








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































inclusion, and this determines how they are going to imagine and construct their 

future. 

It is no coincidence that the discourse of modernity relating to lifestyle and a 

modern way of life as it is revealed on the ground, fits very well with Marcus' 

conception of 'modernist' ethnography (1991:57-78). To come to the state of mind 

with which workers perceive and situate their being in the contemporary world, one 

can hardly ignore the part played by 'state and economy' as well as 'constant 

technological innovations' as 'the powerful integrating (rationalizing) drives' (Marcus 

1991:63) to produce the self-appointed modernity. It is a modernity that has been 

transformed into a sort of universal language to rural youth-turned urban migrants, no 

matter what cultural setting they are from. That is how I understand education, 

industrialisation, and consumerism as the driving forces that place migrants into the 

current existence, sharing like-minded aspirations in the urban industrial 

neighbourhood of Gambir. At the same time, the impulses generated by these driving 

forces initiate the constant proliferation of life settings with which one's puzzle of 

identity is constructed and reconstructed by a range of pieces. 

This approach does not necessarily mean that tradition or dominating power/s 

have lost their importance. Rather, their imposition on the existence of the migrant 

workers is not a one-way relationship, in which the subjects are merely passive 

agencies in the face of forces that appear to be beyond their sphere of influence. The 

presence of these forces is realised through their translation and the production of 

relevance to the here-and-now practices of the subjects. Thus, despite the migrants' 

search for a tangible and thorough modem existence in the city, urban transformation 

is not a complete discontinuation from the rural forms of life. In Chapter 2, for 

example, I point out how the going-home ritual for religious festivities is used by 

migrants as a medium to reinforce their modern identity through the conspicuous 

display of their material achievements. Bringing rural kin to the city to assist in child­

caring (Chapter 4), using the rural network in finding urban employment (Chapter 3), 

or imagining the beauty of the rural past (Chapter 2) suggest that modernity to the 
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urban migrants also involves connection with the 'un-modem' existence they are 

seeking to dissociate from. This sort of dialectical interpretation by the subjects also 

appeared in Chapter 4 when we saw workers tum their workplace, in which the 

regime of production dominates, into a space in which they recover their conditions 

of humanity through individual and symbolic defiance. To the notion of 'political 

economy' (state, market, and productive capacity), Marcus suggests that the task of 

modernist ethnography is: 

... to seek to display critically the voices/alternatives present at any 
site of political contest, and to define the politics and the alternatives 
addressed and not addressed by it in a cultural frarne ... [to bring] 
power through exposure to cultural discourse. ( 1991 : 7 5) 

It is in this light that throughout the thesis I attempt to demonstrate how the process of 

structural 'exclusion' (e.g. marginalisation and domination), to use Kahn's word, is 

continually translated in the framework of cultural discourse, which earns workers 

some sort of space to reclaim their dignity and subjectification as (modem) human 

beings. 

However, the findings indicated in this thesis can not be viewed as the general 

pictures of the contemporary manufacturing workers who are spread across different 

localities and industrial areas in Indonesia. Firstly, the fact that my fieldwork was 

undertaken during the recovery period after the Indonesian economy was severely hit 

by the 1997 financial crisis, made the workers' pursuit for modernity can fmd its 

realisation through some improved indicators (particularly, wages) in manufacturing 

industries. Yet, whether a certain modem standard of urban existence can persist if 

another crisis happens or there is a massive industrial relocation to other least­

developed countries, threatening the economic well-being of the workers, is 

something that has to be tested through time and can be a matter for future research. 

Secondly, the issue of wage differentials, in which the rate of regulated minimum 

wage varies from one province to the other, makes the relative 'affluence' experienced 

by contemporary workers in urban Tangerang is hard to compare with the conditions 

of their counterparts employed in manufacturing industries in rural Java such as 

338 



previously found by Wolf (1992). In 2002, for example, the average regulated 

minimum wage in Central Java (rural and urban) only made up 50-60 percent of the 

government-set rate received by industrial workers in industrial areas surrounding 

Jakarta. In addition, while urban workers can easily go to the nearby market or 

downtown shopping centres for modern luxuries, the market for such consumer goods 

for their rural counterparts is often only available in the district town. With all these 

difficulties, however, it remains appealing for future project to learn how 'modernity' 

is expressed and realised by the workers subjects in the least urbanised areas. Lastly, 

unlike this current research that particularly focuses on one locality, comparative 

studies between the 'affluent' workers such as in Gambir with their counterparts from 

other urbanised industrial localities in which labour activism is also present, I believe, 

will be an important contribution to a greater understanding of whether 'modernity' is 

compatible with the notion of organised and politicised workers. 

339 



NOTES: 

1 Kahn (2001 ), in the case of Malaysia, for example, discusses how the global penetration of 
market forces has altered culturally and ethnically-designated identities into a mere 'lifestyle 
choice' (p.150) and a point to be compromised. The contemporary challenge posed by the 
global economy and Malaysia's increasing involvement in global discourse make a national 
identity that is all-ethnic and inclusive an alternative to the prev ious model of exclusion. 
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