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Time to move beyond our male, Javanese-Muslim bias
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Indonesia is home to one of the world's most diverse societies, with more than 1,300 ethnic groups. Yet, 40
percent of the total population is Javanese and close to 90 percent is Muslim.

And even though half of the population is female, less than 25 percent of the legislative seats are held by
women. Two of the three 2024 presidential candidates were male Javanese Muslims, and all of them were
born and raised in Java.

Male Javanese Muslims hold the power and there is no sign that the status quo, which has been the default
since Indonesia's independence in 1945, will change anytime soon.

This male-Javanese-Muslim default, which resembles the that of the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant in the
United States, creates a bias in the way our leaders shape the direction of policy, write laws and regulations
and implement programs.

Although Indonesia has made some progress in promoting gender and ethnicity-based equality, the gains are
limited because the lens our leaders use is one where they approach these social challenges in silos.

For example, even though the sexual violence law was a win for women of all ethnicities and religions, its
passage was a long and hard process. This law includes key legal provisions for the protection and recovery
of sexual violence victims.

It took the legislation 10 years to materialize, one issue being the conservative Islamist parties blocking the
passage of the law.

In the case of revised LawNo. 21/2001 onspecial autonomyforPapua, many argue that it was pushed rather
unilaterally and without enough consultation with Papuans. This new law relates to the affirmative action of
indigenous Papuan and West Papuan people in political and economic affairs.

Similarly, a lot of women's seats in the House of Representatives have been filled with celebrities and
members of political dynasties,even though the country adopted a gender quota in its elections law in 2003.

Most recently, all three presidential candidates pledged during their campaigns to address women's issues,
but none provided insights drawn from the diversity of experiences of women with different ethnicities or
religions.

If these trends persist, this divide will only widen. Indonesia will reach the goal of becoming a high-income
country by 2045, but it will do so by becoming prosperous for some and not others.

This bias is complex because it involves three identity categories. It is precisely at the intersection of the three
categories--gender, ethnicity and religion--that the power and access imbalance is exponential.

The idea of this concept, called intersectionality, is that people in these overlapping subgroups have distinct
lived experiences in different intersections.

Affirmative actions that are designed to only include one social category are incapable of solving what is
inherently an intersectionality issue.
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For example, there might be some similarities between the discrimination experienced by Javanese and
Papuan women, or Papuan men and women. But Papuan women face discrimination that extends far beyond
sexism or ethnicity-based discrimination alone.

When we add religion into the mix, the cumulative discrimination is even graver. People at these intersections
experience discrimination within discrimination that a female Javanese Muslim like me can fathom.

The term "default bias" refers to the bias that arises from the people who are part of a powerful group. In
Indonesia, the existence of default bias implies that male Javanese Muslims expect the rest of the population
to be more like them. When this happens, we lose out on transformative insights for what seem to be
unsolvable issues--such as inequality and poverty.

This does not have to be the case, and there are steps we can take now to begin addressing these problems
in earnest.

The first step is to recognize the existence of this bias and how harmful it can be, especially to marginalized
communities. The people in power need to recognize this bias.

The second step is to revamp our long-celebrated motto, "unity in diversity", to include more than just
tolerance. We need to actively exercise critical thinking about our own actions and the actions of our leaders,
and ask whether the interests and rights of those in non-default groups have been included in the process of
policymaking.

While we might not always succeed, these voices will push the boundaries of how public interests are
defined.

As constituents, we can exercise our civic rights and determine where this bias manifests itself in a regulation
or policy. Policymakers, both politicians and technocrats, can question if any groups are being excluded or
potentially harmed.

The solution might be to consult more diverse groups and add more voices--especially those who are at the
periphery.

The final and hardest step is to increase diverse representation in powerful positions. This includes not only
adding more women to conversations and decision-making positions, but also adding non-Javanese,
non-Muslim females, as well as other subpopulations of different combinations of the three categories.

The male-Javanese-Muslim default has been persistent because we fail to acknowledge it as a problem. As a
result, for people who do not belong to the default, some basic rights and needs are either unmet, or can be
met but at a high cost.

Reflecting on International Women's Day, we can take part in changing this bias. But for this to begin, the
technocrats and politicians must lead the effort to change.
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