to be 
far off, and she still did not have a bank account after more than a decade 
on Batam. What little she can save each month she sends to her parents, 
who care for her children. Without this money she cannot return home, 
since she has to prove to her parents and to people in her village that she 
can succeed in the rantau. This malu, she tells me, is more powerful than 
the malu she experiences as a prostitute. This is the emotional double-bind 
that places Dewi and many other migrants on Batam in a perpetual state of 
liminality—a liminality that positions them in the underclass, outside the 
promises of development. 
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Fantasy Island

It is Friday night and Andi is taking his weekly forty-minute 
ferry ride from the World Trade Center in Singapore across the border 
to the Indonesian island of Batam. He has just gotten off work at one of 
Singapore’s docks, where he loads containers that will be shipped around 
the world. Upon arrival and after passing through immigration and cus-
toms, Andi is surrounded by calos (touts), but in the crowd he quickly finds 
his usual taxi driver, who takes him straight to the main town of Nagoya, 
where Sri, his Indonesian girlfriend, is waiting for him. Andi has rented a 
room for Sri in a three-story ruko building, which is at the higher end of 
the scale in terms of price and quality, with solid walls and clean, white 
tile floors. The room is simply furnished with a king-size mattress, a small 
plastic table, a television set, a refrigerator, and a few posters of Sri’s favor-
ite Indonesian pop stars on the wall.

Andi used to travel to the Malaysian border town of Johor, which has 
provided opportunities for similar forms of excursions in the past. Increas-
ing prices, overcrowding, and the Malaysian state’s regulation of “sin,” 
however, have made Batam and neighboring islands a new frontier for pros-
titution and drug use. These days Andi comes to Batam once or twice a 
week and stays as long as he can, whether a couple days or only a few hours. 
Often he just spends time in the small room he rents for Sri, watching TV 
and chatting with other people on the same floor, among them a Chinese 
Singaporean man who occasionally visits his mistress. 

On this particular evening Andi showers and takes Sri out for din-
ner at one of the town’s many food courts, packed with Singaporeans who 
have come to Batam for the weekend. His Manchester United soccer jersey, 
baggy jeans, and red Adidas shoes mark him as Singaporean. Just before 
midnight they take a taxi to Ozon, where they consume Ecstasy together. 
Andi usually has Sri buy the drug for him and they split one pill between 
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them. He doesn’t approach the dealers himself. “I like for it to be placed in 
my hand so that I can just put in my mouth.”

On Batam Andi experiences, as he puts it, “total enjoyment,” which 
means “doing Ecstasy, listening to good music, and having a woman,” all 
of which would be more expensive and dangerous in Singapore. Batam, he 
says, “is like fantasy, Fantasy Island, while Singapore is like reality.” Tak-
ing Ecstasy in particular allows him to forget about the pressures of every-
day life in Singapore and to avoid thinking about the future. “Ecstasy,” he 
tells me, “clears my head of all the stress that I feel at home.”

This chapter shifts attention away from Indonesian migrants who come 
to Batam in search of a better life, and toward transitory Singaporean men 
such as Andi.1 As Singapore has become increasingly prosperous in relation 
to neighboring countries, a growing number of its citizens can both afford 
and desire to leave the country as tourists. They do not have to look far. 
The Growth Triangle includes an efficient transportation infrastructure, as 
ferries run from Singapore’s World Trade Center to Batam approximately 
every fifteen minutes between 7:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m. The number of 
tourists, the majority of them Singaporeans staying only a day or two, has 
increased dramatically since 1990, making Batam the third most popular 
tourist destination in Indonesia. 

A billboard advertisement for Southlinks Country Club. Photo by author.
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Lonely Planet’s widely read guidebook to Indonesia recommends to 
its largely Western readership that “there is no reason to pause [on Batam] 
longer than it takes to catch a boat out” (P. Turner 2000, 602). But Singa-
poreans such as Andi do not read such books. They learn from friends and 
acquaintances. If they do read about Batam, it is on low-tech Internet sites 
such as the Batam/Riau Entertainment Update,2 where one can ask advice 
about how to deal with prostitutes and avoid scams (Lindquist 2008). Their 
movement is typically concentrated not to places of formal tourist develop-
ment, but rather in the spaces and relationships that the Indonesian state 
identify as liar, or “wild,” “undomesticated,” “unlicensed.” Andi, who is in 
his late twenties, has a liar relationship with an Indonesian woman; Sulei-
man and Ibrahim, two men in their mid-twenties, come to Batam nearly 
every week to take Ecstasy at Ozon; Pak Haji, a retired customs officer, has 
chosen to live in a liar squatter community on Batam because it reminds 
him of the Singapore of his youth. 

The stories in this chapter are all of ethnically Malay working-class 
men, increasingly marginalized in Singapore but who experience a cultural, 
linguistic, and religious connection with Batam and other islands in the 
Riau Archipelago. (“You know,” Pak Haji told me, “Singapore and Batam 
used to be the land of the Malays [Taman Melayu]. I have more right to be 
here than all the migrants on Batam!”) Some might call them “post-tour-
ists” (Rojek 1993, 133–134; Lash and Urry 1994, 274), these men who 
travel to Batam to escape, at least temporarily, from what is experienced as 
an overly regulated and expensive society. The transformation of Singapore 
has not only led to intensifying alienation, but also the means of more easily 
crossing the border to Batam, which offers a “Malay” environment beyond 
the Singapore theme parks.3 Like the Indonesian migrants I have discussed 
in previous chapters, the meaning of these men’s mobility can be described 
in terms of emotion, namely the displacement of the “stress” that Andi 
associates with everyday life in Singapore.

This chapter uses these men and their engagements with the liar as an 
ethnographic vantage point from where it becomes possible to offer new 
kinds perspectives on Singapore, Batam, and the Growth Triangle. More 
directly, conceptualizing the liar from the perspective of the Singaporean 
tourist highlights the multiplicity and overlapping forms of life that char-
acterize contemporary forms of globalization (cf. Hardt and Negri 2004, 
126–127). The liar is not to be located outside of, but rather should be con-
ceptualized as an integral part of, the organization of development, capital-
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ism, and modernity. As should be evident from the preceding chapters, the 
squatter housing, prostitution, and tourism with which I am concerned in 
this book can by no means be excluded from these processes. The modernist 
attempt to develop Batam, or any place for that matter, through processes 
of “state simplification” (Scott 1998) inevitably creates “disorder,” the liar 
being the form that is specific to Batam. 

By replacing Aihwa Ong’s (1999, 2003) “flexible citizen”—the model 
citizen of the Growth Triangle, best represented by the middle-class Sin-
gaporean manager who works at the Batamindo Industrial Park (chap. 
2)—with working-class “flexible tourists” such as Andi, I continue to prob-
lematize the standard story of Singapore as a global city and Batam as an 
offshore site for post-Fordist capitalism. Instead, I consider the global city 
from its periphery, through the stories of working-class men who experi-
ence marginalization in Singapore and who gain new forms of power and 
agency on Batam not through the formal processes of offshore capitalism, 
but through the possibilities of the liar. 

organizing modernity, creating difference

Rem Koolhaas (1998) has described Singapore as a “Petri dish” reflect-
ing a “pure ecology of the contemporary.” In this spirit, the radical trans-
formation of Singapore’s built environment during the last thirty years has 
been matched by a carefully engineered effort to produce a national cultural 
identity. In an explicit attempt to downplay the racial differences between 
the Chinese majority and the Indian and Malay minorities following the 
race riots of the 1950s and 1960s, “industrial modernity” became the meta-
narrative of Singaporean development during the early years of Lee Kuan 
Yew and the People’s Action Party (PAP), eventually being replaced by a 
discourse of “Asian values” in the 1990s (C. J. Wee 1996, 501; 1997, 84). 

In forming a discourse of “Asian values,” the PAP has explicitly 
attempted to promote “communitarian” values identified as “Asian,” in 
direct juxtaposition to “Western” liberalism and the social ills associated 
with it: unemployment, divorce, drug use, and a weak work ethic, to name 
a few. Singapore’s three official Asian cultural traditions—Chinese, Malay, 
and Indian—share a set of “values” in which collective welfare takes pre-
cedence over individual rights (e.g., Chua 1997).4 The fundamental differ-
ence between “Asia” and the “West” in this context is the primacy of the 
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family vis-à-vis the individual in Eastern societies (C. J. Wee 1997, 80). 
As in Indonesia, this “family” is explicitly patriarchal and has even been 
referred to as a “state fatherhood” (Heng and Devan 1995). “Asian values” 
are not merely produced through discourse, however, but are also imple-
mented through a series of techniques, ranging from the creation of public 
housing as a tool for ethnic integration (Tremewan 1994), to offering cash 
awards to middle-class women as incentives to have more children (Heng 
and Devan 1995); from the use of caning as punishment for crimes such as 
vandalism (Tay 1997), to stiff jail sentences for the consumption of illegal 
drugs (e.g., Straits Times, November 16, 1999). 

Noting that “almost all of Singapore is less than 30 years old,” Kool-
haas argues that “the city represents the ideological production of the past 
three decades in its pure form, uncontaminated by surviving contextual 
remnants. It is managed by a regime that has excluded randomness: even its 
nature is entirely remade. It is pure intention: if there is chaos it is authored 
chaos; if it is ugly, it is designed ugliness; if it is absurd, it is willed absur-
dity” (1998, 1011; italics in original). The form of urban planning and 
public policy described by Koolhaas has been constituted in tandem with 
the transformation of Singapore from a chaotic but dynamic city character-
ized by widespread poverty into a financial hub with an extensive system of 
social welfare with low rates of unemployment (see chap. 1). 

“Asian values” identifies a particular model citizen who will function 
efficiently within Singapore’s “Next Lap,” with its intensifying focus on 
higher education and skilled labor in the context of contemporary forms 
of global capitalism (A. Ong 1999; C. J. Wee 1996). But as unskilled 
migrants are brought into the country and factories are relocated through-
out East and Southeast Asia, members of the Singaporean working class 
become—and experience themselves as—increasingly peripheral to the 
trans formation of the economy and society (e.g., Rodan 1997, 165).  Ethnic 
Malays, who make up 14 percent of Singapore’s population, have been par-
ticularly affected in this process: doubly marginalized, culturally in rela-
tion to the dominant Chinese, and economically in relation to the forms 
of inequality that become prevalent in the new economy (Rahim 1998). In 
this process there has been an increasingly explicit politics of distinction. 
In a National Day Rally speech, for instance, the Singaporean prime min-
ister claimed that the nation could be divided into elite “cosmopolitans” 
and working-class “heartlanders,” the bus drivers and factory workers who 
populate the city’s public housing estates (Chua 2003, 8). 
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More specifically, this has led many working-class Singaporean men 
to experience a particular crisis of masculinity—recognizable globally in 
this era of “millenial capitalism” (cf. Comaroff and Comaroff 2000)—as 
their decreasing economic power has affected their status as breadwinners 
within the Singaporean family. Andi, for instance, tells me that “in Sin-
gapore women won’t even look at me. They can sense that I don’t have 
a future.” However, the shifts in the Singaporean economy that have led 
to the constitution of a discourse of Asian values and the demand for new 
international frontiers have also literally—some might claim ironically—
created the space and incentive for the transgression of these values by the 
very men who feel oppressed by them in Singapore. 

tripping

Like Andi, whose story opened this chapter, Suleiman and Ibrahim, 
two Malay-Singaporean men in their mid-twenties, travel from Singapore 
to Batam nearly every Friday evening. Before leaving Singapore they page 
Agus, a taxi driver also in his mid-twenties from Padang in West Sumatra 
who is their chauffeur each time they come to Batam. Ibrahim claims that 
he has “become like a brother” to them and accompanies them everywhere 
they go on Batam. “When the time is right,” he says, “we plan to get him 
a passport so that he can come over and visit us in Singapore.” The border 
economy allows for the emergence of patron-client relationships that—in 
typical fashion—masquerade as kinship or friendship. Agus is waiting for 
them in the car that he rents by the month and regularly uses as a taxi. He 
takes them straight to their usual hotel in Nagoya, where they shower, 
drink a few beers, and smoke the marijuana that Agus has bought for them. 
Suleiman has his portable CD player and speakers with him, and together 
they sit and listen to music as they talk.

Suleiman and Ibrahim grew up together in neighboring apartment 
blocks in Geylang, Singapore’s predominant Malay area. Both graduated 
from high school, but neither had adequate grades or enough money to 
go on to college. For the past few years Suleiman has worked in his uncle’s 
plumbing business while Ibrahim has a temporary job at a large multina-
tional record store in the city’s main shopping area, Orchard Road. They 
both avidly follow the latest clothing and music fashions, familiar not only 
in Singapore, but also in Europe and the United States. But neither of them 
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likes to talk about their lives in Singapore when they are on Batam. In fact, 
they don’t even dare tell their parents that they travel to Batam because of 
its reputation as an “island of sin.” “Enough!” says Ibrahim when I ask him 
to elaborate on how he feels about living in Singapore. “Now we’re here, 
let’s just enjoy.” 

By 11:00 p.m. they are ready for the short drive up the hill to Ozon. 
Agus drops them at the door, and as they wait for him to park and join 
them they chat with the bouncer, who knows them by name. Once inside, 
a waiter takes them to their seats in a booth overlooking the dance floor, 
and within minutes another waiter, whom they have met on previous visits, 
approaches and tells them what kinds of Ecstasy are available. They order 
beer and Ecstasy, and within fifteen minutes of consumption the drug has 
taken effect and they start shaking their heads back and forth to the beat of 
the techno music. They smoke a marijuana cigarette in order to intensify 
the effect of the Ecstasy. Occasionally they stop to say a few words to each 
other, have a drink, or go to the toilet, but most of the time they continue 
moving their heads to the beat until early morning, past the early morning 
Muslim prayer (subuh). Later they tell me that they don’t like to hear the 
call to prayer when they leave the disco. In their movement on the island 
thus far, Ibrahim and Suleiman have been protected by middlemen from 
experiences that might threaten their engagement with pleasure. Fantasy 
remains intact. 

Suleiman rarely takes Ecstasy at nightclubs in Singapore, but if he does 
he claims that the experience is different. Since the penalties for drug use 
are stiff in Singapore and because he suspects that there are police every-
where, he has to control his body so that no one can tell that he is taking 
Ecstasy. Suleiman claims that “if you take drugs in Singapore and get into 
the music everyone will turn and look at you. There are police everywhere.” 
The specter of the state is present, affecting the bodily, phenomenological, 
and psychic experience of drug use. This is the familiar logic of Bentham’s 
panopticon, where the constant possibility of being under surveillance leads 
to self-surveillance (Foucault 2000, 58–59). 

Although it is frequently suggested that Indonesian undercover police 
officers (intel ) frequent Ozon, what makes these spaces appear relatively 
safe is that the primary interest of Indonesian state actors is to transform 
power into money, rather than law enforcement per se (cf. Barker 1999b, 
chap. 4).5 The frequent spectacles of police destroying confiscated drugs for 
the media is often viewed by the public with cynicism (1999a, 224–226). 
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Managers at discos on Batam report a steady flow of government officials 
who show up to pick up their “envelopes” (amplop). 

The Indonesian state thus appears as the very opposite of its Singapor-
ean counterpart.6 On Batam, one can expect that “envelopes” will resolve 
problems that they cannot in Singapore precisely because the state is imag-
ined as a homogeneous sovereign form. In Ozon, Suleiman can therefore let 
the drug take over his body without fearing punishment and, like Andi, 
“release” his stress. Indeed, one of the most common reasons Singaporeans 
I talked with gave for taking Ecstasy was to get rid of “stress,” which Chua 
(1995, 236) has identified as a key metaphor in relation to anxieties about 
modernization in Singapore.

These forms of self-presentation suggest that taking Ecstasy on Batam, 
a place that is not Singapore, initially releases a burden in which geographi-
cal and subjective borderlessness emerge together. In other words, while 
Ecstasy for the Indonesian women I described in the previous chapter is 
productive by displacing feelings of malu (shame or embarrassment) and 
inferiority—making women, as Lidya put it, “brave”—for Singaporean 
men Ecstasy gets rid of “stress” and the fear that one is potentially under 
state surveillance and its associated punitive effects. For many prostitutes 
and their clients the production of pleasure through drug use is of primary 
importance, and sexual and economic transactions take place later, after 
they leave the club. In a broader economic context, Ecstasy is one of the 
primary attractions of Batam; therefore, for a large number of people it 
generates revenue that stricter law enforcement would destroy. Ecstasy is 
thus functional, albeit in a fragile sense, as a lubricant that allows for the 
constitution of a gendered transnational economy. 

Carl Trocki (1990) has described how in nineteenth-century Singa-
pore opium was an instrument for controlling labor through addiction. 
In contemporary Batam, Ecstasy has a similar function as it helps create a 
zone of fantasy (in Andi’s term), thus becoming a technology for tempo-
rarily  displacing stress and easing asymmetrical relations. Unlike opium, 
which is considered “primitive,” and heroin, which is an isolationist drug, 
throughout contemporary Southeast Asia amphetamine-type stimulants 
such as Ecstasy are—as I noted in the previous chapter—generally associ-
ated with mobility, modernity, and an entrepreneurial spirit. More specifi-
cally, Ecstasy should be understood in relation to the self-conscious concern 
with pleasure associated with modern forms of consumerism (Lyttleton 
2004).  
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the limits of fantasy

When Ibrahim and Suleiman first began to travel to Batam they 
primarily had drugs in mind. “We didn’t really plan to go there to book 
women,” Ibrahim told me. “Andi and I just headed over to Batam one 
weekend to see what it was like. We wanted to do Ecstasy because we knew 
that it was cheaper and safer there than in Singapore.” They tried different 
discos before they eventually settled on Ozon. Ibrahim told me that “in the 
beginning I was sort of put off by the prostitution. There were all these 
beautiful women approaching us, but I wasn’t interested. I didn’t like the 
idea that I had to pay for sex. But then I started talking to them and one 
time this woman asked me if I would buy her some Ecstasy. She told me she 
wanted thin lady. So I thought, ‘I might as well.’”

After taking Ecstasy with her, Ibrahaim booked the woman for the 
night. This was repeated as he and Suleiman continued to return to Batam 
nearly every weekend. “It became easier and finally I didn’t even think 
about it,” Ibrahim told me. When I asked him to specify if it was the drugs 
that had made it easier, he agreed. “Yeah, you forget about things when you 
are doing Ecstasy and then once you have paid the woman, it feels differ-
ent the next time, like you already know her. Then it is easier to meet her 
again.” In other words, a  bond has been created that is not merely sustained 
by money. 

Eventually Ibrahim and Suleiman developed more extensive relation-
ships with two women for whom they rented a house on Batam. Within 
a matter of months, however, they discovered that both women were see-
ing other Singaporean men whenever they returned home. “One morning,” 
Suleiman told me, “I decided to come over to Batam spontaneously, with-
out calling first, and neither of the girls were at home. That was what first 
made me suspicious.” Since then they claim to have made a conscious deci-
sion to stay away from Indonesian women because, as Suleiman put it, “you 
cannot trust them.” Now they just come for the drugs. 

When Andi first traveled to Batam he mainly frequented a karaoke bar 
near the main port, where he would choose a woman from the “fish tank” 
and sing a few songs before booking her out for the night. Usually they 
would go to a disco to take Ecstasy and then to a hotel room for the night. 
During the first couple of years he booked a different woman each time, but 
eventually he began regularly to choose Sri, a Javanese woman in her mid-
twenties. After booking her out almost every week for a year he decided to 
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settle her debt at the bar and set her up in the rented room I described at 
the beginning of the chapter. 

Sri wants to visit him in Singapore, but Andi tries to explain to her 
that he has to maintain a separation between the two places—in his words, 
between “fantasy” and “reality.” Life in Singapore, he tells her, is much more 
boring and difficult than she imagines. Sri says that she cares about him, but 
he complains that she seems to be more interested in the money. He tests 
her sometimes by not bringing any, and this makes her angry. Once she 
threw his cell phone out the window so that it shattered on the street below; 
another time he almost left her because he found out that she had a Javanese 
boyfriend on the sly, meeting him whenever Andi was gone. 

He also doubts her history. She claims that before coming to Batam 
she had never been a prostitute, but her sexual prowess makes him believe 
otherwise. Nevertheless, Andi says he enjoys his role of being her tamu 
(guest or client) and that he might consider marrying her if he ever deter-
mines whether or not her feelings for him are true. Suggesting that he has 
accepted his own marginalization and the limits of “reality,” he claims that 
“in Singapore I am too poor, have a dead-end job, and am already too old 
to change my life.” 

For working-class Malays, Batam is in many ways a recognizable space. 
Linguistically, and to a certain degree culturally, Andi, Ibrahim, and Sulei-
man blend in. With salaries that do not get them far in Singapore—a con-
stant theme in our conversations—on Batam they can rent their own room 
or house, or stay in a hotel. On Batam these men establish relationships in 
which sex and respect are offered in exchange for money, though the basis 
for this exchange is not always recognized as such. 

The forms of pleasure that drive contemporary forms of capitalism are 
ephemeral (Appadurai 1996, 83–84). Ultimately, however, the ephemeral 
does not sustain Andi. He has become concerned with creating a life based 
on a long-term moral order not unlike those of the Indonesian men and 
women I discussed in the previous chapter. In order to move beyond the 
short-term engagements with pleasure that Ecstasy and prostitution entail, 
the formation of patron-client relationships becomes critical. Suleiman and 
Ibrahim’s relationship with Agus, the taxi driver, is one example; Andi’s 
with Sri is another. An Indonesian manager at Ozon told me, with slight 
disdain, “Most Singaporean tamu who come here are taxi drivers or some-
thing like that. Here they can be like kings, bosses. They give my staff cell 
phones and have beautiful women. Over there, they are nothing.”
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As I noted in the previous chapter, however, these relationships tend to 
be framed in terms of friendship, kinship, or romance. The ideals of freedom 
and trust upon which modern forms of romantic relationships are based and 
which come to define their authenticity are thus threatened when the eco-
nomic basis of the relationship becomes explicit. Much like the Indonesian 
migrants described in the previous chapters, and the story of Radjab in 
chapter 1, these Singaporean men thus struggle with the tensions between 
traditional and modern social forms of relationships, the latter ideally based 
on economic power and the former on ideals of romantic love and trust. 

fantasy production 

Along with the opening of industrial estates such as Batamindo, in the 
early 1990s Singaporeans rapidly moved into the Batam real estate market, 
buying houses and shop units and joining golf and country clubs. Gated 
communities such as Lucky View and country clubs such as Batam Fantasy 
Resort quickly sold out as many Singaporeans took the opportunity to buy 
houses or join clubs that they could never have afforded at home. It soon 
became clear, however, that many of the developers did not deliver what 
they had promised, with housing estates becoming ruins before they were 
even inhabited. “Dream of Batam Home Turns Sour,” read the headline of 
one article, which described how one man had invested 40,000 Singapore 
dollars (about 24,000 U.S. dollars) in a house that was never finished (Straits 
Times, July 18, 1994). Similarly, Waterfront City, the $600 million (in 
U.S. dollars) tourism project that became a $1.2 billion dollar project, met 
a similar fate. A Singapore newspaper described it in the following way in 
the early 1990s: “The new city could well be the Caribbean of the East—a 
heady mix of Florida-style resort living, Bali beach casual chic, Queensland 
Gold Coast excitement, ancient Japanese charm and Indonesian cultural 
heritage” (Quoted in Singapore Business Times, June 23–24, 1990). 

Once home to Southeast Asia’s largest indoor ski slope—fittingly 
destroyed in a fire—in its extended contemporary moment, Waterfront 
City, together with a series of housing estates and country clubs, stands 
as an expensive failure, on most days a ghost town with few visitors. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that the majority of the Singaporeans who enter 
Batam as tourists desire experiences located outside of the gated communi-
ties, country clubs, golf courses, and entertainment centers identified as 
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sites for “tourist development” within the framework of BIDA’s Master 
Plan. Just as Batam could not become like “Rotterdam,” neither could it 
successfully mimic the Caribbean. Instead, for most Singaporeans, usually 
men, it is the undisciplined “Texas” that has beckoned. But along with the 
sale of sex and drugs that many Indonesians associate with Singapore, other 
forms of life have become possible on Batam. 

modernity’s discontents 

All the new housing, accommodated in high-rises, close together, 
entirely devoid of the centrifugal vectors of modernism, obscuring both 
sky and horizon, precludes any notion of escape. In Singapore, each 
 perspective is blocked by good intentions. 

Rem Koolhaas, Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large 

I could usually find Pak Haji sitting on his porch smoking Dunhill 
cigarettes. On the dirt path leading up to the community’s mosque he 
would watch his chickens and geese wander about. Leaning back in his 
chair he would tell me, “In Singapore I could never do this, sit without a 
shirt, throw my cigarette on the ground and wait for the rain to wash it 
away, or let these chickens run around. Nothing there is authentic; every-
thing is planned.”

Pak Haji is a retired Malay Singaporean customs officer who made the 
pilgrimage to Mecca in the mid-1980s. He first came to Batam in the 
early 1990s with friends looking for business opportunities. At once disil-
lusioned by the modern lifestyle in Singapore and proud of his role in its 
success, he felt immediately at home on Batam, which seemed, as he put 
it, “like Singapore was thirty years ago.” Increasingly estranged from his 
wife and her desire to be modern and have her own career, he decided to 
marry again, this time to a Javanese woman whom he met on Batam and 
who would take care of the household and fulfill his wishes for a more “tra-
ditional” wife. In Singapore, he says, women have too many rights vis-à-vis 
their husbands. 

Unhappy in Singaporean public housing and not interested in gated 
communities, Pak Haji has built an inconspicuous house in a squatter settle-
ment for one thousand Singapore dollars, a freshwater well his only luxury 
(“in Singapore I could never even build a toilet for that kind of money”). 

3Lin_71-152.indd   109 8/11/08   2:24:32 PM



110  :  chapter 4

Unlike his neighbors, it was not economic constraints that led Pak Haji to 
choose the settlement, but rather a sense of nostalgia for the kampung life 
he remembered from his childhood in Singapore. “I am trying to regain 
something I have lost. When I was young I loved my kampung, but within 
a matter of years it was lost, wiped out by Singapore development. Now it’s 
just flats. You can’t even see the stars because of the lights.”

Many older Singaporeans have a sense of ambivalence about the success 
of development, as social life and the physical environment have been radi-
cally transformed. The main object of this discontent has been the expan-
sion of public housing, which is organized in a ring of urban satellite “new 
towns” characterized by high-rise apartment buildings. By the 1990s more 
than 80 percent of the population lived in public housing (Perry, Kong, 
and Yeoh 1997, 10).7 In this context the kampung has become one of the 
key public tropes that offers a critique of contemporary Singapore (Chua 
1995, 236). The eradication of the last kampung in 1993 was widely pub-
licized and provided a forum for commentary on the loss of community in 
Singapore (Seet 1995). In 1980 one observer wrote, “Nearly gone are . . .
the familiar atap and timber houses nestled among the lush vegetation of 
the rural districts. Instead [one] would be confronted by a horizon crowded 
with glistening high-rise blocks where the populace, their swelling pre-
cluding the horizontal spread once so much a part of their way of life, live 
in flats stacked layer upon layer” (quoted in Sequerah 1995, 186).

In his discussion of the nostalgia surrounding kampung life in Singa-
pore, Chua claims that “the central defining quality of this ‘memorialized’ 
kampung is one of a ‘relaxed’ pace of life, communitarian cooperation and 
happy days in spite of material privation” (1995, 226). The nostalgia in 
relation to this transformation of everyday life is one of the great themes 
of modernity—new flats represent anonymity while the kampung suggests 
intimacy and community. The quote from Sequerah (1995) above gives the 
“glistening” flats an almost industrial quality that is easily juxtaposed with 
the “lush vegetation” of the kampung. This form of juxtaposition is made 
equally evident as Pak Haji reflects on his own life: “On Batam my head is 
not filled with unnecessary thoughts and I don’t need a lot of money like 
I do in Singapore. Here I know all my neighbors and everyone living in 
the kampung, while in Singapore people close their doors and sit and watch 
television. In Singapore all I do is sit in my flat and feel bored.”

Since Pak Haji is the only haji in the kampung, he has also become the 
imam, the religious leader of the community, thereby gaining a sense of 
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respect that he does not have in Singapore. He complains that “Singapore 
has lost its religious feel, it is too modern. Here I can still wake to hear the 
call to prayer from the mosque.” Along with donating substantial amounts 
of money to build the local mosque, on Hari Raya, the day of celebration 
after the fasting month, he is always one of the main contributors when 
the community leaders pool money to buy goats to sacrifice in front of 
the mosque; the goats are then distributed throughout the community. In 
Singapore these forms of public sacrifice are illegal, leading many Muslim 
Singaporeans to cross the border on religious holidays.

Although Pak Haji is married to his Indonesian wife, the religious 
ceremony was not conducted under the auspices of the Indonesian or the 
Singaporean state. With more than a hint of pride, he comments that he is 
located somewhere “in between” those two governments. If he married in 
Singapore he would be charged with bigamy, and if he decided to marry 
within the framework of the Indonesian state (where bigamy is legal for 
Muslims) he would encounter other problems, primarily in the form of 
bribes. Since he comes to Batam each time on a tourist visa, he remains in 
a liminal state that he finds empowering. 

But the Indonesian authorities know that he lives there and occasion-
ally he has been called to the police station to pay bribes. According to his 
own story, one officer told him, “I don’t want to touch you because you are 
a powerful Singaporean. If I touch you I will lose my job. But this woman 
[pointing to Pak Haji’s wife, who had come along] is an Indonesian under 
my jurisdiction and could be fined for harboring a foreigner.” Smiling, he 
told me that the officer had wanted 5 million rupiah, but he bartered the 
bribe down to 1.5 million. Once again, envelopes solve problems.

Although Batam is considered dangerous for Singaporeans, Pak Haji 
claims that he is not afraid. “If I go anywhere I always dress in well-worn 
clothing and put my money in my sock so that no one will suspect that I 
am a Singaporean.” Despite the fact that his house has been burglarized he 
still feels safe in the kampung, since everyone knows him. But after I had 
gotten to know him he began to complain about the perceived jealousy in 
the area. “Some people feel that I am arrogant and others that I should not 
be an imam since I am a foreign citizen.” Still others attempt to deny him 
access to the informal village council. In response, he has waited for people 
to come to him for financial support rather than offering it himself. This 
is the way of the patron. More generally, as I noted in the previous chap-
ter, this suggests that the liar is not only a site of community formation, 
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but also potentially of moral regulation and indirect forms of state rule that 
exclude and destroy that which is foreign (cf. Siegel 2006). 

For Pak Haji, one of the many Singaporeans who lived in the kampung 
as a child, a whole series of spaces and experiences have been lost in the 
process of development. On Batam the kampung is—almost miraculously, 
it seems—rediscovered. Recalling Koolhaas’ quote at the beginning of this 
section, a “notion of escape,” or to use Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) term, a 
“line of escape,” apparently become possible through the Growth Triangle. 
Thus Pak Haji can lead a kampung life, but still return to Singapore to pick 
up his retirement check, all while enjoying the high status of an imam. All 
he has lost is the material privation of his childhood kampung, something he 
certainly can live without. The fact that the village is liar converges with 
Pak Haji’s own interests; it is this type of area that he desires, precisely as 
the state defines it, and not the gated communities that mimic Singapore. 
In Singapore everything is “too planned,” and it is the seemingly organic 
nature of change and growth in the kampung that appeals to him. For Pak 
Haji, Batam’s liar social landscape appears unauthored, thereby re-inscribing 
authority in his own life. 

These days, he goes back to Singapore only once a month to retrieve 
his pension check and supplies unavailable on Batam, as well as to visit his 
children. In the future he is planning to move to his wife’s village on Java, 
which he prefers to Batam. But for the time being Batam will do; it is very 
practical being so close to Singapore. Though presenting himself initially 
as exceedingly self-confident, he showed signs of ambivalence about his 
lifestyle after I came to know him. “Am I crazy,” he asked, “to live in this 
simple world, while Singapore is just half an hour away?”

the pleasure of inequality

In her discussion of the South China border with Hong Kong, Aihwa 
Ong (1999, 154) notes, in relation to many Hong Kong working-class men 
who have Chinese mistresses or second families across the border, that “it 
is one of the many ironies of late capitalism that premodern family forms 
and female exploitation, which the communist state had largely erased in 
the cities are being resurrected”  (see also Hobson and Heung 1998). In 
the relationship between Singapore and Batam, and in many other border 
areas that have “opened up” as capitalist frontiers, there are similar pro-
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cesses at work. Yet the skepticism that is inherent in the irony that Ong 
expresses with regard to renewed forms of exploitation demands ethno-
graphic  specificity. 

In her work on male heterosexual clients and commercial sexual 
exchange in the United States, Bernstein notes that the transformation of 
erotic life is increasingly facilitated by the marketplace. She argues that 
“what is unique to contemporary client narratives is the explicitly stated 
preference . . . for bounded intimated engagement over other forms” (2001, 
399), “a fantasy safely contained by the bestowal of payment” (402). As she 
puts it, “Clients are indeed seeking a real and reciprocal erotic connection, 
but a precisely limited one. For these men, what is (at least ideally) being 
purchased is a sexual connection that is premised upon bounded authenticity” 
(402; italics in original).

As in the United States, commercial sexual exchange in and around 
Singapore has been restructured through a changing political economy. 
But while Bernstein equates “real” with “reciprocal” and connects this to 
“authenticity,” in large parts of Southeast Asia this assumption does not 
hold, as it is based on an understanding of the person as an autonomous 
(market) actor rather than one positioned in a social hierarchy (e.g., Erring-
ton 1989). In the relationships between Indonesian women and Singapo-
rean men I have described, the ideal patriarchal relationship is one in which 
“servitude” rather than “reciprocity” is desired, thus blurring the boundar-
ies of prostitution. These types of relationships are frequently legitimized 
in the name of Islam, most notably in the case of Pak Haji, but have argu-
ably also efficiently been reworked through the discourses and policies of 
both the Indonesian and Singaporean state (Heng and Devan 1995; Sears 
1996). In Indonesia performing gendered servitude is recognizable in many 
different social contexts, through religious practice or more general patron-
client relations.8 On Batam this becomes evident in a transnational con-
text and facilitates relationships between Singaporean men and Indonesian 
women. Working-class Singaporean men are thus able to become patrons 
and potentially patriarchs, and as a result regain their masculinity. The 
“state fatherhood” that is beyond their reach in Singapore is thereby repro-
duced in a space located outside of the nation-state.

In other words, and as I suggested in the previous chapter, “pleasure” 
and “inequality” are not mutually exclusive, but quite the opposite, mutu-
ally constitutive, something that is particularly evident in Andi’s experi-
ences. Although a particular kind of inequality is displaced through Ecstasy 
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use—namely the economic transaction as the primary reason for the rela-
tionship—other forms of inequality are reconstituted through the repro-
duction of a patriarchal domestic sphere. The emergence of the Growth 
Triangle has therefore led to the possibility of reproducing the ideals of 
the Singaporean nation in a decidedly illicit and transnational form. Most 
directly, this highlights the force of the postcolonial state as the model 
of the nuclear family—fetishized in both the Indonesian and Singaporean 
nation-building projects—becomes a specter that haunts these men. That 
Ibrahim and Suleiman have stopped meeting women on Batam because 
they do not trust them merely reinforces this point. 

Pak Haji remains married to his wife in Singapore but lives with his 
second wife on Batam. This marriage is recognized by neither the Singa-
porean nor Indonesian state, but he does not consider his marriage to be 
liar, or even primarily based on economic inequality. Instead he claims his 
right to have two wives within a religious moral discourse. When Ibrahim 
and Suleiman saw clearly that their relationships with Indonesian women 
were based on economic transactions, they interpreted it as a lack of trust, 
perhaps taking fantasy too literally, or more specifically mistaking patron-
client relationships for “pure relationships” (Giddens 1991, 185–187). 
Andi appears more perceptive and recognizes his role as a tamu, the double 
meaning of which suggests domesticity and inequality. He plays with his 
position, attempting to find some proof of emotional friendship (E. Wolf 
2001, 177–179; see also chap. 3) beyond monetary exchange. However, his 
relationship with Sri is based on the fact that he can come to Batam and 
she cannot come to Singapore, the central irony of this transnational eco-
nomic zone. In other words, the freedom that he gains by coming to Batam 
depends on retaining the separation of “fantasy” and “reality,” a separation 
that is embedded in the regulation of movement between Batam and Sin-
gapore but that constantly is threatened. 

conclusion: responding to the “borderless world”

Necessarily ambiguous and oppositional in relation to “Western” indi-
vidualism, Asian values and many related techniques function both as a way 
to discipline or manage the Singaporean population in the face of globaliza-
tion and as a way to position it as a part of the Asian economy, especially 
in juxtaposition to Western capitalism. Aihwa Ong (1999, 201) has used 
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the phrase “The Caring Society” to describe the form of governance that 
characterizes contemporary Singapore, thereby claiming particular pastoral 
forms of power whereby care rather than repression characterizes political 
relationships. She writes that “the cultural idiom of Asian values is invoked 
for its familiar ‘traditional’ appeal to articulate discourses and categories 
that regulate society while culturally authenticating policies that produce 
the social conditions desired by global business” (1999, 202). C. J. Wee 
(1996, 508) further points out that there is a constant attempt to position 
Singapore as “Asian” in order to locate it at the geographical center. In 
economic terms Batam is clearly part of the “Asia” that is imagined, with 
Singapore as the regional hub. However, in relation to the “discipline and 
efficiency” that Wee and Ong argue the Singaporean government wishes to 
instill in its citizens, the border of the state presents itself as the limit for 
this form of power and, in extension, as a potential problem in disciplining 
these citizens. 

Since the early 1990s reports of Singaporean men “secretly taking 
second wives” on Batam have become common in the popular press. One 
article reports an Indonesian woman saying that she would marry an older 
Singaporean man so that she could live a “life of luxury” (Straits Times, July 
7, 1991). In one of many articles published about Batam during the last 
decade in the Singaporean women’s magazine Her World—similar in style 
to Cosmopolitan—a feature article titled “How Much for This Girl?” warns 
that on Batam there are “virgins on sale” (August 2004). Another high-
profile article in the Straits Times ( January 3, 1999) discusses the recent 
increase in the number of Singaporeans, particularly men, marrying for-
eigners. This is conceptualized as a negative effect of globalization and the 
growing ease with which Singaporeans can leave the country. The changing 
economy is presented not only as an opportunity, but also as a threat to the 
Singaporean family. But there have been responses.

At the end of 1999 a conspicuous story on the front page of Singa-
pore’s major daily newspaper recounted how two young Singaporeans who 
had been studying in Australia were tested for drug use at Changi Airport 
(Straits Times, November 16, 1999). Their urine samples showed traces 
of marijuana use during the previous month, and both were sentenced to 
two years in prison. In July 1998 the Misuse of Drugs Act was amended 
to allow the Central Narcotics Bureau (CNB) to charge Singaporeans and 
permanent residents who test positive for drug use upon returning to the 
country. Previously, those who tested positive only could be referred to a 
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clinic, but after the law was passed the maximum penalty was changed to 
ten years in prison and a fine of twenty-thousand Singapore dollars. By 
November of the same year sixty people had been charged and twenty cases 
were pending. As the assistant director of the CNB put it at the time, 
“Those people who thought that they could get away with abusing drugs 
overseas have to think again” (Straits Times, November 8, 1998).

Since the mid-1990s the specter of HIV/AIDS has become a source of 
anxiety for the Singaporean government. Increasingly, public interventions 
such as advertising campaigns have been initiated,9 and, in a more sensa-
tionalist style, men who test HIV positive after giving blood have been 
imprisoned, with their names and photographs published in the newspa-
per.10 Official figures show that the main source of HIV infection is trav-
eling men, infected outside of Singapore. In response, a law was passed 
making HIV tests compulsory for all foreigners workers11—significantly, 
on the same day as stiffer penalties for illegally smuggling migrants into 
the country.

The Singaporean government has thus extended its legal jurisdiction 
beyond national borders. It would appear that the increasing ease with 
which Singaporean citizens can leave the country is matched by an increas-
ing unease on the government’s part concerning people’s activities abroad.12 
Through the media, the new drug laws have affected Suleiman and Ibra-
him, who were worried that they would be stopped at the border. In fact, 
six months after I first met them they stopped coming. I could only suspect 
that fear was the primary reason.

Andi, Ibrahim, Suleiman, and Pak Haji’s stories could be told from 
the perspective of marginalization. The liar and “not-yet-developed” spaces 
and relationships on Batam—as the Indonesian state defines them—appear 
to create an escape from Asian values, exposing them as contested and con-
tradictory. A different reading of these stories and the Singaporean version 
of Asian values suggests that Batam is a place where the ideals of patriarchy 
and male dominance are played out more efficiently than in Singapore.13 
More generally, these men’s engagements with the liar are not disordered, 
but often deeply concerned with reproducing a moral order. It is significant 
that for Andi, in particular, this morality has a national form that is played 
out in a transnational context, suggesting both the force and limits of the 
postcolonial nation-state. This is an ideal of the nation that exceeds the 
geographical boundaries of the state. From this perspective, the premodern 
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family form that Ong sees in the Chinese borderlands in fact appears to be 
located at the very center of the struggle to be modern.

Whatever perspective one prefers, it is clear that Batam has become a 
transnational alternative to Singapore, which is now “too modern” and “too 
organized.” Through this process, new forms of “comparative advantages” 
emerge, which neither Singapore nor BIDA have planned for, where liar 
spaces are re-imagined by Singaporean men as free of state control or as 
located in an idealized historical past. The failure of Batam to become “like 
Singapore” has allowed Pak Haji to become part of an environment and 
community that is “just like Singapore thirty years ago,” thereby creating a 
space where he can deal with his own disenchantment with particular forms 
of modernity and development, but within a safe distance of Singapore. 
Not only is it like the kampung of his youth, but his wife on Batam does not 
embody the negative characteristics of modernity that his wife in Singapore 
does. In this context, the temporality the BIDA associates with the liar, the 
“not yet” (belum), is reframed in terms of nostalgia.

Marginal places are often constituted as the social Other in relation to 
dominant cultural discourses (Shields 1991). These places are, however, by 
no means static; instead, they have their own histories of transformation. 
In relation to Singaporean public culture, Batam has not only become part 
of an abstract industrial hinterland, but also has emerged as an “island of 
sin,” a site of transgression for men in search of pleasure. As Hetherington 
(1997) reminds us, however, these transgressions are not “orderless,” but 
must be understood in relation to processes of alternative ordering. In this 
particular case, this ordering is characterized by the convergence of the 
desires and newfound economic power of Singaporean men and the econo-
mies that have emerged in the “regulatory fractures” (Sassen 2000, 220) or 
“interstitial structures” (E. Wolf 2001, 167–168) of the Growth Triangle.     
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5 Revolving Doors 
of Dispossession

Lina grew up in a village in South Sumatra, a few hours’ drive 
from the city of Palembang. The daughter of impoverished farmers, she 
received only a few years of schooling and, at the age of fifteen, following 
her parents’ prompting, was married to a man twice her age. Lina moved 
with him to Palembang, but the marriage ended a couple of years later. 
Unwilling to return home with nothing and still angry with her parents, 
she found a job cleaning in a hotel and a year later married a man of her own 
choosing. They had two children before the marriage ended in divorce in 
1996. Lina complained that he never worked and was often gone all night, 
drinking, gambling, and seeing other women. Lacking skills, she was anx-
ious about finding a job that would help support her children and herself. 

Through a friend she was introduced to a man looking for women 
to work as maids in Malaysia. “Think of your children,” he told her. “In 
Malaysia you can make much more than you ever could here. Don’t worry 
about paying for the trip. That will be taken care of.” Lina could tell that he 
was a preman (thug) and that he was most likely untrustworthy. However, 
knowing that she had little or no chance of finding a job that would sup-
port her, much less her children, she quickly agreed, left her children with 
her mother-in-law, and promised to send money as soon as she received 
her first salary. The man brought her to an agent in the Sumatran city of 
Pekanbaru, where she was placed in a house with other women who were 
being sent to Malaysia. After one month Lina left for Peninsular Malaysia 
on a ferry from the Sumatran port of Dumai with her agent and twelve 
other women. During the first three months, she was told, her whole salary 
would be deducted in order to pay off her trip, her passport, and the fees 
of the first middleman who had brought her to the agent. Throughout the 
journey her passport remained in the hands of the middleman. 

Upon arrival in the city of Malacca, Lina was placed with an ethnic Chi-
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nese family with six children. For two years she worked every day from 5:00 
a.m. until 10:00 p.m. without getting a single day off. She was allowed 
beyond the grounds of the house only every other Sunday, when she would 
join the family on a trip to the market. During these two years she never 
received a salary. Instead Lina’s employer promised her a lump sum when 
she returned to Indonesia at the end of her contract; that way, he told her, 
she would not waste it. While Lina claimed that her boss treated her well, 
his wife would often call her “pig” (babi ) and give her pork to eat, knowing 
that she was a Muslim. Isolated, she had nowhere to turn. 

One day in June 1998, when Lina was taking out the trash, she saw a 
police officer outside on the street whom she recognized as an acquaintance 
of her boss. He asked her to come along to the nearby police station, where 
she was told that they had to get in touch with the agent who had brought 
her to Malaysia and that she would be sent back to Indonesia. When she 
complained that she had not received a salary for the past two years, the 
officer told her that she had to wait to talk with the agent. She was put 
in jail for a few days before being taken to one of the detention camps 
where thousands of Indonesians were waiting to be deported. Lina had been 
caught in the Malaysian government’s Operation Go Away, and although 
she had entered the country with a passport, it was still with her agent, and 
she never saw it again.1 In order to make more money, Lina’s agent had 
probably never processed a work permit for her, and she was therefore in 
the country on a tourist visa working illegally. In spite of his negligence, it 
was Lina who suffered the consequences. However, what outraged her most 
was the suspicion that her boss had set her up in order to avoid having to 
pay the money that he owed her.

Lina spent two weeks in the detention camp before she was deported 
to Dumai, the same port from where she had left Indonesia. Upon hearing 
her story, one of her co-passengers took pity on her and brought her along 
to Batam, where he said it would be easy to find work. Without any money 
and with nothing to show from her two years in Malaysia, Lina was malu to 
return home and decided to go along with him. As she put it, “People will 
ask, ‘You have been gone for years. Where have you been? Where did you 
work? What do you have to show for it?’”

The man brought Lina to Nagoya, where he left her on her own in a 
dingy hotel area, a center for both prostitution and Indonesians moving in 
and out of Singapore and Malaysia. Within a few days the money Lina had 
been given was gone and she was already in debt for her hotel room. “I was 
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already out of money and I saw that selling myself ( jual diri ) was the only 
way to survive. So, there was this guy who liked me and I went with him 
and he paid me.” 

I first met Lina in June 1998 along the strip of hotels and warungs (food 
stalls) where she was staying. I found that it was a place where it was easy to 
meet people moving across the border. When I last saw her in August 1999 
she was still in the same place, trying to make money as a liar prostitute, 
still talking of returning home. Waiting in the lobby of her hotel room for 
clients by day or searching for them in the discos around town by night, 
she was making enough to survive. A year later, when I returned again, I 
learned she had gone back to Malaysia with her boyfriend and a passport 
in hand.

moving beyond the “borderless world” 

The aim of this chapter is to write an ethnography of eviction that high-
lights the ambiguous position of Indonesian migrant labor in the Growth 
Triangle. More specifically, Lina’s story highlights not only a process of 
eviction, but also a kind of revolving door of accruing dispossession. This 
suggests that the position of Indonesian migrant labor in the Growth Tri-
angle should be located at the historically contingent intersections between 
state regimes of deportation, a gendered transnational labor market, and 
the emotional economy that keeps migrants on the move.

The fact that these national borders are regulated, not closed, makes 
the position of Indonesian labor more complicated than might first appear. 
First, migrant mobility in the context of state regulation is made possi-
ble by an “immigration industry” (Wong 2005) that cuts through “legal” 
and “illegal” forms of labor and is constituted through various forms of 
middlemen and documents—most notably passports—that both facili-
tate and constrain mobility. Second, both Malaysia and Singapore depend 
heavily on “illegal” Indonesian men who work for low wages in industries 
such as construction and plantation agriculture (in Malaysia). Identifying 
migrants as “illegal” is a form of de-legitimation that allows the “host” 
country to deport them without acknowledging any rights or entitlements 
(e.g., Sassen 1998; De Genova 2002). The regular cycles of amnesties and 
mass deportations in Malaysia and Singapore, which have tended to coincide 
with periods of crisis, makes this particularly clear. Third, a large number 
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of the “legal” workers crossing the border are women who work as maids for 
the rapidly expanding middle classes in Malaysia and Singapore. Through 
the 1990s and the first years of the 2000s the distinction between “legal” 
and “illegal” migrants in the context of unskilled Indonesian labor migra-
tion increasingly became a gendered one. This has not, however, necessarily 
offered women a more livable situation, as Lina’s story illustrates. Instead, 
it has merely guaranteed a regular flow of maids to Malaysia and Singapore. 
Maids, in fact, have lower salaries and are more isolated than many of the 
illegal male laborers, who often live and work with others in the same situa-
tion. Fourth, as Lina’s story shows, there is a form of transnational exchange-
ability of female labor within (and beyond) the Growth Triangle. These are 
the gendered dynamics of inequality that have emerged in this transnational 
space, which position factory and sex workers on one side of the border and 
maids on the other. The formal and informal outsourcing of brothels and 
factories to the Indonesian side of the border has been matched by the dra-
matic increase in maids in Malaysian and Singaporean homes in the context 
of an emerging “care deficit” (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002).

Lina’s story allows us to consider these groups together, not only as a 
gendered system of transnational labor, but also—following from earlier 
chapters—as part of a common emotional economy in which the relation-
ship between malu and merantau is critical. More generally, taking the expe-
riences of migrants seriously, and situating them historically, illustrates 
how state strategies and migrant tactics form part of an interconnected 
system that keeps people on the move in the borderlands (cf. De Certeau 
1988). 

historicizing border control

As I described in chapter 1, at the turn of the twentieth century Singa-
pore straddled the geographical boundary between the Dutch and English 
colonial empires. In terms of economic influence, however, it transgressed 
these boundaries as an entrepôt for colonial trade between China and India, 
and as a center of capitalist expansion as the production of tin and rubber 
fueled the industrial revolution in Europe and the United States. While 
Chinese and Indian migrant labor dramatically transformed Singapore into 
a frontier town and its surrounding regions—including Peninsular Malay-
sia and Riau—into sites of capitalist extraction, migrants from the Dutch 
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East Indies (contemporary Indonesia) found work as smallholders and mer-
chants or worked as coolies on the Dutch side of the border in Riau.

Stricter immigration regulations were first enforced by the British 
colonial government during the world depression in the early 1930s, but 
it was first after independence in 1957 that the politics of nation building 
virtually stopped Chinese and Indian migration, while the flow of migrants 
from Indonesia slowed considerably (Spaan, van Naerssen, and Koh 2002, 
165). During Konfrontasi—the defining moment in postcolonial state for-
mation in the region—the border between Indonesia and Singapore and 
Malaysia was temporarily closed (Hugo 1993, 39). The long-term effects 
were, however, to be enduring. 

Konfrontasi affected not only mobility across the border, but also 
much of the trade between Batam and neighboring islands and Singapore. 
Fishermen and farmers who had bartered and sold their goods directly in 
Singapore’s markets increasingly handed over their goods to middlemen, 
signaling new forms of control over traditional trade. Beyond the transfor-
mation of economy and space, Konfrontasi also signaled emergent forms of 
citizenship in the postcolonial era. As one elderly informant on Batam told 
me, “Before they would call us the ‘island people’ (orang pulau) in Singapore 
but today we have become Indonesians (orang Indonesia). Before I would 
take my own boat to Singapore; today I need a passport.”

In the 1970s the Malaysian and Singaporean export economies expanded 
rapidly. Malaysia saw its first labor shortages in rural palm oil plantations, 
and within a decade the same trends were evident in urban areas as foreign 
workers, the majority of them Indonesian, began to fill this gap (Hugo 
1993, 39; Abella 1995, 125; Pillai 1995, 225). By 1997 estimates sug-
gested that foreign workers made up a full 20 percent of the work force 
(Pillai 1998, 264). Similar changes were evident in Singapore. After initial 
restrictions during the post-independence era, immigration controls were 
relaxed in 1968 as a result of labor shortages. As early as 1973 foreigners 
with work permits made up 13 percent of the work force; by 2000 this 
figure had reached almost 30 percent (Yeoh 2007). 

Following patterns of need and anxiety, both Singapore and Malaysia 
have frequently changed their policies toward foreign workers. In Malaysia, 
Indonesian labor has been a political issue since the recession of the mid-
1980s, but policies have lacked long-term vision, being primarily reactions 
to short-term labor shortages (S. Jones 2000, 9–28; Gurowitz 2000). In 
Singapore the government has introduced levies for hiring and an explicit 
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hierarchy that offers incentives to skilled workers (Wong 1997, 141) 2 
while strictly regulating unskilled migration in gendered terms, granting 
the great majority of work visas to women working as domestic servants.3

Particularly since the Asian economic crisis that began in 1997, new 
regulations to control the flow of Indonesians have emerged. Punishments 
against undocumented migrants and over-stayers and increasing border 
patrols have become pervasive and are used to regulate the flow of migrants 
across the border (Hui 1998, 212; Pillai 1998, 271). In Malaysia recurring 
deportation programs have generated massive flows of Indonesians in and 
out of the country (Ford 2006). In Singapore a combination of strategies 
has been employed: raids against illegal workers and stricter punishments 
for smuggling or hiring illegals (Straits Times, July 3, 1998); sharp (though 
never official) increases in the required uang tunjuk (money to be shown 
at immigration), at times up to twelve hundred U.S. dollars; and shorter 
visas and outright denial of entry. Videos on ferries from Batam and Bintan 
showed police raiding worksites in Singapore (Straits Times, June 5, 1998); 
flyers and articles handed out at the World Trade Center pictured illegal 
workers being arrested. In the Singapore press, articles asked if the city-
state would witness a similar form of “exodus” as during the 1970s, when 
many Vietnamese refugees arrived (Straits Times, March 28, 1998). 

The intensifying regulation of Indonesians across the border, as well 
as in Malaysia and Singapore, has led to the emergence of “illegality” as a 
problem, much as the liar has emerged as an effect of “development” on 
Batam.4 But illegality is also productive as a system of regulation, a kind 
of “revolving door (Heyman 1998; De Genova 2002, 237), that allows the 
state to deport (and then re-import) migrants at historical moments that 
are deemed appropriate. Thus while Singaporean managers who commute 
to Batam daily have exchanged their passports for “smart cards,” 5 which 
reduce the time “wasted” in immigration, for Indonesian migrants who 
attempt to enter Malaysia and Singapore time is not money, but rather an 
opportunity that must be seized in order to cross the border (cf. De Certeau 
1988, xix). 

border knowledge

In the 1990s Batam became a favorite exit point for Indonesians 
attempting to enter Malaysia and Singapore, in part because of the island’s 
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proximity, but also because Riau province passport holders who leave from 
Batam are exempt from paying the exit tax that is compulsory for all other 
Indonesian citizens and residents (see chap. 1).6 This has created a lucrative 
economy—it is common knowledge that for an extra fee immigration offi-
cers around the archipelago will provide a Riau passport under any name. 
Acquiring a passport is therefore more a matter of economic exchange, 
which allows the bearer to be identified as a person who has the right to 
cross the border, than a sign of an inherent identity (cf. Das and Poole 2004, 
15). In this economy middlemen (calos), who facilitate access to bureaucratic 
oknums (bureaucrats who exercise discretion in their line of duty to bend 
rules) and orang dalam (bureaucratic insiders), become key actors. 

“The contours of citizenship,” Aihwa Ong (1999, 120) has noted, “are 
represented by the passport—the regulatory instrument of residence, travel 
and belonging.” It is, similarly, “perhaps, the most important symbol of 
the nation-state system” (O’Byrne 2001, 403; italics in original). The pass-
port describes a history of cross-border movement and allows immigration 
officers to make qualified guesses about whether or not a person has been 
working “illegally.” For instance, many of my informants who worked in 
Singapore would get a two-week tourist visa the first time they entered the 
country. After their time was up they would go passing 7 to Malaysia for a day 
before heading back to Singapore, where their visa was renewed on arrival. 
In the early 1990s they generally faced few problems, but by the mid-1990s 
Indonesians would see their renewed visas decline from two weeks, to ten 
days, to a week, and so on, until they were often denied entry.

The narrative of travel that is inscribed in the passport can, however—
to a certain degree, at least—be formulated by its holder. With enough 
money one can acquire multiple Indonesian passports with different iden-
tities, thereby creating a kind of inverse and illicit form of “flexible citi-
zenship” that Aihwa Ong (1999) attributes to elite dual-passport hold-
ers. Other well-known tactics aim at the immigration officer’s interpretive 
ability. Anwar, a thirty-five-year-old Acehnese man, claims that “you have 
to take care of your passport so that it is clean (bersih). It is crucial to avoid 
passing to other countries to renew your visa.” Several common techniques 
keep the passport “clean”: leave before the visa has expired, wait several 
weeks before crossing the border again, or carry several different passports. 
Sofi, a twenty-eight-year-old woman from North Sumatra who frequently 
entered Singapore to work as a prostitute, was refused entry on occasion 
and decided to bring her passport to a dukun (traditional healer) on Batam. 
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She claimed that his prayers helped her pass through immigration the next 
time she crossed to Singapore.  

However, the passport is only the first step in entering Malaysia or Sin-
gapore legally. It is also considered important to choose the proper immi-
gration officer: one who is Malay, because they are ethnically the “same,” 
or ethnic Chinese, because they are considered “honest,” while an ethnic 
Indian is to be avoided at all costs, because they appear more foreign and 
therefore unpredictable. By talking with other Indonesians moving in and 
out of Singapore, it becomes possible to piece together which immigration 
officers are working at particular times and who is considered particularly 
easygoing. The problem of uang tunjuk, of having money to show immigra-
tion officers, is resolved by renting money either on Batam or on the actual 
ferry to Singapore or Malaysia. The money is then returned to someone who 
is waiting outside the immigration post on the other side. The amount 
rented depends on what is generally considered the going rate for getting 
into the country.8 

Johny, an ethnic Chinese from the island of Bintan who had been liv-
ing on Batam since he was a teenager, argued that having the formal docu-
ments was only the first step in passing through immigration. Perform-
ing in the correct manner appears crucial, since even someone carrying a 
passport and enough money can be refused entry. Johny always wears a 
jacket with a tie and carries a briefcase and speaks only English, telling the 
immigration officer that he is on his way to a business meeting. He admit-
ted that it was easier for ethnic Chinese to enter, but this had not prevented 
him from being refused entry on a couple of occasions. The reason for those 
failures, he suspected, was that he had been rather sloppily dressed. But 
some considered the tie and jacket a bad tactic. Another informant told 
me that he would often see men wearing ties and jackets, although it was 
obvious that they did not usually wear them. “The tie says that they want 
to go to a meeting, but their faces want to work construction. It doesn’t fit 
(tidak cocok).”

Women who enter Singapore or Malaysia to work as prostitutes often 
wear a jilbab. Many argue, however, that this tactic is now so common that 
it does more harm than good. Sari, for instance, who traveled to Malaysia 
from Batam for more than five years, revealed that an immigration officer, 
suspecting that her jilbab was a facade and that she might be a prostitute, 
asked her, “I see that you are covered on top, but are you open from the 
bottom?” But in this case the officer let her through, as he could correctly 
identify the stereotype, but not her intentions.
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Lina has realized, however, that the jilbab does not actually fit any of 
the official identities of the Growth Triangle. Despite its modernity, it 
reads as “tradition” and is thus located outside the market-driven economic 
zone. Instead she carries a cell phone and dresses like a businesswoman. 
Mega, a woman we met in chapter 3, said she had once been refused entry 
into Singapore even though she was carrying twelve hundred dollars. She 
believed that because she was wearing nail polish the officer suspected she 
was a prostitute. When we talked about it with a few of her friends, most 
of them agreed. 

The Indonesian who performs for immigration officers does so in order 
to be identified as someone who should be allowed to cross the border as an 
official member of the Growth Triangle: the “businessman” who travels to 
Singapore for a meeting or the “tourist” who carries one thousand Singa-
pore dollars to purchase goods unavailable in Indonesia. The more ambigu-
ous woman wearing the jilbab presents a stereotypical religious identity 
that could not possibly be involved in “illegal” activities, but is positioned 
outside of the market-driven economy. 

The local (yet transnational) forms of knowledges and sensibilities 
outlined above, which, like the global economy are constantly changing, 
are learned from friends or acquaintances and acquired through practice. 
These forms of performance should be understood in relation to those that 
I discussed in chapters 2 and 3, the “pious female factory worker” and the 
“female prostitute.” In these cases ambiguous identities are to be avoided at 
all costs, and acting as though one belongs is crucial. Through experiences 
and discussions a number of ideal figures of border crossing are constituted, 
only to run the risk of collapsing as “performance” in the eyes of the officer. 
As we shall see later in the chapter, the failure to perform identities cor-
rectly can end violently, usually at the hands of the state.

Here it is helpful to recall De Certeau’s (1988, xix) distinction between 
“strategy” and “tactic.” In the case of border crossings, state strategies 
aim to circumscribe and control space, while migrant tactics depend on 
opportunities—on time and trickery—as they do not have a proper place. 
Thus the tactics of Indonesian migrants in the Growth Triangle appear 
as responses to state strategies that aim to regulate the environment at its 
disposal. The Indonesian migrant produces himself or herself as a tacti-
cian who moves through space and boundaries that are restricted but never 
closed. As the Malaysian and Singaporean states increasingly regulate their 
territorial borders and identify the individuals inside those borders as “citi-
zens” or “noncitizens,” as “legal” or “illegal,” the Indonesian migrant must 
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either play by the “proper” rules, which as we shall see are often not avail-
able or worth waiting for, or “seize the moment.” 9

Passing through immigration becomes a kind of game. As Irwan, a 
man in his mid-thirties from South Sumatra, put it, “The immigration 
officers have knowledge about psychology (ilmu psikologi ), so you have to 
be able to beat them at their game.” Having a feel for the game, however, 
also means taking it seriously and believing that one’s actions can have an 
effect on the world. 

But while the ability to pass through immigration can be read as a 
sign of successful tactics, it would also be underestimating the abilities 
of Malaysian and Singaporean immigration officers to claim that they are 
incapable of reading these signs.10 From this perspective it is important to 
ask if the Indonesian who is crossing the border is not in fact “seizing the 
moment,” but rather is being “given a place” by the Singaporean state that 
only appears to be an effect of the Indonesian’s own tactics and deception. 
This is recognized by some Indonesians. As Handoyo, originally from the 
island of Lombok and a resident of Batam for ten years, argued, “It doesn’t 
matter what we do. The immigration officials already know that we are 
looking for work. All they have to do is look at the number of stamps in our 
passports.” It did not surprise me when he revealed that he had stopped try-
ing. More generally, by claiming that the state sees everything, Handoyo’s 
comment dissolves the distinction between “strategy” and “tactic.” The 
state appears to control not only space but time, and the game becomes 
meaningless and absurd (Bourdieu 1990, 66–67).11

This would, however, be taking the state’s self-presentation too seri-
ously and forgetting Abrams’ (1988, 81) suggestion that “the state is at 
most a message of domination—an ideological artifact attributing unity, 
morality and independence to the disunited, amoral and dependent work-
ings of the practice of government.” Migrants who choose to enter Singa-
pore and Malaysia consume this message where it is arguably made most 
explicit. It is clear, however, that they take the idea of the state quite seri-
ously, for good reason, as we shall see in the next section. 

entering the global city

After successfully passing through immigration at the World Trade 
Center in Singapore, Anwar, like most other Indonesians looking for work, 
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would take the bus to Little India, always going straight to the same address 
where a network of Acehnese kept a room. “Sometimes there would be five 
people, other times ten. Sometimes I knew someone, other times I didn’t, 
but the same room was always available.” Others, who did not want to 
spend five Singapore dollars, might stay in one of the few abandoned build-
ings in the area, such as the infamous rumah hantu, or ghost house, where 
one would, in order to avoid police raids, enter after dark and leave before 
dawn. It was also well known that residence was divided along ethnic lines; 
for instance, the Acehnese could be found in one part of Little India and 
people from the city of Palembang in South Sumatra in another. Anwar put 
it this way: “If you are on your own in a foreign country it is someone from 
home who is most likely to help you.” 

Finding work was easy.

Early in the morning, around 6:00 a.m., we would be on stand-by. After 
we had finished drinking our coffee the bosses, the tow kays, would show 
up and ask if we wanted to work. We would ask: What kind of job is it? 
How many days is it for? What is the salary? If we agreed they would tell 
us to get into the truck. Those people need us. It is not like in Indonesia 
where we have to look for a job and it is not certain that we will find one. 
In Singapore they come looking for us and pay us well. Of course that 
makes us happy. 

In the late 1990s the salary for undocumented, unskilled Indonesians 
in Singapore was around forty Singapore dollars per day, about four times 
the average rate in Malaysia and eight times that on Batam. The kinds of 
jobs available varied widely, as did the duration. For instance, Anwar had 
worked in construction and as a gardener, mover, plumber, and electrician, 
to name but a few of his positions. Some jobs lasted for only a day, while 
others went on indefinitely. 

I first met Anwar on Batam, in one of the squatter settlements near 
the Batamindo Industrial Park. Using money he had made in Singapore he 
bought several crates of orange soda from a store that had gone out of busi-
ness, and he was now peddling these to small shops and stands around the 
park. This was in late 1998, and it was increasingly difficult and lucrative 
to get into Singapore. He had already been denied entry once and was now 
waiting for the restrictions to be eased again. “Most days I will go down 
to this one cafe and ask around. There will always be someone with news 
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about what the deal is with Singaporean immigration. Everyone wants to 
go now because the exchange rate is so good and opportunities for work 
here are so bad.” This is the temporal form of the tactic, a response to 
changing regulations. 

Like many people on Batam, Anwar moved in and out of Singapore for 
several years, but, unlike most, he had managed to save a fair amount of 
money in a bank account. “I just want to keep going for a few more years 
and I will have enough money to marry my girlfriend and start a small 
business. I have already almost finished building a house in Aceh and it all 
comes from Singapore dollars.” Always wary of being arrested, Anwar never 
overstayed his visa for fear of being imprisoned or caned. He knew that if he 
was caught with a valid visa he would risk only deportation. 

Indonesian female prostitutes who move back and forth between Sin-
gapore, Malaysia, and Batam tend to go to one of two particular areas of 
Singapore; the choice depends on their linguistic skills. Those who speak 
only Indonesian choose Geylang in the Malay part of Singapore, the best-
known red-light district in the city, where hotel rooms are rented by the 
hour, and which sometimes is called “Batam Mini” because of the large 
number of prostitutes from Batam (Riau Pos, July 29, 2000). Many women 
can be found in a few of the small alleys behind the quasi-official brothels 
or in a couple of the Malay discos in the area. Those who speak English can 
find far more lucrative work in the bars along Orchard Road, Singapore’s 
main shopping street.

As I noted in chapter 4, Singaporean men travel to Batam to buy sex 
not only because of the lower prices, but also for the open-ended nature of 
the interaction. Both in terms of time and money, a visit to a prostitute in 
Singapore is a much more regulated transaction, even outside the govern-
ment-regulated brothel areas. This difference also affects the experiences of 
Indonesian prostitutes. Siti, for instance, has been going to Singapore once 
every other month for four years. 

Sometimes I go to a disco and other times I am on the street. It depends 
on how much money I have and if there are any people in the club. On the 
street you always have to watch out for the Anti-Vice; we call them ghosts 
(hantu). If I am on the street my heart always beats faster. Every day there 
are raids and you can see the women in the street running in different 
directions to get away. 
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It is important to blend in, or disappear, when Anti-Vice approaches. 
Compared with the men whom I have already described, female prostitutes 
are more vulnerable to arrest because they work in public spaces in well-
defined parts of the city. For many, even the experience of sex is different 
in Singapore than on Batam, much less open-ended and more focused on 
a rapid economic transaction. If you are doing short-time, Siti said, “they 
always pay first and it is expres. We are frightened, even the clients, since 
many of them are foreigners working illegally as well, so they quickly finish 
their business and leave. I always charge forty [Singapore] dollars: ten for 
the room, two for the condom, and the rest for me.”

On Batam, Siti works in one of the island’s brothel complexes and says 
that she feels more comfortable there despite the fact that she makes far 
less money than in Singapore. However, while using a condom is the norm 
in Singapore, she uses them much less frequently on Batam, a statement 
that resonates with those of other women. When I asked her why that was 
the case she could only answer, “That is the way they do it in Singapore.” 
Like the Singaporean men who experience Ecstasy differently in Singapore 
compared with Batam, the power of the state shows itself in situations that 
can be understood as “private” or even “intimate.” In both cases power is 
inculcated through self-regulation, as the state makes itself felt in the lives 
of both citizens and foreigners (cf. Rose 1999). 

Rouse (1992, 35) has described how the practices of the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service (INS) in the United States influence Mexican 
migrants’ use of space. The INS commonly targets bars and illegal activities 
such as gambling and cock fighting; Rouse argues that this influences many 
migrants to confine their movements between the workplace and home. 
Moreover, because migrants on the street are more noticeable, and there-
fore are checked more frequently, if they wear cheap clothing or drive old 
and damaged cars, this gives many an incentive to become “good consum-
ers” while diverting attention from themselves as potential “illegals.” The 
fantasy of the omnipresent Singaporean state structures the experiences of 
Indonesians working there illegally, influencing their movement through 
space while leading them to form new habits and dispositions. In the Singa-
porean context we can see how this affects not only the way migrants walk 
through the city, or the fear they experience, but also how they act in what 
appears to be an intimate situation outside the gaze of the state. 

Once in Singapore, all that matters is work. As Irwan put it, 
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Everything is extremely expensive and you are always afraid. There is not a 
single Indonesian who enjoys working in Singapore. It is not free, you are 
afraid of working, afraid of being caught. If your visa is alive (hidup) it is 
all right to walk down the street because if the police check you, then you 
are all right. But, if your visa is dead (mati ) or if they catch you while you 
are working then they have got you. 

Most wary and frightened are the people who have chosen to “kill” 
(matikan) their visas, remaining in the country after they have expired, 
which means running the risk of being imprisoned or caned. Doing so also 
means having to leave the country illegally again, perhaps by hitching a 
ride on one of the Indonesian boats that dock at the Singapore harbors, 
something that has become increasingly difficult since the mid-1990s. 
Irwan once overstayed his visa for three months and paid a man, whom he 
had heard about from other Indonesians in Singapore, to give him an immi-
gration stamp in his passport so that he could leave the country legally. In 
immigration, however, the officer noticed that it was a counterfeit, and he 
was arrested and sentenced to prison for three months. 

Despite his suffering Irwan appreciates the Singaporean legal system 
since the tow kays, the bosses who hire them, are punished more harshly 
than the workers and their names and photographs are published in the 
newspaper. “In Indonesia it is the other way around. The weak are punished 
and those with money walk away.” Even Indra claimed that justice had 
been done in Singapore when every cent that he was carrying was returned 
to him after he was caned, although it left three permanent marks on his 
back. The pain that Indra suffered and Irwan’s prison sentence are forms 
of “justice” that both of them accept as long as the money they have made 
is returned to them. Beyond any formal language of human rights, this, if 
anything, hints at the importance of monetary success in the rantau. It is a 
serious game indeed. 

moving through crisis

Periods of crisis put into particular relief the ambivalent position of 
Indonesian labor within the Growth Triangle. The effects of the Asian 
economic crisis hit Batam months after the riots in Jakarta and the col-
lapse of the Suharto regime in May 1998. As Malaysia and Singapore closed 
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their borders to Indonesians, other forms of violence emerged on Batam 
and neighboring islands along the border. In Malaysia, in particular, Oper-
ation Go Away attempted to cleanse the country of Indonesian workers 
such as Lina. Channeled to camps throughout Peninsular Malaysia, many 
were deported to towns such as Selatpanjang and Dumai along the coast 
of Sumatra in Indonesia. Lured by rumors of work or perhaps hoping for 
another chance to enter Malaysia, many came to Batam. Meanwhile, Singa-
pore created stricter regulations to halt the expected flood of refugees and 
turned away increasing numbers of Indonesians as they attempted to enter 
the country legally.

By mid-1998 Batam was flooded with Indonesians who had been 
deported from Malaysia, joining the influx of migrants from all over Indo-
nesia who had fled economic hardship hoping to find work in Batam’s 
booming economy. Unwilling to return to their homes in Indonesia with 
nothing to show for their time there, or waiting for a chance to return once 
things had settled down, deported Indonesians converged on Batam.

In this context, it is important to point out, as I did in chapter 1, 
that these effects did not represent something radically new, but merely 
accelerated particular processes of labor mobility and regulation that were 
ongoing since the 1980s and 1990s. Indeed, these mass deportations were 
repeated in 2002 and 2005 and have in an important sense become institu-
tionalized. Devoid of labor rights, Indonesian migrants have in fact become 
the most “flexible” form of labor in the Growth Triangle. 

*  *  *

Felix comes from the eastern part of the island of Flores in Eastern Indone-
sia, a well-known sending area for male migrants to Malaysia, where wives 
who remain behind are transformed into the acronym jamal, short for janda 
Malaysia, meaning literally “Malaysia widows.” In early 1997, after spend-
ing several years working on the island of Sumbawa and in Kupang in West 
Timor, both in Eastern Indonesia, Felix decided to try his luck on Batam. 
His brother, who had returned home for the first time after many years in 
Malaysia, had decided to settle temporarily on Batam. He suggested that 
Felix join him and offered the use of his motorcycle so that he could oper-
ate an ojek (motorcycle taxi) at the Batamindo Industrial Park. Struggling 
to survive, much less saving any money, Felix found the offer too good to 
refuse and decided to join him. The boat they took from Flores to Tanjung 
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Pinang, just a half-hour from Batam, was packed; during the trip, which 
took a week, he quickly realized that many of his fellow passengers had 
Malaysia as their final destination. While some were on their own or in 
small groups, most were led by labor recruiters, or tai kong, from East Flores 
who had earlier worked in Malaysia.12 By the time Felix reached Batam he 
had been affected by the anticipation and had already decided to travel to 
Malaysia. “A few people even invited me to come along right away but I 
decided that I wanted to see what Batam was like first.”

Although he did well on Batam as a motorcycle taxi driver, Felix would 
hear stories about Malaysia every day in the liar squatter area where he lived 
with his brother. Most of the people in the area were from Flores, and 
almost all the men had been to Malaysia at one time or another. Every week 
someone would either be going there or coming back. However, it was pri-
marily those who were successful who spoke. As Felix put it, “I knew that 
there were risks but I was so excited I didn’t think about it.”

Six months after he arrived Felix had saved enough money to look for a 
tai kong who would take him to Malaysia. After asking around with a friend 
he found a man who promised to smuggle him across once he had at least 
forty people, with each paying two hundred thousand rupiah,13 which at 
the time was approximately two weeks’ salary. For three weeks they waited 
in the man’s house as the number of people grew, many of them also from 
Flores, several of them having just been thrown out but ready to return. “It 
seemed unreasonable to make a passport. Just getting one would have cost 
me more than paying the tai kong and even if I had one it wouldn’t help me 
get a job in Malaysia. If I were caught in a raid there people told me it was 
better not to have an identity card so that the authorities wouldn’t know 
who I was.”

There is general support for Felix’s opinion. One observer notes that “it 
is often easier and cheaper for an Indonesian illegal to be caught, detained, 
and deported and then come back to Malaysia illegally with the help of a tai 
kong, a smuggler, than to pay the high fees necessary to get the proper docu-
ments and avoid deportation in the first place” (S. Jones 2000, 89). Indeed, 
acquiring a work permit in Malaysia is a long and expensive process, and 
this has facilitated the increase of migrant smuggling into Malaysia from 
Indonesia (Pillai 1995, 230; Hugo 1995, 277). However, often no clear 
distinction is made between “legal” and “illegal” labor recruitment, as legal 
agencies and documents are often mixed with illegal ones (S. Jones 2000, 
39–49). Thus many Indonesian migrants who believe that their papers are 
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“in order” are in fact working “illegally.” Lina’s story offers one obvious 
example.

Felix took the five-hour trip to Johor with fifty other people, where 
they were dropped one hundred meters from land. As they waded to the 
beach a Malaysian middleman was waiting with a pickup truck to take 
them to a safe house. After two days they were taken to a coconut plan-
tation, where they were forced to work until they had paid off the three 
hundred U.S. dollars they owed. After six weeks Felix had settled his debt 
and chose to move to another vegetable plantation. The salary was half of 
what he could have made working construction in the city, but he felt that 
it still was safer to remain in the countryside where it was easy to flee into 
the jungle if the police raided them. Despite this, he was always afraid. “At 
night when we were sleeping and someone heard a suspicious noise we got 
up to run and hide.” For six months Felix did not leave the fields for fear 
of being arrested. 

Most illegal migration to Malaysia is based on a system of contract 
labor that involves various forms of recruiters, middlemen, and contractors 
(e.g., Guinness 1990; Hugo 1993; S. Jones 2000). This means that the 
employer pays a contractor, who in turn pays the workers. The employer 
is thereby able to access inexpensive labor while avoiding any responsibil-
ity for the workers’ welfare, and the contractor can become involved in a 
highly profitable industry, most often recruiting workers who have to pay 
them back through future salaries, while the Indonesian workers can access 
a network that will bring them to Malaysia (S. Jones 2000, chap. 4). This 
is a system of debt-bondage labor that characterizes most forms of legal and 
illegal transnational migration from Indonesia—ranging from plantation 
work to domestic service and prostitution. 

By August 1997 the economic crisis had just begun to affect the Indo-
nesian rupiah. Because his salary was paid in ringgit and therefore rapidly 
increasing in value compared to the Indonesian rupiah, Felix was excited to 
be making more than he had hoped. By this time, however, the Malaysian 
authorities were already beginning to crack down on foreign workers, and 
one night Felix was caught in a surprise raid at the plantation. “I wasn’t 
even allowed to put on long pants, much less get the money that I had 
stashed in a chair. Not that it mattered because the police took the money 
away from those who had any.”

Felix had been caught in Operation Go Away. For three weeks he was 
placed in a deportation camp before he was sent to the port of Dumai in 
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Indonesian South Sumatra. Without any money he was forced to hire a man 
to escort him to Batam; this man was paid three hundred thousand rupiah 
(about thirty-three U.S. dollars) upon arrival by his brother. With obvious 
anger Felix claimed that “in Dumai there are people who are like animals 
waiting for us. Waiting for people from Malaysia who come back with 
nothing so that they can make money off of them.” 

Felix, however, was one of the lucky ones, since he had a family mem-
ber to help him when he lacked money and resources. Others, like Lina, 
were not so fortunate. Yahya and Amir worked on a construction site down 
the street from where I lived. Neither of them wanted to return to Malay-
sia, even when things had settled down, but they felt they could not return 
home with nothing. Hartanto, from Central Java, had ended up in the hotel 
area where Lina lived. After spending twenty years in Malaysia without a 
passport, and even marrying a Malaysian woman with whom he had chil-
dren, he, too, was caught in Operation Go Away a few months after Felix. 
He was forced to wait for almost a month before a relative from Malaysia 
brought him enough money to buy a passport and return to what, after 
such a long period of time, had become “home.”

It is again important to point out that these episodes were not restricted 
to the economic crisis but are rather associated with broader changes in 
the regulation of Indonesian migrants. For instance, Handoyo had been 
deported from Malaysia five times over a period of ten years. Nearly every 
time he lost all the money he had saved either because he was forced to leave 
it behind or hand it over to corrupt police officers. 

While some “illegal” Indonesians like Hartanto became so completely 
integrated into society—easily adding a Malaysian dialect to their Indone-
sian—that they were identified as Malaysian, many others, such as Felix, 
remained at their workplaces and lived in constant fear of being caught. 
The fear was not merely limited to being deported and losing the money 
one had earned; there were also rumors of Malaysian police giving ille-
gal migrants suntik gila, literally the “crazy shot,” which made the per-
son insane. On several occasions I saw men on Batam or other islands in 
the area who were obviously mentally ill. When I asked what was wrong, 
people would invariably reply that he had received a suntik gila upon being 
deported from Malaysia.  

Importantly these fears localized Felix and others to particular spaces 
where they were concerned with the task at hand: working. But the same 
was also true of Hartanto, who avoided deportation for twenty years by 
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becoming part of a local community. “It was only when I was in the village 
that I could sometimes forget that I didn’t have an IC (identity card). Those 
few times that I traveled to the city I was always wary and careful to dress 
well.” Once again it becomes obvious that the movement of undocumented 
Indonesians is structured by the fear of being arrested and deported and, 
more important, of losing earned money. Like Rouse’s (1992, 35) discus-
sion of Mexicans and my earlier description of Indonesians in Singapore, in 
Malaysia these migrants perform as model citizens of a particular form of 
transnational labor market. 

gendered mobility

While men dominated migration to Malaysia and Singapore dur-
ing earlier periods, since the 1990s the number of transnational female 
migrants has been steadily increasing. Most work as documented maids and 
pass through various types of Indonesian labor recruitment companies that 
organize their passports, visas, and place of work (Rudnyckyj 2004; Silvey 
2004). Agencies in Malaysia and Singapore compete by offering discounts, 
which eventually are taken out of the maids’ own salaries—in effect, also a 
form of debt-bondage labor.14 The formation of the maid industry should 
be understood in the context of the growth of the middle class in Malaysia 
and Singapore (Chin 1998; Sassen 1998). Maids thus form part of a new 
transnational underclass (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002). 

While the Philippines has lobbied for maids’ rights in Malaysia and 
Singapore, the Indonesian government has shown little interest in defend-
ing its citizens’ rights abroad (Gurowitz 2000, 871). This exacerbates 
the vulnerable position of maids in Malaysia and Singapore, who are far 
removed from the public eye in their domestic workplaces (e.g., Chin 1998; 
Human Rights Watch 2005). Furthermore, in Singapore maids are offered 
limited legal protection since they are not covered by the Employment Act 
(Yeoh and Huang 1998, 588–589; Human Rights Watch 2005). 

In both Singapore and Malaysia anxieties are obvious concerning the 
sexuality of female maids and their potential relationships with local citi-
zens. In Singapore a female work-permit holder must sign a contract stating 
that she will not cohabit with a citizen and that any such forbidden rela-
tionship will not result in a child (Wong 1997, 161). In Malaysia women 
are tested three times for pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases dur-
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ing a two-year contract, and a foreign maid is subject to deportation within 
twenty-four hours of a positive pregnancy test (Chin 1998, 110; Gurowitz 
2000, 869). 

In other words, work permits give the Malaysian and Singaporean gov-
ernments an opportunity to enforce intimate gendered forms of bodily con-
trol that are not possible in relation to male migrants. More generally, both 
the distinction between “legal” and “illegal” migrants in Malaysia and Sin-
gapore and the contraction and expansion of particular labor markets in the 
wake of the Asian economic crisis shared common gendered dimensions.15 
I have already suggested as much through Lina’s story; she worked as a 
maid in Malaysia before moving, with apparent ease, into the only industry 
expanding during the crisis that depended on female labor: prostitution. 

from maid to prostitute

Putri’s clothing, style, and demeanor did not really fit with many of 
the other women who waited for clients near the front desks or on the 
porches of the long row of hotels where I first met Lina. It turned out that 
Putri had been there for only a month. She previously had been working 
as a maid in Singapore, she told me, but her employers had decided to get 
rid of her and she was deported to Batam. I was interested in her story, but 
it took a month or so before I asked her to tell me what had happened. I 
explained that I was researching the effects that processes of globalization 
were having on people in the region and that I felt as though her story was 
one that should be told. She agreed. 

Putri was born in a small village on Lombok in 1970, part of a Bali-
nese Hindu family. Her father died when she was still a child, and since 
her mother couldn’t afford to take care of her, she began working as a maid 
( pembantu) after just a few years of elementary school. The family for whom 
she worked raised her in exchange for her services, and, as she put it, “all I 
could do was wait for someone who would marry me.” By the time she was 
eighteen a Balinese man was chosen as her husband, and “though I didn’t 
like him I said nothing. I didn’t dare say anything.” After four years she 
had her first child, but by the time she was pregnant for the second time 
she discovered that her husband had a mistress who was also pregnant. “It 
broke my heart (sakit hati ),” she said. “Never giving me any money for the 
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household or showing any interest in me or the children was one thing, but 
this I could not take.”

When a tai kong (labor recruiter) came to her village one day looking 
for women who wanted to work as maids in Singapore, Putri and a couple 
of her friends quickly decided to go together. “Rather than stay in the vil-
lage and watch my husband remarry, I decided to leave and also make some 
money for my children.” She had seen and heard people who came back 
from Malaysia and Singapore and built large houses, and she hoped to do the 
same. The tai kong promised her that she would also be able to make a lot of 
money and that passports, visas, and transportation would be covered.16

Along with twelve other women, Putri left for Batam, where they were 
“trained” to cook “Singaporean” food and use electric kitchen equipment 
over a six-week period. The tai kong who had brought them from Lombok 
was paid 500,000 rupiah (55 U.S. dollars) for each woman when he trans-
ferred them to the agent who ran the company. For the first four months in 
Singapore, they were told, they would not receive any salary in order to pay 
for all the preparation costs. After that they would be paid 230 Singapore 
dollars (135 U.S. dollars) per month.17

Upon arrival in Singapore it turned out that Putri would not just be 
cooking, as she had been told, but also cleaning, washing, and taking care 
of a young child and her elderly grandmother. Living in an upscale residen-
tial area in Singapore, she began work at 5:30 a.m. and was not permitted 
to sleep until 11:00 p.m. She slept on a mat in the living room and was 
strictly forbidden to use the telephone.18

After four months, when she was supposed to receive her first salary, 
Putri sent a letter to her mother telling her that she would be sending a 
money order. Her boss agreed to do this for her but would not let her come 
along to the bank, even though she tried to insist. A couple of months 
later, however, a letter arrived from her mother claiming that she had not 
received the money. When Putri confronted her boss about this he claimed 
that he did not know what was wrong, but he was unwilling to make any 
further inquiries. Distressed, she began phoning the other women in Sin-
gapore who had come from Indonesia with her and tried calling her village 
on Lombok. When her boss discovered her using the phone, she called the 
agent who was in charge of the maid company and asked to terminate her 
contract. One day, after seven months in Singapore, her agent arrived to 
pick her up. She was taken back without having been paid her salary.19
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Putri’s agent told her that she would have to “train” again on Batam 
before she could return to Singapore. After a month and a half of working 
and cleaning in different houses on Batam, Putri was paid a little more than 
one hundred thousand rupiah (about eleven U.S. dollars at the time), but 
hearing that no money had arrived in her village, she was malu. Her agent 
still could not give her a clear answer about when she would be going back 
to Singapore. Feeling trapped because she was working all the time, she 
decided to leave the agent, who had her passport and identity card, and try 
her chances elsewhere. “It drove me crazy to wait day after day knowing 
that I wasn’t making any money and that my mother and children were 
waiting for it. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore.” 

After receiving her first salary Putri fled from the agent with another 
woman from the company who had also been waiting to go to Singapore. 
They ended up in the hotel area where I first met her. For a few days she 
asked around for factory work, but with thousands of other job seekers 
crowding the industrial estates and her limited education, she had little 
hope of finding work.

It did not take long before the man working at the front desk asked if 
she wanted a client. Within a few days Putri had decided to sell sex. “Of 
course I felt malu at first, but it was nothing compared to the malu and 
responsibility that I felt toward my children. It didn’t take long before 
I got used to it.” It was clear that it would be difficult for Putri to make 
enough money to send to her children, much less return home. The eco-
nomic crisis had led to a rapid increase in the number of women working 
as prostitutes, and competition for clients intensified. Initially, she would 
go to the discos around the main town of Nagoya, but she claimed that this 
made her pusing (literally “dizzy”). Like Dewi in chapter 3, she refused to 
“dress like a prostitute,” preferring instead to wait in the hotel lobby for 
potential clients. 

I first met Putri a few months before my main round of fieldwork 
ended. When I saw her six months later on a return trip she had stopped 
working as a prostitute and was helping out at a small food stall across the 
street. She was pregnant and was involved in a relationship with the child’s 
father. Like Lina and Felix, he had been thrown out of Malaysia during 
Operation Go Away and was planning to return as soon as things cooled 
down. Putri told me with some optimism, “He is a good man and I trust 
him. When he goes back to Malaysia and makes some money we will get 
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married.” When I asked her if she was planning on going home to Lombok, 
however, she looked away and didn’t answer.

conclusion: closed systems

The movement of transnational Indonesian migrants in Malaysia and 
Singapore is formally governed by a legal distinction—increasingly gen-
dered—between “legal” and “illegal” workers—a distinction that has 
become a global “generalized fact” (De Genova 2002, 419). Holston and 
Appa durai (1999,13) argue that these processes “render significant seg-
ments of the transnational low-income labor force illegal using the system of 
national boundaries to criminalize the immigrants it attracts for low-wage 
work.” The formation of an “immigration industry” (Wong 2005), how-
ever, has made this an ambiguous distinction, one that is used or bypassed 
in various ways by migrants and brokers in order to facilitate cross-border 
mobility or by states in order to deport excess labor. This has created a more 
or less illicit form of flexible citizenship, quite the opposite of the elite dual 
passport holders that Aihwa Ong has described (1999).

Paying ethnographic attention to the transnational mobility of Indone-
sian migrants turns the Growth Triangle’s official discourse of borderless-
ness on its head. Historically, in fact, the formation of the Growth Triangle 
has led to intensifying state attempts in the regulation of territory and 
citizenry, even expanding beyond its national boundaries, as in the case of 
Singaporeans who are tested for drug use upon return to the country (see 
chap. 4).

Arguably Putri and Lina represent extreme cases, but their stories help 
clarify certain processes at work in the Growth Triangle. One is that being 
a legal worker within the context of the domestic sphere does not guaran-
tee any form of basic rights (e.g., Chin 1998). Ironically, it would seem, 
both of these women were more isolated and easily exploited than any of 
the undocumented Indonesians I described in the chapter. In the domes-
tic sphere, the state that undocumented workers feared was nowhere to 
be found; this very absence allowed them to be thrown out of the country 
without their salaries. 

One customer writing to the website for the Singaporean maid agency 
Noble Maids to complain about the greediness of maids indicates the his-
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torical shift that has taken place. “For the last 20 years or so when Singa-
poreans, Malaysians and Thais are not [sic] longer interested in working as 
domestics, my maids have come from the Philippines, Sri Lanka or Indo-
nesia.” 20 Taking a step back in history, James Warren (1986, 1993) and 
Carl Trocki (1990) remind us that one hundred years ago Singapore was 
a coolie town and a center of prostitution in Southeast Asia. Most of the 
women were Chinese or Japanese, a situation that many people have dif-
ficulty imagining today. 

Much has changed in Indonesia as well. The days have passed when 
women stayed at home and the men went on merantau to gain experiences 
before returning to the village to marry. In contemporary Indonesia women 
travel to places like Batam or abroad to Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, and Singa-
pore. My aim in recounting Putri’s and Lina’s stories is thus not to reveal 
“the truth” concerning the experiences of Indonesian female migrants in 
the Growth Triangle, nor is it to present a kind of downward-spiral type 
of story on the effects of the economic crisis. It is, rather, a suggestion that 
we bring together different worlds that are generally kept separate—most 
notably “domestic service” and “prostitution.” This merging permits us 
to think about Lina and Putri not as either one type or the other, but in 
relation to their moral worlds (cf. Kleinman 1995, 45)—worlds that are 
increasingly translocal. Putri’s story, in particular, describes a circuit of 
debt and servitude that leads from a small village in Indonesia to the Sin-
gaporean global city, and then on to Batam. This specific circuit, which 
comes into being through Putri’s mobility, brings together practices of ser-
vitude in both Indonesia and Singapore, a changing regional economy that 
demands large numbers of unskilled women and the most intimate forms 
of experience and emotional debt. 

As I have argued earlier, the links between malu and merantau are cru-
cial in understanding what is at stake in the lives of migrants on Batam. 
While malu is a pervasive theme in narratives of Indonesians who leave 
Malaysia or Singapore without saving enough money, feelings of fear or 
isolation are often expressed by migrants who have worked there. Both fear 
and malu keep migrants on the move. The emotional economy of meran-
tau demands economic success. But referring to economic success is not 
enough. It retains a model of analysis that is too general. Putri and others 
carry burdens and scars, and it is not clear if any form of success would 
lessen that pain. Soon she will have a new family and may well become, as 
Mrázek (1994, 11) has phrased it, “destitute in rantau.”
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What is most striking when we turn to stories such as the ones that 
Lina and Putri tell is that there is a powerful and contradictory form of 
emotional economy at work. The tension between the demands of migra-
tion, sending money back to their children, and the malu they experience 
when they cannot do this is one that forces them to make choices in the 
context of intense constraints. Putri and Lina are—needless to say—far 
from being “women without morals”; rather, they are intensely engaged in 
a moral economy in which economic success is an imperative. It is precisely 
this engagement, and the affect associated with it, that is missing from 
many accounts of globalization. 
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6 Between Stress Beach 
and Fantasy Island 

Along the Batam coastline that faces the Singapore skyline is an 
area inhabited by liar bars and housing, which is surrounded by empty lots 
and half-finished buildings. It is an area that is—as the Batam Industrial 
Development Authority would phrase it—“not yet developed.” Migrants 
call this Pantai Stres, or Stress Beach. From the shacks that serve as make-
shift bars the skyline of Singapore appears to be just within reach; on a 
clear day one can identify specific buildings without great difficulty. As 
Saskia Sassen (1996, 23) has put it, the post-industrial city is the “urban 
form that dominates our image of today’s advanced urban economy.” Even 
for migrants who had never dreamed of crossing into Malaysia or Singapore 
before coming to Batam, the view of the city—which makes explicit the 
boundary between the “developing” and the “developed” worlds—and the 
stories that are constantly circulating about life there lead most to imagine 
what life on the other side might be like, particularly when they discover 
that the opportunities on Batam are not what they had hoped for. 

In 2003, during a visit to Batam, I noticed an odd structure being built 
at the far end of the beach, near the commercial settlement of Jodoh. It had 
the size and shape of a cruise ship, yet was a concrete building that stood 
twelve stories tall, with its “bow” pointing straight at Singapore. Curious, 
I asked around and was informed that it was going to become a hotel and 
a nightclub. The name of the “ship,” I was told, was “Titanic.” One man 
living in a liar village near the ship suggested, with heavy sarcasm, that a 
better name would be “Whore Ship” (Kapal Lontong), since prostitution, 
drugs, and gambling would certainly be the main sources of revenue. 

Intrigued, I wanted to meet the owner and see the inside. My journalist 
friends gave me little reason to hope for success, however, telling me that 
the owner, Pak Edi, never granted interviews. Indeed, the first few times 
I dropped by the compound to ask for a meeting, the group of uniformed 
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guards at the gate told me that Pak Edi was not available and that I should 
return another time. But after a week of daily visits my persistence finally 
paid off and I was escorted to his makeshift office located in the row of 
barracks at front of the building. Pak Edi, an ethnic Chinese businessman 
probably in his mid-fifties, was seated at a table with his daughter, study-
ing the blueprints for the building. He invited me to sit down and asked 
what he could do for me. I told him that I was making a film and writing 
a book about the development of Batam and that this ship appeared to be 
representative of the future of the island. Perhaps, I suggested, he could 
give me a tour and tell me about the ship. After initially deferring to his 
daughter, I continued to insist and finally he agreed—obviously flattered.  

Originally from the island of Kundur in the Riau Archipelago, Pak 
Edi’s family had worked for generations as small-scale rubber planters, 
exporting the yield directly to middlemen in Singapore until the 1960s. 
But as a teenager—with intensifying discrimination against ethnic Chi-
nese (see chap. 1)—Pak Edi left Riau for Singapore in search of a different 
life. He ended up spending twenty years traveling the world as a seaman 
before returning to Batam in the late 1980s with money and Singaporean 
connections that were put to use in the booming economy. As he walked 

Titanic. Photo by Liam Dalzell. Reproduced with permission.
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me through what would become the disco, karaoke rooms, restaurants, 
and a conference hall, he told me, “I’ve loved ships since I was a child so 
that’s why I’m building this. Sea ships are easily damaged but this one will 
endure! Give it a hundred years and it’ll be fine.” 

As we climbed the stairs from floor to floor, Pak Edi—increasingly 
talkative—continued to comment on the possibilities that Batam offered 
for an entrepreneur such as himself, particularly the island’s strategic 
location and the fact that workers did not go on strike like they did in 
Jakarta. Obviously fascinated by the island’s proximity to Singapore, he 
clearly imagined himself at the crossroads of an emerging economy where 
he offered “entertainment” (hiburan) to visiting tourists and businessmen. 
When we reached the helicopter pad on the top floor and gazed across the 
straits at Singapore and down at the liar housing and bars located below 
us—waiting to be destroyed to make way for a new shopping center—I felt 
tempted to ask Pak Edi to stand at the bow with his arms stretched out, 
embracing the new world, as Leonardo DiCaprio had done in the block-
buster movie. But I didn’t. He laughed when I finally got up the nerve to 
ask if the name of the ship would be “Titanic.” “No,” he told me; “actually 
it will be called ‘Ocean Palace.’”  

I, of course, preferred Titanic and the multiple ironies it evoked, prob-
ably—but not certainly—lost to the people who named it. The following 
year, in 2004, the nightclub (which in the end was named “Pacific”) opened 
in the basement and bottom floors of the building, while the top floors 
of the structure remained half-finished. Within a year it had become the 
most popular nightclub on the island, eventually putting the disco Ozon, 
described in chapters 3 and 4, out of business.

Approximately forty years earlier, perhaps in a nearby location, another 
man was struck by the proximity of Batam to Singapore despite the fact 
that the skyline had not yet emerged. Batam had become an important 
strategic base for the Indonesian military during Konfrontasi, and at some 
point General Suharto—who would come to rule Indonesia for more than 
three decades—visited the island. According to Suharto’s own account, it 
was at that moment he imagined that Batam could be developed to one day 
compete with Singapore (see chap. 1), thereby reconfiguring the regional 
power structures that had been constituted during the colonial era. Suharto, 
however, certainly could never have imagined that a “ship” such as Titanic 
would one day be built on Batam or even predict the path that economic 
development would eventually take there. Much as he misjudged the limits 
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of his power before he was forced to step down in 1998, Batam could never 
be transformed into what he and the island’s planners envisioned it would 
become.

For an outside observer it is difficult to read Titanic—at an initial 
stage, at least—in any other way than as a symbol for development gone 
awry. Much like Southeast Asia’s largest indoor ski slope, destroyed in a fire 
at Waterfront City a decade earlier, it appears as a caricature. In many ways, 
however, Titanic should be taken seriously and is a perfectly reasonable 
way to begin the end of this book. Like the acronyms that local inhabitants 
create out of Batam, Pantai Stres and Titanic re-politicize the island’s land-
scape through language, self-consciously identifying the gap between the 
developed and the liar, between migrants’ desires of entering the economy 
of development and their actual position within this economy. 

Titanic also responds to a question that one of the readers of an earlier 
version of this book once posed to me: “What lies between Stress Beach and 
Fantasy Island?” 1 While I had previously considered the question in multi-
ple ways, here the answer literally appeared—not in terms of social theory, 
but rather, beyond my wildest dreams, as a material object of magnificent 
proportions. Yet Titanic reveals more than itself. It is a place where diverse, 
mobile populations come together. Chinese Indonesian entrepreneurs such 
as Pak Edi, Indonesian prostitutes such as Lidya (chap. 3), and Singaporean 
tourists such as Andi (chap. 4) come to temporarily inhabit a place that is 
characterized as much by inequality and exchange as it is by “stress” and 
“fantasy.” Taking Titanic seriously in ethnographic terms, much like Bata-
mindo or Ozon in earlier chapters, thus means that we are led to consider 
not only this particular building and the interactions between the people 
in it, but also the desires and emotions that have brought them there, as 
well as their connections to other places, be it the Singaporean global city, 
a Javanese town, or a Sumatran village.

Titanic itself divulges neither boom nor bust; much like Batam itself it 
suggests an undecided temporality that can potentially move in either one 
direction or the other. In fact, as of 2007 the building was still not finished, 
thriving mainly as a disco while the hotel and conference facilities had yet 
to open. This sense of temporality, characterized by the Indonesian term 
belum, or “not yet,” is not only central to the broader process of development 
on Batam, in which the liar is de-legitimized and the island is supposed to 
be “finished” at some future point in time, but also in relation to the anxi-
eties of Indonesian migrants and Singaporean tourists described through-
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out the book. Belum thus describes Batam as developing, peripheral, and 
unfinished—as globalization under construction. 

shifting to the vernacular 

Batam is imagined as a place where the promises of global capital-
ism may be realized. These different imaginaries—always belum—come to 
intersect in particular forms. While the Indonesian government has pre-
sented the island as the new Houston or Rotterdam of Southeast Asia—the 
locomotive of national development—the Singaporean government consid-
ers it part of its new Asian hinterland. While Indonesian migrants hope 
it is a place where they will find work and a better life, for Singaporean 
working-class tourists Batam appears to allow for the realization of illicit 
forms of desires. Singaporean men travel to Fantasy Island to get rid of the 
“stress” of modern life, while Indonesian migrants—deterred from return-
ing home by their feelings of malu—stare at the Singapore skyline from 
Stress Beach as they transform Batam into acronyms that promise either 
success or failure.

Most observers describe globalization in terms of political economy. 
This book has taken a different vantage point. It has focused on a place 
that is exemplary in contemporary debates concerning globalization, but 
rather than using the Singaporean economy as a starting point for analyz-
ing the development of Batam, it has given priority to the lives of Indone-
sian migrants and Singaporean tourists who inhabit and pass through the 
island. This has allowed me to describe globalization primarily in terms of 
personal relationships between individuals—as an emotional economy—
rather than as sets of impersonal transactions. In this process, however, I 
have not used Batam as an example of the “local” in order to critique overly 
general theories of globalization, or taken the phenomenological experience 
of my informants as a basis for making ontological claims, but rather have 
attempted to develop an analytical mode of description that has emerged 
through ethnographic fieldwork and that can be reduced to neither indi-
vidual experience, a localized culture, nor more general forms of global 
 processes. 

In this process I have used three Indonesian vernacular concepts: meran-
tau, meaning circular migration; malu, meaning shame or embarrassment; 
and liar, meaning wild, to organize my description. Each of these concepts 
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implies liminal states of being and underscores the problem of belong-
ing in a globalized marketplace. Merantau is about the relationship with 
home while in the process of migration; liar is about not belonging; and 
malu is about being in between accepted roles and emotional states. These 
concepts have not neatly overlapped throughout the book (indeed, my 
informants would not necessarily understand them as connected) but have 
rather formed the basis for describing an open-ended—both in spatial and 
temporal terms—system of human mobility that has taken shape in South-
east Asia’s shifting economic and political landscape during the past few 
decades. Identifying this system as open-ended means not only that it is 
contingent and potentially boundless, but also that the terrain it brings to 
life is highly regulated and often violent. More generally, this perspective 
highlights how systems of mobility and regulation are governed by dif-
ferent logics—the former by emotional economies and the latter by state 
simplification—that are constantly shifting in relation to one another. 

moving beyond globalization

Engaging with a place like Batam in a long-term ethnographic project 
inevitably creates frustrations, as the island is transformed and its inhabit-
ants come and go. Indeed, a series of significant changes has affected Batam 
and the broader region since the turn of the century, allowing for novel 
channels of human mobility and communication, as well as new forms of 
constraint and control. The emergence of budget airlines such as Air Asia 
has reduced Batam’s importance as a transit area for transnational labor, 
while allowing Singaporean tourists to fly to places throughout Southeast 
Asia for almost the same fare that it costs to take the ferry to Batam. A 
new regime of labor import, in tandem with an institutionalized system 
of migrant deportation in Malaysia, has led to a dramatic drop in illegal 
migrants who cross the border, while new surveillance systems across the 
region are making it increasingly difficult for migrants to use multiple 
passports in the post-9/11 security environment. The severity of abuses 
against domestic servants in Malaysia and Singapore has progressively 
gained public recognition, while the growing concern with human traffick-
ing has led to the intensifying regulation of prostitution. The widespread 
availability of cell phones has facilitated communication across borders and 
between kampung and rantau, while the (temporary?) ban on gambling on 
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Batam has been matched by the Singaporean government’s development 
of a world-class casino. Finally, the continuing ascendance of the Chinese 
economy has led many multinational corporations to move their factories 
away from Batam to Southeast China’s industrial estates.

Yet despite the importance of these changes and the transformation of 
Batam that I have witnessed myself, The Anxieties of Mobility argues that 
if one begins with the mobility of migrants and tourists it is possible to 
identify more enduring social forms made evident through the anxieties 
and emotional economies that I have described with merantau, malu, and 
liar. Together they evoke a system of mobility that adapts to the changes 
described above, rather than being dictated by them. In other words, the 
mode of description I have employed accepts that Batam, the life-worlds 
that I describe, as well as my own analysis, are emergent and open-ended. 

Throughout this book I have described what it means to be a laborer in 
the global economy, both in the midst of the global city and in the indus-
trial periphery, and I have attempted to use this as a starting point for ana-
lyzing the significance of globalization processes. This approach demands a 
methodology that takes the experiences of migrants and tourists seriously, 
paying close attention to how meaning is created in the context of dramatic 
political and economic change. These changes are always interpreted by peo-
ple within a particular social context, and the meanings that are produced 
are by no means clearly bounded or homogeneous, but rather contradictory, 
contested, and uneven. In the preceding chapters I have highlighted this 
unevenness—of cultural meaning, economic development, human mobil-
ity, and gender. Positioning myself in the global periphery, I have mapped 
changing forms of mobility among people who hope to become part of a 
new middle class, but who most often learn through their actual mobility 
that they are part of an expanding underclass, as geographical and class 
mobility have become increasingly disaggregated.

This particular ethnographic approach to globalization aspires to be 
attentive to both the production and the failures of meaning in the con-
text of uneven forms of economic and political change. The migrants and 
tourists I have described are part of a global underclass that struggles to 
make sense of the world it inhabits in different ways. These processes of 
sense making should be situated not only in relation to capitalist expansion 
and state power, but also in the context of the desires and emotions that 
drive migration and tourism. This calls for a form of analysis that does not 
attempt to reduce these observations to a “local” or a “global” perspective, 
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or identify the subjects with whom I am concerned as “victims.” Instead, 
the potential of this particular version of an ethnography of globalization—
particularly one that is concerned with human mobility—lies precisely in 
its concern with tracking movement across various types of borders, be they 
between nation-states, emotions, or social scientific categories. From this 
perspective, The Anxieties of Mobility is best understood as an attempt to 
take mobility seriously in order not only to critique already existing forms 
of analysis, but more important, to begin to consider alternative modes of 
analysis that are not spatially or temporally bounded, but rather belum and 
under construction. 
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notes

introduction

1. Three currencies are used throughout the book: Indonesian rupiah, Singa-
porean dollars, and Malaysian ringgit. After the economic crisis these currencies 
have remained relatively stable in relation to one another and the U.S. dollar. If not 
otherwise noted, one U.S. dollar is valued at 1.7 Singapore dollars, 9,000 Indone-
sian rupiah, and 3.8 Malaysian ringgit.

2. The Growth Triangle also incorporates several other islands in the Indone-
sian Riau Archipelago, most notably Bintan. It was the Singaporean deputy prime 
minister, Goh Chok Tong, who first suggested the “Growth Triangle” concept. The 
head of the Batam Industrial Development Authority, B. J. Habibie, responded by 
dubbing the zone Sijori, an acronym for Singapore-Johor-Riau. 

3. For many years Johor had been a source of inexpensive labor and land for 
Singapore, but higher costs, increasingly sensitive relations with Malaysia, and 
overcrowding led Singapore to look toward Batam as its new hinterlands. Johor 
is officially part of the Growth Triangle, but in reality it engages in little or no 
direct cooperation with Riau, and it is “more accurate to call the triangle a growth 
corridor . . . [that] is driven by the Singaporean political economy” (Macleod and 
McGee 1996, 425).

4. Although it is impossible to be precise, the general opinion is that migrants 
from West Sumatra and East and Central Java make up the largest ethnic groups 
on Batam.

5. Aihwa Ong, for instance, argues that Batam is an example of “graduated 
zones of sovereignty” (1999, 2003), a place in which the regulation of particular 
populations and spaces are transferred to nonstate actors, primarily through the 
reformulation of law. This results in a “system of variegated citizenship in which 
populations subjected to different regimes of value enjoy different kinds of rights, 
discipline, caring, and security” (2003, 43). For other studies that deal with Batam, 
see Macleod and McGee (1996); Smith (1996, 1997); Grundy-Warr, Peachey, and 
Perry (1999); and Sparke et al. (2004). 

6. Maurer (2003, 79) calls this the “metaphysics of ‘movement.’” See  McKeown 
(1999) for a critique of the scholarly concern with diaspora. 
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7. On ethnographic response, see Riles (2006).
8. Peletz (1995, 91), for instance, argues that in Malaysia malu is a “brake” 

for passion (nafsu) in women, while Keeler claims that learning isin, the Javanese 
equivalent to malu, is crucial in the emotional development of children and closely 
connected with learning complicated forms of linguistic and social status. He 
writes that “understanding the range of meanings of isin consists in understand-
ing the full range of situations in which one’s dignity and status are on the line” 
(1983, 160). 

9. In Kalimantan, Anna Tsing (1993, 54, 93) has described how the Meratus, 
who are considered “primitives” by the Indonesian state, do “not yet have a reli-
gion” (belum beragama) and are “not yet ordered” (belum diatur).

10. Rodgers (1995, 5) defines the rantau as the area outside the ethnic home 
region. It is also the root word for merantau, or circular migration.

11. For a similar use of “emotional economy,” see Cannell (1999, 231). On the 
issue of temporality in the process of gift exchange, see Mauss’ classic study, The 
Gift (1954), as well as Bourdieu’s (1977, 4–9) and Derrida’s (1992, 1995) impor-
tant—and very different—critiques of Mauss.

12 Fortun develops these ideas in her review of the second edition of Anthro-
pology as Cultural Critique (Marcus and Fischer 1999). Interestingly, in the issue of 
Reviews in Anthropology that preceded Fortun’s, Rutherford develops a similar ethic 
of openness: “Be interested in interest. Learn from confusion. . . . Contextualize and 
take nothing for granted, including context” (2003, 106). Beginning with these 
concerns, Rutherford claims that the future of anthropology in Indonesia (and in 
other places) may lie precisely in a renewed interest in ethnographic method (2003, 
105). 

13. Lubuk Baja is Nagoya’s official name, but it is rarely used in everyday 
conversation. Rumor has it that in the early 1970s construction workers from the 
Japanese city with the same name were based in Nagoya as it was being built, 
hence the name. 

14. This formation of the global city leads not only to a spatial concentration 
of financial elites and information technologies, but also to new gendered dynam-
ics of inequality as the number of low-wage service workers—primarily migrant 
women catering to the new middle and upper classes—has increased dramatically 
(Sassen 1991, 1998). See Brenner and Keil (2006) for an excellent collection of 
essays on “the global city.”

15. The methodology of the study is, therefore, closely related not to George 
Marcus’ (1995) more widely discussed multisited ethnography, but rather to what 
he identifies as the “strategically situated (single-site) ethnography,” which should 
be distinguished from more “traditional” forms of single-sited ethnographies. The 
strategically situated ethnography focuses attention not only on local subjects, but 
also on a broader system in ethnographic terms. It therefore has different concerns 
than traditional single-site ethnographies (Marcus 1995, 111). 

154  :  notes to pages 7–10
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16. See Castles (1967) and Jellenik (2000) for accounts of Jakarta’s changing 
demography.

17. To a certain degree, this has to do with the coupling of “ethnicity” with 
“locality” in the anthropological study of Indonesia (Boellstorff 2002), which is 
arguably part of a more general tendency for anthropological scholarship to rein-
force dominant ideologies in Indonesia (Pemberton 1994).

18. The use of young women in offshore factory locations has now become 
part of a corporate cultural form that is recognizable around the world. See Aihwa 
Ong’s (1991) review article, Fernandez-Kelly (1983) for a classic study of Mexican 
maquiladoras, and Salzinger (2003) and Pun (2005) for more recent accounts of 
Mexico and China, respectively. For discussions on the transnational maid indus-
try, see Constable (1997) and Chin (1998). On prostitution in Southeast Asia, see, 
for instance, Law (2000). 

19. However, since 2005 there have been major government crackdowns on 
gambling in Indonesia, including Batam, while in Singapore a large-scale casino 
resort is expected to open in 2009. 

20. Following this line of thought, the liar has been analyzed in relation to the 
forms of kriminalitas that emerged in Java beginning in the 1980s. This is particu-
larly notable in discussions of gali-gali or gabungan anak-anak liar (gangs of wild 
kids) (Barker 1998, 11; Siegel 1998).

21. In this sense it is considered a positive sentiment, perhaps best understood 
as “appropriate shyness” (Collins and Bahar 2000, 39).

22. This interest in emotions both follows and diverts from the seminal work 
of Geertz and Rosaldo (cf. Boellstorff and Lindquist 2004). On the one hand (and 
here the frameworks converge), Rosaldo describes emotions as a basis for theoriz-
ing social action. Following this, I argue that emotions in general, and malu in 
particular, are an important starting point for thinking about the motivations and 
actions of Indonesian migrants who must negotiate both hope and frustration in 
the rantau. For migrants, propriety and shame are often at odds, and choices must 
be made to bring them together or, at least temporarily, keep them apart. On the 
other hand (and this is the main point of divergence), I am concerned with social 
change to a degree that Geertz and Rosaldo rarely were. Sewell, for instance, has 
pointed out that Geertz’s notion of culture “posits a very tight fit between publicly 
available clusters of symbols and the moods, motivations, affects, and activities 
that these symbols shape” (1997, 43).

23. For similar discussions in Malaysia and Hong Kong, see Ong (1995) and 
Constable (1997), respectively. For a discussion of discourses surrounding women’s 
work in Indonesia, see Ford (2003).

24. Malu is closely linked with sexuality. Most notably, the Indonesian word 
for genitals is kemaluan. 

25. By “technology” I mean “the problem of choosing the most appropriate 
means for achieving given goals or ends” (Collier and Ong 2005, 8).
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26. Use of the jilbab became increasingly common in the 1990s, during the 
last years of the Suharto regime, as the previous ban on veiling in schools was over-
turned (Hefner 2000, 18–19).

27. The word literally means “pressed rice.” It is perhaps best understood 
within the hierarchy of rice, in which cooked white rice would be considered pur-
est. Lontong is made of white rice that is “left over.”

28. On the transition from the New Order, see Aspinall (2005), and on decen-
tralization, see Erb (2005). The Ninja killings in East Java are documented and 
analyzed in Siegel (2006), while the conflict in the Maluku Islands, the Bali bombs, 
and Jemaah Islamiyah have been analyzed in a series of reports by the Sidney Jones 
and the International Crisis Group (see http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index
.cfm?id=2959&l=1). On Jemaah Islamiyah, see also Barton 2005.

29. For examples of books that are implicated in the production of this dis-
course, see Militant Islam in Southeast Asia: Crucible of Terror (Abuza 2003), Jihad 
in Paradise: Islam and Politics in Southeast Asia (Millard and Hall 2004), and Second 
Front: Inside Asia’s Most Dangerous Terrorist Network (Conboy 2005).

chapter 1: borderland formations

Epigraph: Quote from Singapore Straits Times taken from Scott Macleod, “Shad-
ows beneath the Wind: Singapore, World City and Open Region,” Ph.D. disserta-
tion, University of British Columbia, 1995, 194.

1. On the notion of the “proper” place, see De Certeau (1988), as well as Lefe-
bvre (1991, 23).

2. For a history of Singapore that describes this process in more detail, see 
Turnbull (1977).

3. Equally important was the trade in opium, which generated between 40 
and 60 percent of Singapore’s colonial state revenue until the 1920s (Trocki 1990, 
2). Indeed, Trocki argues that opium was more important than free trade to Sin-
gapore’s success. Not only was opium the most crucial source of revenue for the 
colonial state, it was also a means of controlling migrant labor through addiction.

4. Most notably, Sri Vijaya was based in South Sumatra between the seventh 
and twelfth centuries, and Malacca on the Malay Peninsula emerged in the four-
teenth century (Wolters 1970; Andaya and Andaya 1982).

5. See also Gellner (1983) and Anderson’s (1991) seminal work on the emer-
gence of nationalism for discussions on the lack of distinct political boundaries in 
the premodern era.

6. By the mid-1870s thirty thousand Chinese migrants were arriving in Sin-
gapore each year (Warren 1993, 9; Turnbull 1989, 105).

7. On labor mobility, see, for instance, Stoler (1985); Breman (1990); and 
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Hoerder (2002, chap. 15). On the expansion of labor migration from China, see 
McKeown (1999, 2001).

8. Attempts by colonial regimes to regulate the trade in human labor as part 
of their civilizing mission was by no means successful until the latter part of the 
century, when slavery and human smuggling were pushed further underground 
(McKeown 1999, 320; Tagliacozzo 2005, chap. 10).

9. Initially a local currency was introduced, Uang Kepulauan Riau (currency of 
the Riau Archipelago), but soon it was replaced by the rupiah (Liamsi 1989, 33). 
The Indonesian rupiah has been fully convertible since the mid-1960s (Winters 
1996, 44).

10. By the 1870s more Chinese than ethnic Malays were living in Riau 
(Tagliacozzo 1999, 256; Andaya 1997, 498). They were divided into two major 
groups, Hokkien and Teochew (Ng 1976).

11. This was implemented through PP-10, or Peraturan Pemerintah 10 (Gov-
ernment Regulation 10) (Mackie 1976, 82–97). This form of discrimination had 
its precedent in the Dutch colonial legal system’s caste distinction between “Euro-
peans,” “Chinese,” and “Natives” (Rush 1990, 14) For a critical discussion of the 
formation of these types of distinctions in the Dutch East Indies, see Stoler (2002, 
chap. 2).

12. By the early 1970s almost two-thirds of the residents in Tanjung Pinang 
were Chinese (V. Wee 1985, 54; Ng 1976, 20). In 1971 notoriously inaccurate 
census figures stated that 11.7 percent of the population in the Riau Archipelago 
consisted of noncitizen Chinese (Andaya 1997, 503).

13. In the original Indonesian, “feeling” and “desire” refer to rasa and kehen-
dak, respectively (Radjab 1950, 210).

14. On the Minangkabau from West Sumatra, see Naim (1973) and Kato 
(1982); on the Acehnese from North Sumatra, see Siegel (1969); and on the 
Baweanese, from the island of Bawean, two hundred kilometers off the northeast 
coast of Java, see Vredenbregt (1964) and Ali (1996).

15. The East being Deli, the plantation belt along the Northeast coast of 
Sumatra. For a seminal historical account, see Stoler (1985).

16. See, for instance, Siegel (1969); Abdullah (1971); Breman (1990); and 
Mrázek (1994).

17. Shiraishi aptly has termed this era An Age in Motion (1990).
18. For a discussion of Hamka, see Hadler (1998, 135). See also Mrázek’s 

(1994) biography of Sutan Sjahrir, which describes Medan in similar terms.
19. This story was also confirmed to me by a high-ranking Indonesian govern-

ment official (November 11, 1998). For an account of Suharto’s speech, see Smith 
(1996, 32–34), which claims that Stephen Roszel of Ingram Contractors, Inc., 
an American company that serviced foreign oil companies such as Pertamina (the 
Indonesian national oil company), decided that Batam was a suitable location for a 
logistics and oil service base. 
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20. Initially BIDA was called BIEA (Badan Pimpinan Daerah Industri Batam, 
or Batam Industrial Estate Authority). Pertamina initially attempted to transform 
Batam into a logistics center and a location for an oil refinery. On the collapse of 
Pertamina, see Hill (1996, 102).

21. For a discussion of this group of neoclassically trained economists, see 
Schwarz (2000, 52–53). 

22. In theory, only housing built before 1971, the year BIDA was formed, 
was supposed to be offered this minimal economic compensation. In practice, how-
ever, inhabitants on Batam whose houses were built before 1971 have been offered 
more money and land in order to quell discontent. For similar reasons, more recent 
migrants have been offered plots of land when their squatter housing has been razed. 
As one official told me, it is extremely difficult to distinguish between houses built 
before and after 1971, particularly since many of them do not differ significantly 
in style. This situation has created both a possibility and an economic incentive for 
many to claim that their houses were built before this date and thus are “legal.” 

23. For a discussion of the broader issues related to Habibie’s program and 
his rise to power, see T. Shiraishi (1996). On the “high technology” strategy, see 
Smith (1997).

24. For descriptions of the chaotic side of Singapore during this period, see 
Warren (1993), which recounts the history of prostitution, and Tagliacozzo (2005), 
which shows how smuggling and state formation emerged in tandem. 

25. New laws allowed 100 percent foreign ownership of companies on Batam. 
The only condition was a 5 percent divestment to an Indonesian partner within 
five years. This should be compared with other parts of Indonesia, where domestic 
ownership had to reach 51 percent within fifteen years (Smith 1996, 172–175). 

26. This division of responsibilities has, however, never been clear and led to 
frequent conflicts between the two agencies, especially over funding. For instance, 
R. A. Aziz, the former mayor of Batam, stated that “we are all unclear about our 
authority, so I often use my personal discretion in governing” (The Jakarta Post, 
August 21, 1993). A local government was created for other reasons: as Batam 
gained a higher profile, the provincial Riau government complained about being 
left out of the development project, which was at least geographically within its 
jurisdiction.

27. Pemda has since changed names to Pemerintah Kota (Pemko), or Munici-
pal (literally “City”) Government.

28. A clear sign of shifting power relations in the process of political decen-
tralization was the decision by BIDA’s chairman, Ismeth Abdullah, to run for gov-
ernor of the newly created province of the Riau Islands. He subsequently won the 
election in 2005. 

29. The six “designated red-light areas” are under the surveillance of the Anti-
Vice Enforcement Unit and other government agencies, which check on the own-
ership of brothels and the status of the women working there and conduct health 
checkups as well. All women working in these brothels are required to carry so-
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called “yellow cards,” which record their venereal disease history ( J. Ong 1993, 
244–248). 

30. “A project of legibility is immanent in any statecraft that aims at manipu-
lating society, but it is undermined by intrastate rivalries, technical obstacles, and, 
above all, the resistance of its subjects” (Scott 1998, 80).

31. At the height of Suharto’s New Order, Van Langenberg described it as fol-
lows: “it is social engineering in a totalitarian sense. Economic development ( pem-
bangunan ekonomi ) is emphatically associated with notions about ‘mental,’ ‘moral,’ 
and ‘spiritual’ development ( pembangunan mental, moril, spirituil )” (1986: 19–20).

32. A similar discussion can be found in anthropological studies dealing with 
company towns. In the Indonesian context, see Robinson (1986).

33. A survey of Indonesian newspaper articles beginning in the early 1970s 
shows that as late as 1991 liar was not mentioned in discussions of squatter housing 
on Batam. For the first mention I found, see Angkatan Bersenjata, April 10, 1991.

34. See, for instance, the conflicts surrounding the “wild school ordinance” in 
1932 (S. Shiraishi 1997).

35. Kusno’s (2000, 107–109) main example is the transformation of Jakarta 
under Governor Adi Sadikin, who attempted to close the city to rural migrants 
and, among other things, forbade the use of the pedicab, since it was considered 
unmodern and unfitting in the context of the capital city. 

36. In the postcolonial period, one report from 1957 described an okupasi liar, 
or “wild occupation,” of land by migrants in Sumatra (Saad 1957). Another report, 
from 1979, described the difference between liar housing and “slums” (the English 
word was used). Significantly, the author argued that all slums are liar but that not 
all liar housing can be identified as slums (Tumanggor 1979). 

37. The “disorder” and “problems” generated by the development of Batam 
and the Growth Triangle offer an analytical space that is less concerned with issues 
of cultural hybridity and difference (cf. Bhabha 1994) and more with the issues 
of spatial organization and identity that are evident in debates within cultural 
geography. Much of this work has, however, tended to valorize marginal spaces 
and identities and view them as sources of resistance, transgression, and liminality 
(e.g., Shields 1991; Lefebvre 1991). 

38. See Smith (1996, 36, 151–152, 246) for these linguistic turns.
39. See Peachey (1998, 109, n. 37) for an example of this phrasing. The ori-

gins of this use of Texas are unclear to me, but it does turn up in other instances in 
Indonesia (e.g., Boellstorff 2005, 151–152). I take this usage as referring to a place 
that is considered uncontrolled or lawless. 

chapter 2: the diluted enclave 

1. Gampung is the Acehnese spelling of kampung, meaning “village” or 
“home.”

notes to pages 36–43  :  159

4Lin_153-198.indd   159 8/11/08   2:26:34 PM



2. Through state businesses Jurong Town Corporation (the premier indus-
trial park in Singapore) and Singapore Technologies Industrial Corporation, the 
Singaporean government invested 350 million U.S. dollars in Batamindo in coop-
eration with the Indonesian Salim Group. Most of the early tenants were openly 
persuaded by the Singapore Economic Development Board to move their factories 
to Batam, while keeping their headquarters in Singapore (Macleod and McGee 
1996).  Batamindo has its own Master Plan that it submits to BIDA for approval, 
and Jurong Town Corporation is the model (interview with John Sulistiawan, 
general manager of Batamindo, September 2, 1998). See Batamindo’s Web site: 
http://www.sembpark.com.sg/category.cgi?cid=13.

3. This discourse appears to have its origins in 1950s Japan, where the utiliza-
tion of young Japanese women in the electronics factories “was the final piece in 
the puzzle of Japan’s rise to post-war prosperity” (Partner 1999, 221). Interest-
ingly, Partner notes a paradox that is central for many of the women I discuss in 
this chapter. “Young women in the mid-1950s were expected to work with docile 
subservience for minimal wages. But as Japan’s consumer revolution unfolded, it 
became apparent that young women also had another vital role to play: as consum-
ers” (1999, 223). 

4. It is difficult to judge precisely how many people live in liar housing adja-
cent to the park. In the late 1990s my own estimate was that they numbered 
around twenty thousand. Five years later the numbers had dropped as factories and 
shopping malls were built along the periphery of the park, but new squatter areas 
quickly emerged in other locations. 

5. The companies in the park, in turn, pay for dormitory beds and other ser-
vices in Singapore dollars. In early 1999, because of the fluctuating Indonesian 
rupiah, companies were actually paying more for dormitory beds than for salaries. 
For this reason many companies have been offering cash incentives so that workers 
will live outside the park, and they increasingly hire locally rather than use Tunas 
Karya. In 2002 only 30 percent of the companies used Tunas Karya, compared to 
70 percent five years earlier (Interview with Tunas Karya official, July 19, 2002). 

6. Equally important, many of these managers control at least part of the hir-
ing process for operators, supervisors, and security guards who are hired locally; 
this potentially gives them access to substantial bribes and the opportunity to 
bring in friends and relatives. Chandra’s experience, described briefly above, is 
only one example of how money changes hands on a variety of levels in the hiring 
process. For one man who lived down the block from me and worked as a middle-
level manager at one of the companies, his salary and added funds from hiring 
“assistance” allowed him to buy a new house in a middle-class area and to support 
his wife and two young children.

7. Resistance to work discipline would appear to be inevitable (e.g., A. Ong 
1987; Wolf 1992; Pred and Watts 1992). Workers made it clear that they use a 
range of tactics to get an extra break or to get out of work: “foot dragging” through 
longer trips to the toilet, for instance, or extended periods of religious prayer.
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8. See Harvey (1990, 145) and Freeman (2000, 24–30). The effects of these 
processes on female factory workers have been widely debated and commonly 
framed in binary terms of “empowerment” versus “exploitation” (McKay 2006).

9. Batam has among the highest minimum wages in Indonesia. They are gov-
ernment regulated and have increased substantially since the economic crisis, from 
around 200,000 rupiah per month in 1998 to over 600,000 in 2005.

10. As Freeman (2000, 34-37) and Mills (1999), among others, have pointed 
out, it is critical to consider the links between the “worker-producer” and the 
“citizen-consumer.” 

11. Stealing the products made in factories is common, and many managers 
identified this as a major problem. Upon leaving Batam, finished products such as 
stereo speakers and vacuum cleaners are taken home as gifts by workers; product 
components like metal wiring can be sold to middlemen or stores. Many feel they 
are expected to return home with commodities produced on Batam. Esti, who came 
from West Sumatra, made this case for her behavior: “Everyone else would take 
stuff so I did as well. I wasn’t going to sell it, just take it back to the kampung when 
my contract ended. Even if I couldn’t save any money, I would at least be able to 
come back with a vacuum cleaner.”

12. While officials at Tunas Karya claimed that two hours of overtime per day 
is compulsory (wajib), in practice this was not generally the case. As in other parts 
of Indonesia, strikes and more explicit forms of organized protest were rare during 
Suharto’s New Order. Forms of “in-house” organizing were more common than 
trade unions. Rather than deal with independent unions, labor issues are generally 
settled within the plant (Kelly 2002, 403). Since unions were legalized after 2000, 
strikes have become increasingly common in Batamindo, particularly in contexts 
where companies do not follow official regulations concerning wages or severance 
pay (Phelps 2004, 214 –215). 

13. For instance, see the articles in Sijori Pos, August 6, 1998, and November 
24, 1998. One was titled “From Hollywood Hill to ‘Free Lancer.’” “Free lancer” 
refers to women who work as prostitutes.

14. For one case, see Sijori Pos, March 10, 1998. For a Mexican example, see 
Salzinger (2003, 38); and for a Chinese example, see Pun (2005, 136 –139).

15. Collins and Bahar (2000, 46) heard similar responses when interviewing 
women in the South Sumatran city of Palembang. Smith-Hefner (2007) notes that 
among university students in Yogyakarta, women claimed that veiling offered pro-
tection from violence during political demonstrations.

16. See Siegel’s account of the Javanese city of Solo for a similar account. 
Women who respond to men who call out to them place themselves in the position 
of the “prostitute” (1986, 122).

17. Despite the direct connection made between sex, money, and nightlife 
in newspapers and everyday talk, I found little evidence of factory workers being 
involved in prostitution. During my fieldwork I met several women working as 
full-time prostitutes who had previously worked at Batamindo, but no one who 
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admitted to working as a prostitute while still at Batamindo. The opinion that 
factory women in export processing zones are forced to turn to prostitution is also 
evident in academic discourse. Aihwa Ong, for instance, claims that “low wages 
and vulnerability have driven many to moonlight as prostitutes in China, Malaysia, 
Thailand, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka” (1991, 284). 

18. Many factory workers frequented a particular disco, Skyline, because there 
were fewer drugs and prostitutes compared to other discos. One factory worker, for 
instance, used a phrase I had heard in several other conversations: she goes to discos 
only to “get rid of stress” (hilang stres) or to be happy. 

19. In rural peninsular Malaysia, Ong reports that “women taking the Pill 
complained of headaches, a ‘bloated’ appearance, and a lethargy that made them 
‘too lazy to work’” (A. Ong 1995, 169).

20. English words such as happy and relax are often used in everyday talk. See 
also chap. 3.

21. Her point was that the Javanese, who wield much of the political power 
in Indonesia—something that has generally caused much resentment among other 
ethnic groups in the country—have a reputation of avoiding direct forms of con-
frontation.

chapter 3: the economy of the night

1. Reports state that shabu-shabu (crystal methamphetamine) and putauw (her-
oin) may be the new drugs of distinction throughout Indonesia (e.g., Jakarta Post, 
October 1, 2000). On Batam, however, through 2005, Ecstasy remained the key 
drug in Batam’s nightclubs.

2. To book refers to hiring a prostitute. Although it is an English word, it is in 
italics since John uses it when he speaks English or Malay.

3. For women in the discos who have a mami, the going rate is thirty thousand 
rupiah per hour for sitting with the woman in the disco and four hundred thousand 
rupiah for booking out all night. For freelance prostitutes prices are more flexible 
and depend on the prostitute’s and client’s bargaining abilities. In general, prices 
appear to be lower, but the women can keep all the money they make. These prices 
have remained relatively stable through 2005.

4. Academic research concerning prostitution has been plagued by debates 
concerning agency and structure, which, more specifically, have revolved around 
representations of the prostitute as “sex worker” or “victim” (e.g., Doezema 1998). 
Murray (1991, 108), for instance, has argued that for many lower-class women in 
Jakarta, becoming a prostitute is a rational choice that affords them the possibility 
of making more money than they could otherwise, at the same time allowing them 
freedom from social restraints. In this book I avoid simplistic dichotomies between 
“free will” and “deterministic constraints” in the context of prostitution. Instead, 
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I attempt to shift the terms of debates by situating factory workers and prostitutes 
within a common frame of analysis through descriptions of their lives, rather than 
beginning with a priori assumptions. For discussions along these lines, see Law 
(1997, 261) on Southeast Asia and Brennan’s (2004, 22–25) study of the Domini-
can Republic. It is also informative to compare Muecke’s (1992) and Lyttleton’s 
(1994) discussions of prostitution in Thailand.

5. During my time on Batam I heard many different stories from women 
about how they became involved in prostitution. The motif of the middleman who 
finds and lures women into prostitution by promising a good job in a restaurant 
with a high salary and a modern lifestyle close to Singapore is a common one in 
arrival stories. I doubted the stories of some women, but many had certainly been 
lured to Batam under more or less false pretenses. More obviously, many women 
are bound to karaoke bars and brothels through systems of debt-bondage labor, 
which is generally tolerated, and perhaps supported, by the authorities. 

6. Although prostitution is officially against the law, the Indonesian govern-
ment policy is one of tolerance, and the act of selling sex is not subject to criminal 
prosecution (Sunindyo 1993, 4). Instead, the state, following the Dutch colonial 
tradition, has attempted to localize prostitution in brothel complexes and estab-
lish “rehabilitation centers.” The regulation of prostitution is “largely determined 
by health and public-order rather than moral considerations” ( Jones et al. 1995, 
10). Some estimates put the number of prostitutes in Indonesia ca. 1993 between 
140,000 and 230,000 (1995, 10). In relation to broader socioeconomic changes in 
Indonesia, Jones and his colleagues argue that the diminishing importance of the 
agricultural sector and the feminization of the rantau, beginning in the late 1960s 
and 1970s, have been important forces in the expansion of prostitution throughout 
Indonesia. They also suggest that the high rate of divorce on Java has facilitated the 
entry of women into prostitution (1995, 8 –9). In the 1950s West Java—the most 
common geographical origin of prostitutes in lokalisasi around Indonesia—had 
among the highest rates of divorce in the world (G. Jones 1994). 

7. In one case it was reported in the local newspaper that a police raid had suc-
ceeded in “putting in order 87 liar prostitutes.” The women were given a choice: 
either enter one of the quasi-official lokalisasi or return to their place of origin 
(kampung) (Riau Pos, June 5, 1998). 

8. For a discussion of the logics of operasi in Bandung, see Barker (1999a, 
102–103).

9. The concern with order can also be seen in attempts to create regulations 
in other environments (e.g., Jones et al. 1995, 13). For instance, consider the fol-
lowing two regulations (from a list of ten) that government officials posted in all 
hotels in the town of Tanjung Balai on the nearby island of Karimun in 1999, in 
the wake of public protests against prostitution: 2) Pramuria [prostitutes] may not 
wear clothing that is impolite (tidak sopan) while in the hotel or in public spaces; 
and 4) Pramuria may not smoke while walking in public spaces.
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10. In fact, Corbin’s description of the maison de tolérance in nineteenth-century 
France could very well characterize the official view of prostitution in contempo-
rary Indonesia (and Singapore). “Debauchery, defined as the abusive use of sex, of 
money, of oneself, sometimes invaded the home and private life. Yet it could be 
got rid of at the brothel; such at least was the hope and intent of the apostles of 
regulationism, the true creators of the registered brothel—the maison de tolérance” 
(1990, xv).

11. As noted in chapter 2, most factories have age limits for hiring new 
 workers.

12. It is a well-known joke on Batam that the only power the local govern-
ment (Pemda, now Pemko) has, at least prior to the process of political decentral-
ization in Indonesia, is to make identity cards. See the article in Bisnis Indonesia 
(April 21, 1994) titled “The Identity Card Business, Sex and Imported Goods: 
Other Sides of Life on Batam.”

13. The behavior associated with tripping has even become part of a cultural 
repertoire, as one frequently sees people moving their heads back and forth, simu-
lating the experience of being on. In a particularly memorable episode in my living 
room, a young mother rocked her three-month-old baby so that the head moved 
back and forth and jokingly said that it looked like she was tripping. Everyone 
present, including the grandmother, laughed together. For another example, see 
Barker (1999b, 189, n. 26).

14. The basic recipe for Long Island iced tea is equal portions vodka, gin, 
triple sec, rum, tequila, and some cola. 

15. Kruhse-Mount Burton (1995, 193) makes a similar point in relation to 
Southeast Asian sex tourism in Australia. There, “prostitution is often appraised 
by clients as deficient, in that prostitutes are criticized for being emotionally and 
sexually cold and for making little effort to please, or to disguise the commercial 
nature of the interaction. Men appear to find the latter aspect particularly demean-
ing since it highlights the failure to find a willing and satisfactory free partner.”

16. For studies that address this issue in Southeast Asia, see Anna Tsing’s 
chapter, “Alien Romance,” in The Realm of the Diamond Queen (1993), and Lisa 
Law’s chapter, “Negotiating the Bar,” in Sex Work in Southeast Asia (2000).

17. Ecstasy is illegal in Indonesia, and police raids on discos and small-scale 
production units were increasingly reported in the media as it became one of the 
drugs of choice in discos throughout the country. On Batam arrests are usually 
made outside of discos (Sijori Pos, December 1, 1999), while transactions appear to 
continue uninterrupted inside. The rare arrests in Ozon and other discos are usually 
of Singaporeans, who express surprise since “everyone else” is using it (Straits Times, 
November 8, 1999).

18. In this context, comparisons could be made to cocoa leaves, caffeine, or 
sugar. See, for instance, Mintz’s classic study of sugar, Sweetness and Power (1985).
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19. In the disco Ecstasy generates distinctions between clients and prostitutes 
alike by becoming a sign that one is gengsi (hip). Not being on, therefore, can also 
become a source of malu in relation to other prostitutes, since it can be seen as a 
sign that one cannot access the drug, implying that one cannot get a client or afford 
to buy it. Ecstasy can also function as a kind of antidepressant outside of the disco, 
as many women and their male partners would take it at home.

20. Kulick (1998, 9–10) elaborates on this position in relation to Brazilian 
transgendered prostitutes.

21. In recent years the wages of factory work have gone up substantially com-
pared to prostitution (see chap. 2).

22. This resonates with Cohen’s (1993) study of “open-ended” prostitutes in 
Bangkok.

23. In their study of prostitution in Indonesia, Jones and his colleagues note 
that “it is difficult to give even a rough estimate of the economic significance of 
the sex industry, and the amount of money that changes hands over the course of 
year through its activities” (1995, 46). Still, they estimate that the average net 
monthly earnings for prostitutes range between 200,000 rupiah in the low-class 
sector, to 1.2 million rupiah in the middle-class sector, to 2 million rupiah in the 
high-class sector. This was, however, at a time when the exchange rate to the U.S. 
dollar hovered around 2,200 rather than 9,000. These figures, therefore, offer little 
guidance for understanding the current situation on Batam and probably Indonesia 
as a whole.

24. This logic is also obvious in the strategies of taxi drivers, such as the one I 
mentioned on the first page of the chapter.

25. See Day’s (1990) study of female prostitutes in London and Kulick’s (1998) 
study of transgendered prostitutes in Brazil for strikingly similar distinctions.

26. See Brennan (2004, 38) for a Dominican equivalent of the bronces, the 
tíguere.

chapter 4: fantasy island

Epigraph: Rem Koolhaas, Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large: Office for Metro-
politan Architecture. New York: Monacelli Press, 1998.

1. I first met Andi through Hari, an Indonesian man who worked as a drug 
dealer at Ozon. I had been having difficulties meeting Singaporeans on Batam, 
since most came and left quickly and were not easily approachable—protected in 
hotels, restaurants, discos, and taxis. I asked Hari if he could introduce me to some 
of his clients, and he took me to Andi, who was friendly and open from our initial 
meeting. Eventually he began to stop by my house whenever he came to Batam.

2. See http://batam-nightlife.hypermart.net (accessed April 15, 2002).
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3. The majority of the Singaporean tourists who come to Batam are Chinese, 
but during fieldwork I usually found it easier to get to know Malays, perhaps 
because they found it curious to meet a Westerner who spoke Malay. 

4. The discourse of Asian values appeared in the 1990s in international debates 
concerning the caning of Michael Fay, an American teenager living with his par-
ents in Singapore who was arrested for vandalism and sentenced to caning (e.g., 
Tay 1997), in relation to political scientist Samuel Huntington’s (1996) thesis 
on “the clash of civilizations,” and in provocative statements by Malaysian prime 
minister Mahatir Mohammed and Singaporean senior minister Lee Kuan Yew, 
supporting an “Asian” style of economic development and governance (cf. A. Ong 
1999, chap. 7).

5. Occasionally, however, a Singaporean is arrested for drug use on Batam and 
hung out in the press on both sides of the border. Arrests are usually made out-
side of discos, while transactions appear to continue uninterrupted inside. The rare 
arrests in Ozon and other discos are usually of Singaporeans, who express surprise, 
since “everyone else is doing it.” For accounts in the Indonesian and Singaporean 
press, see Sijori Pos, December 1, 1999; and Straits Times, November 8, 1999.

6. This is the state that is located beyond critique and, in this context, pro-
duced in an explicitly binary form. Zizek (1997) calls this “ideological fantasy.” 

7. In keeping with Singapore’s government policies, criteria for renting or 
owning these flats are based on the “family formation rule.” Unless a woman is over 
forty or a man is over fifty, she or he cannot rent or purchase a flat without a “family 
nucleus,” which consists of a husband and wife (PuruShotam 1998, 138). 

8. On Islam, see, for instance, Blackwood (1995); on patron-client relation-
ships in Southeast Asia, see Schmidt et al. (1977).

9. For instance, the following advertisement could be seen in 1999 at the 
World Trade Center ferry terminal near the ticket booth for Batam: a man in a 
business suit is pictured with a number of building blocks showing pictures of his 
family members. The caption below reads, “I don’t want to lose everything I’ve 
built. I’ll admit there are temptations when I travel or entertain, but it’s not worth 
risking everything for AIDS—the odds are it will catch up with you.”

10. For instance, in one case, a Singaporean man was sentenced to fifteen 
months in prison for refusing to reveal, when he donated blood, that he had unpro-
tected sex with a prostitute on Batam (Straits Times, April 16, 2001).

11. The bill was passed unanimously by Parliament. Those who refuse to take 
the test face a fine of two thousand Singapore dollars, six months in prison, or 
deportation (AP, September 4, 1998). 

12. Other examples show how the Singaporean government has attempted 
to affect regulations on Batam. In chapter 2 I discussed how statements by senior 
minister Lee Kuan Yew were aimed at keeping wages low on Batam. More relevant 
to the theme of this chapter, in the late 1980s organized gambling was halted on 
Batam because of Singaporean government protests (Straits Times, July 15, 1988). 
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More recently, gambling has become an issue as the closing of gambling establish-
ments has had negative effects on tourism ( Jakarta Post, November 18, 2005).

13. I am grateful to Don Kulick for pointing this out.

chapter 5: revolving doors of dispossession 

1. “The biggest complaint from [Indonesian] migrants [to Malaysia] has not 
been their treatment by police during the raids but the fact that legal workers are 
too often caught in the net, either because their employers hold their passports 
or because the frequent change of forms and regulations leads to one part of the 
bureaucracy not knowing what the other is doing” (S. Jones 2000, 69).

2. Singapore distinguishes between “work permit holders” and “holders of 
professional passes.” The former are repatriated after their permits expire and are 
usually not allowed to bring dependents. In contrast, holders of professional passes 
are those whose “skills are in high demand” and who are allowed to bring their 
dependents with them (Soon-Beng and Chew 1995, 197; see also Kaur 2006, 
36–38). Singapore has tended to increase the levies for “work permit holders” and 
to decrease the levies for “holders of professional passes” (Hui 1998, 207–208), a 
strategy in keeping with the government’s attempt to transform Singapore into a 
“global city.” For instance, levies for maids more than doubled in the 1990s (Yeoh, 
Huang, and Gonzalez 1999, 117–118). 

3. Indonesia is identified as a “Non-traditional Source” of labor by the govern-
ment, and Indonesians are permitted to work only in the construction, marine, and 
domestic service sectors (Wong 1997, 150). Once again there are no official figures 
on the number of Indonesian men working legally in Singapore, but most sources, 
as well as my discussions with Indonesians who have worked in Singapore, suggest 
that men are rarely granted work permits. 

4. In Malaysia there has been a notable shift in terminology during the last 
thirty years. “Irregular migrants” in the 1970s became “illegal migrants” in the 
1980s and “illegals” or “aliens” in the 1990s (Healey 2000, 231). 

5. “Smart cards” were developed on Batam so that foreign managers, primarily 
working at the Batamindo Industrial Park, could move more easily between Batam 
and Singapore, entering Indonesia through a special line. However, the distribu-
tion of these cards remains very limited. 

6. The tax for leaving the country by plane is 1 million rupiah, or approxi-
mately 110 U.S. dollars.

7. Indonesians use the term passing to refer to exiting and reentering Singapore 
or Malaysia in order to renew visas.

8. The amount is always considerably higher for Malaysia than Singapore. It 
has never been a secret that money can be rented at the ports on Batam. For instance, 
the Jakarta daily Kompas had a report on the topic on January 17, 1996, claiming 
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that it cost between 50,000 and 100,000 rupiah to rent money; on December 
12, 1998, Sijori Pos reported in a prominently displayed article that it cost up to 
200,000 rupiah. In 2005 it could cost up to 100 Singapore dollars to rent 1,000. 
One man said that he had been tempted to keep the money, but “there is no point 
in trying to take the money and run. They copy your passport number and they 
know where all the Indonesians go, so it is easy for them to track you down.”

9. For an alternative reading of De Certeau at the Spanish-Moroccan border, 
see McMurray 2001, chap. 6. 

10. Immigration is a sensitive political issue in Singapore. I attempted to 
organize interviews on the subject with several government officials there but was 
refused each time.

11. The following account, from one of Mariam Ali’s (1996, 136) informants 
who was refused entry to Malaysia, supports this position. “Look, you have to give 
me a reason. I am dressed well. I am wearing a Camel shirt, a [sic] Padini pants, I 
am carrying a two hundred dollar brief case, and five thousand cash and two mil-
lion rupiahs. I have enough money just working in Indonesia and am not interested 
in working in Singapore. Why can’t I enter?” The immigration officer he was talk-
ing to remained unconvinced, however, and he was turned away.

12. For discussions of the extensive networks that bring Indonesians to 
Malaysia, see S. Jones (2000). See also Ali’s (1996) ethnographic account of how 
Baweanese migrants travel to Malaysia and Singapore. 

13. The going rate on Batam appears to fluctuate. At the time Felix crossed, 
200,000 rupiah was equivalent to 90 U.S. dollars, but at the time I got to know 
him it was only 20 U.S. dollars. 

14. In 2000 an estimated 150,000 Indonesian maids were working in Malay-
sia (Hugo 2000, 108). This is compared to 585 in 1991 (S. Jones 2000, 65). In Sin-
gapore there were 20,000 Indonesian maids in 1995. There were a total of 100,000 
foreign maids, which amounts to one for every eight households in the city ( Yeoh, 
Huang, and Gonzalez 1999, 117). By 2005 there were 150,000 foreign maids in 
the country, of which 60,000 were Indonesians (Human Rights Watch 2005).

15. For an account of the effects of the crisis on female migrants in an export 
manufacturing zone in South Sulawesi, see Silvey (2000).

16. For a discussion of these middlemen, see Hugo (2002).
17. In comparison, workers in the government category “cleaners and labour-

ers,” the occupational group with the lowest gross wages in Singapore, on average 
made 827 U.S. dollars per month in 2000 (http://www.gov.sg/mom/manpower/
manrs/wages/ows_highlight.pdf, accessed on November 19, 2001).

18. As Human Rights Watch (2005, 66 – 68) shows, these are within the 
normal working hours for domestic servants in Singapore. In fact, a widely avail-
able handbook on hiring and dealing with foreign maids in Singapore suggests 
that employers should expect their maids to work these long hours (Chew 2004, 
68–69).
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19. Indonesian maids who have problems in Singapore are often sent to Batam, 
since it is cheaper than paying for the ticket to return home. This is often explicitly 
stated in contracts that I have seen. 

20. www.noblemaids.com (accessed on April 10, 2002).

chapter 6: between stress beach and fantasy island

1. Patsy Spyer was the external examiner for my doctoral dissertation, upon 
which this book is based (Lindquist 2002). 
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