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FRICTIONS OF THE ‘NEW NORMAL’: Figures of Covid-19 
Solidarities in Indonesia
By: KUNCI Study Forum & Collective (Ferdiansyah Thajib, Nuraini Juliastuti, 

Gatari Surya Kusuma, Fiky Daulay)

The official rhetoric regarding the ‘New Normal’ in Indonesia has become infused with the discourse on the 
imagination and aspiration of life beyond COVID-19. In this essay, we investigate how the idea of the New Normal 
is being complicated, negotiated, and contested by different grassroots solidarity practices in Indonesia. Embedded 
in specific local contexts and struggles, members of Indonesian civil society have been actively constructing and 
strengthening platforms of solidarity since the pandemic began. They comprise individual and collective initiatives 
that embody local, national, and trans-local aspirations of new ways of living amidst the widening gaps of inequality 
caused by the current pandemic. Their solidarity practices reveal how narratives of the New Normal are not the 
mere nostalgic longing for what has been normalized but have become ethical tools for rearranging the world, 
beginning anew. 

Distribution of relief goods coordinated by trans artist, Tamarra, through the Donasi Teman Waria (Support our Waria Friends) initiative. Waria 

is a local term for transgender woman. (Photo: Tamarra)

Similar to the indonesian case, solidarity practices in the region do not only 
emerge as political contestations or acts of protest but also take place through 
the ethical doing of mutual care and interdependence. The pandemic crisis 
has provided us with glimpses of how actors with heterogeneous priorities of 
struggles and from very different social locations share common aspirations and 
actions towards a world beyond Covid-19

This paper is part of the series "Lessons learned from Covid-19: Transforming a global crisis 
to global solidarity?"
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Written in October 2020, this article chronicles the situation in Indonesia during the first wave of COVID-19, when 
one question of when life would return to normal began to haunt many people’s lives. The government, under 
President Joko Widodo (Jokowi), has been trying to respond to this question with a wide range of measures that 
include the adoption of jurisdictional semi-lockdowns, called PSBB (Pembatasan Sosial Berskala Besar or Large 
Scale Social Restriction) and the distribution of stimulus and relief packages to alleviate the effect of COVID-19 
on the nation’s economy. Similar to what is happening across the globe, the current pandemic has made obvious 
the deep and pervasive structural inequalities in Indonesian society. However, instead of addressing these deeper 
issues, the government response so far tends to ignore and thus potentially exacerbate these problems. One ex-
ample of these shortcomings is Jokowi’s launch of the New Normal campaign, which utilizes an oft-cited phrase 
to introduce a series of policies that allow social and economic activities to resume amidst the pandemic while 
maintaining strict health and hygiene protocols. As stated by Jokowi’s televised speech introducing the “New 
Normal” policy in mid-May:

Co-existing is not giving up. It’s adapting. We fight Covid-19 by prioritizing strict health protocols 
that we all must follow. The government will ensure that our lives can gradually return to normal 
while at the same time observe and consider the facts that are happening on the ground. I stress 
that the safety of our citizens remains our priority. This is not a question of one or the other. This 
isn’t a dilemma. Our lives will definitely change due to this pandemic. That is a certainty. That is 
what we call the New Normal. But this different condition will not be filled with pessimism or fear, 
we will regain our productivity with optimism since all will be done with precautions.1 

Officially, the actualization of the New Normal policy involves the issuance of guidelines by various ministries 
stipulating the adoption of behavioral changes intended to curb the spread of COVID-19 in offices, factories, and 
public areas such as shopping centers and houses of worship. These policies are interchangeably accompanied 
by the use of acronyms2 that generally echo public health messages produced by the World Health Organization, 
such as the AKB, Adaptasi Kebiasaan Baru or Adopting New Behaviors, and the 3M campaign, Menggunakan 
Masker, Mencuci Tangan, Menjaga Jarak or wear a mask, wash your hands, and maintain social distancing.

Globally speaking, New Normal is not a unique term. Even before it was adopted by many international institu-
tions, including WHO, and used to mitigate the long-term effects of COVID-19, this term had circulated widely 
following the global financial crisis of 2007–08 and the aftermath of the crisis, a recession which lasted until 2012. 
The phrase was also used in the wake of China’s economic downturn in 2012. The Indonesian government joined 
in with the discourse of the New Normal which was circulating globally by adopting it as a strategy for coping 
with the uncertainties brought about by the pandemic. However, this iteration has been met with increasingly 
incongruous speculations in the public sphere.
 
Many critics argue that Jokowi’s New Normal policy is more likely to create a greater risk of the general public 
being misled into believing that some stability can be regained in the immediate future. As Indonesian social 
psychologists Dicky Pelupessy, Jony Eko Yulianto, and Monica E. Madyaningrum observed, many of Jokowi’s 

1Indonesian State Secretary, Presiden Jokowi: Pemerintah Ingin Masyarakat Produktif dan Aman dari Covid-19, YouTube, 15 May 2020, available 
at: https://youtu.be/gLh1sED9k78.
2According to Nuraini Juliastuti (2006), the pervasiveness of acronyms and abbreviations in Indonesian political languages represent a play and 
practice of language that is paradoxically aimed at both extracting the meaning of a certain object or social phenomenon into one particular 
mechanical understanding and at the same time detaching it from a more grounded understanding of a social reality.
3D. Pelupessy, J.E. Yulianto & M.E. Madyaningrum,“Bias kelas dalam diskursus pemerintah soal COVID-19”, The Conversation, 21 September 
2020, available at: https://theconversation.com/bias-kelas-dalam-diskursus-pemerintah-soal-Covid-19-146022
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COVID-19 policy directives are marked by class bias, in which the poor are treated as a difficult group in need of 
intervention, and existing measures tend to prioritize enable the middle class to safely reactivate the economic 
cycle. As we will elaborate on in this paper, public health emergency responses in Indonesia are used to justify the 
politics of securitization, for example, the justification of the state to expand its biopower4 to discipline individual 
bodies and control populations through the police, military, preman (local thugs), and informal security groups.5 

Shortly after it was made public, rhetoric around the New Normal policy has become infused with a discourse 
of the imagination of and aspirations for of a life beyond COVID-19. New Normal as a social construct seeped 
through various media channels by way of constant politicizing and permeated into daily expressions of hope 
and expectations, as well as fear and disappointment. The levels of public frustration and mistrust towards the 
government response were also epitomized by the trending of the hashtag #IndonesiaTerserah, in English #Indo-
nesiaWhatever, on Instagram and Twitter.6 All the while, the number of daily infections and fatalities across the 
archipelago showed no signs of declining. The capital city of Jakarta, for example, was one of the first to reimpose 
lockdown measures as the city governor Anies Baswedan learned that the virus had not been contained by the 
initial PSBB. Despite these grim disruptions, speculations of what normality would look like after the health crisis 
passed continued to develop as a key space of interface and awkward engagement between discrete political 
actors. Anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing dubs these awkward, unstable, and transient interactions as “fric-
tions”—these are zones “where words mean something different across a divide even as people agree to speak”.7 

Diverging slightly from Tsing’s original conceptualization of the productive friction of global connections, in this 
essay we consider questions intended to construct lines of connection between civil society members in Indone-
sia as they cope with the global crisis caused by COVID-19: What solidarity work is made possible by the interac-
tions between these inconsonant experiences? How does knowledge travel between them? What are the stakes, 
and what kind of power relations are being reproduced and re-organized along these trajectories? 

Working With Patches and Figures

To trace this complex confluence, we brought together singular patches of observation. They are composed of 
data gathered from seemingly unrelated resources, collected among others from various online resources and 
media representations, ethnographic presence in social media, and engaging in conversations with variously 
located protagonists. Occasioned by online face to face meetings, we collaboratively wrote this article remotely 
from our respective, self-imposed confinement in our ‘homes’ that are also separated by long-haul flights—as two 
out of four of us live in Yogyakarta, one is currently based in Berlin, and the other in Melbourne. 

Our positioning as authors also configures a patchwork. By this, we are referring to how we traverse notions of 
‘home’ and ‘field’, as well as the boundaries between the ‘personal’ and ‘professional’ in ethnographic knowledge 
production.8 In KUNCI, the collective to which we all belong, we have been practicing study as a form of slow and 
nomadic inquiry. This habit has been influenced by challenges in navigating time differences, long-distance col-
4Foucault, M. (1990). The history of sexuality (1st ed., Vol. 1), Vintage Books.
5For further reading, see Natasa, A. (2020, June 3). New Normal Initiation Is Still Centralized. University of Gadjah Mada News Report. https://
www.ugm.ac.id/en/news/19504-new-normal-initiation-is-still-centralized
6For further reading, Costa, A. B. D., & Widianto, S. (2020, May 18). #IndonesiaWhatever: Indonesians vent online over virus response. 
Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-indonesia/indonesiawhatever-indonesians-vent-online-over-virus-response-
idUSKBN22U194
7Tsing, A. L., Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection, Princeton University Press, 28 November 2004.
8G. Günel, S. Varma, & C. Watanabe, “A Manifesto for Patchwork Ethnography, Member Voices”, Fieldsights, 9 June 2020, available at: https://
culanth.org/fieldsights/a-manifesto-for-patchwork-ethnography.
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laborations, and contentious local contexts. We would like to extend this positioning to this essay. Hence, rather 
than posturing that we can capture all aspects and represent all perspectives, assuming an elevated position from 
which to look at the world, our knowledge is intimately situated within the incommensurable differences that 
constitute the material and affective conditions of the subjectivities represented in this essay.9

In this essay, we investigate the frictions arising out of encounters and interactions across difference, by tapping 
into the ways less-confident translations of the New Normal reverberate among what we call “figures of COVID-19 
solidarity in Indonesia”. This designation is inspired by the approach developed by Joshua Barker, Erik Harms, 
and Johan Lindquist, who used the term figures of Southeast Asian modernity to describe “subject positions that 
manifest and comment upon a particular historical moment in the complex articulation of large-scale processes 
that are shaping the countries of the region”.10 These figures are also real people who embody what Raymond 
Williams called structures of feelings, an emergent connectivity tied to a social experience that is still in process.11

The figures of solidarity in the COVID-19 era are diverse, including social justice activists, initiators of the food 
sovereignty movement, people with non-heteronormative gender expressions, and community filmmakers. Em-
bedded in specific local contexts and struggles, these members of Indonesian civil society have been actively de-
veloping platforms of solidarity since the pandemic began. They consist of individual and collective initiatives that 
embody local, national, and trans-local aspirations about new ways to live, shaped by the long-term vulnerability 
and widening gap of inequality caused by the current pandemic. Many of their struggles are also shadowed by 
tensions with the dominant discourse of well-being that is overdetermined by neoliberal interests. This tendency 
is encapsulated by Jokowi’s government’s orientation towards infrastructure and economic development, which 
is reminiscent of a New Order developmentalist approach.12

In the following four sections we will detail how, for the distinct figure, self-preservation in the wake of the mul-
tidimensional crisis could not be done by focusing on individual survival only. But instead, that surviving “well” 
necessitates reclaiming meaningful connections with others and broader living environments.13 In the last section 
of this paper, we weave together some of the themes discussed in prior sections to better understand how among 
solidarity creators in Indonesia, narratives of the New Normal are not a mere nostalgic longing for what has been 
normalized but are ethical tools for rearranging the world anew. 

Hijacking the Pandemic

This section discusses the discourse and vision of the New Normal from the perspective of social justice activist 
circles. For this case study, we worked with the Yogyakarta-based activists’ network Aliansi Rakyat Bergerak (Alli-
ance of the People Movement or from here on, Alliance). The Alliance holds the view that the COVID-19 pandemic 
provides a greater opportunity for state oppression. We contextualized the emergence of the Alliance in relation 
to emergencies as both an important moment and condition of the timeline of the organization. 

9D. Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective”, Feminist Studies 14, no. 3, 1988, 
pp. 575–99, available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066.
10J. Barker, E. Harms, & J. Lindquist, “Figures of Southeast Asian Modernity”, University of Hawai'i Press, 2014, available at: http://www.jstor.org/
stable/j.ctt6wqdn3, p.2.
11Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1977.
12E. Warburton, “Jokowi and the New Developmentalism”, Bulletin of Indonesian Economic Studies, 15 February 2017, pp. 297-320, available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00074918.2016.1249262.
13J.K. Gibson-Graham, J. Cameron, & S. Healy, Take Back the Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Our Communities, University of 
Minnesota Press, 9 May 2013.
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Melani Budianta describes the political climate in post-Reformasi Indonesia as a climate of emergency in which 
activists redirected their activism, filling various roles that responded to community needs.14 We extend Budi-
anta’s proposition to articulate emergencies as specific conditions that engender new political configurations 
which lead various activists to determine new directions. Doreen Lee’s research on Generasi 98 (Generation 98) 
and archival activists interpret the big gap between generations from 1978–98 as the result of the success of the 
depoliticization of campuses during the New Order era. It also can be seen as an ‘undocumented time’ because 
the documentation of many episodes of political violence that happen between 1970–80 is scarce.15 Drawing on 
Benedict Anderson’s concept of logic of seriality, Lee asserts that the naming of the activist generations in In-
donesia—Generasi 1908, 1928, 1945, and 1966—represents “a specific and unique generational contribution to 
the evolution of pemuda (youth) nationalism”.16 Lee foregrounds the period to investigate how the memories and 
productivity of the previous youth movement shaped the next generation’s narratives and to make sense of how 
it transformed into the student movement of 1998. 

We use Lee’s undocumented time to make an observation of the social and political archiving conditions between 
1998 and 2020. Many activists of the Alliance are part of post-Generasi 98. When Reformasi took place, they were 
still in primary or high school. Reformasi 1998 is an event they learned and relearned through documentation by 
mass media and other available archives. However, the fall of Suharto also brought a period of openness to knowl-
edge and information. Lee observed how during the 2014 presidential election in Indonesia, both experienced 
and new activists “lived in a post-Suharto world without mystery”.18 The existence of knowledge products about 
the systemic abuse and the repressive history of the state, equipped Alliance activists with the intellectual tools 
needed to articulate unresolved issues and formulate necessary actions. 

The activists grew up witnessing the polarization of diverging political views, religious radicalization, gender 
and sexuality-based oppression, and the irregular censorship of the media. The Alliance first rose to prominence 
during the organization of the Gejayan Memanggil (Gejayan Calling) protest at the end of September 2019 in Yog-
yakarta. Nonetheless, the movement tackled diverse and nuanced issues by demanding the cancellation or review 
of aspects of the criminal code bill that affected citizen’s private lives, from abortion to supranatural knowledge. 
The movement also demanded a revision of the Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi (Corruption Eradication Commis-
sion) bill, prosecution of governmental elites who are responsible for environmental destruction, the refusal of 
problematic bills on agrarian and labor affairs, urgency in passing bills on sexualized violence, and prosecution 
for human rights violations. The media often portrayed the movement as ‘millennial’. It is also said to be one of 
the largest student movements since 1998. The Gejayan Calling protest drew wide public support from various 
segments of the population, including high school students, women activists, artists, and public intellectuals. It 
seems apt to define the current generation as the ‘broken promises generation’ as their activism is dedicated not 
to navigating post-crisis conditions but instead, to making sense of life in perpetual crisis. 

Alliance uses social media as an important medium to convey messages to its followers. As of February 2022 the 
network’s Instagram account @gejayanmemanggil has some 94,300 followers. This large number of followers 

14M. Budianta, “The Blessed Tragedy: The Making of Women’s Activism During the Reformasi Years”, Challenging Authoritarianism in Southeast 
Asia: Comparing Indonesia and Malaysia, A. Heryanto & S. K. Mandal (Eds.), Routledge-Curzon, 2003, pp. 145–78.
15D. Lee, Activist Archives: Youth Culture and the Political Past in Indonesia, Duke University Press, May 2016, p.7-8.
16Ibid, p.11.
17Ibid p.213.
18KUNCI Study Forum & Collective, The Classroom is Burning: Let's Dream About a School of Improper Education, Ugly Duckling Presse, 15 
December 2020, pp.34-5.
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indicates the popularity of Alliance among young people and active Instagram users. This popularity partly results 
from Alliance’s capacity to couch social and political discourse in popular terms. 

Jokowi was late to acknowledge the arrival of COVID-19 to Indonesia. Instead of preparing for the worst, Joko-
wi’s government were still paying social media influencers and political pundits to promote the government’s 
economic approach to dealing with the pandemic. The Alliance, on the other hand, uses Instagram to disseminate 
information which may not be directly related to COVID-19 but can be used as a departure point for examining the 
government’s absence in many moments of crisis. 

The Alliance does not solely rely on social media as a strategy. It uses a combination of actions, maximizing the 
effectiveness of online platforms whilst publishing critical analysis papers and organizing rallies. The Alliance’s 
latest activities include the organization of the Pasar Gratis, a market to provide free goods, and the Rapat Visual 
gathering. Rapat Visual serves as a public invitation to create visual responses that express frustrations over the 
injustice of state policies and their impact on the public. While expressing its concerns about certain social and 
political issues, the Alliance also dedicates its posting to creating awareness of other pressing concerns and 
sources of anxieties as stated by various activist groups in different areas of Indonesia. Alliance functions in sup-
port of a network of Indonesian activists and as a community for those who are concerned with what is happen-
ing in their social environment. 	

The Alliance has insisted on holding its meetings following standard health protocols. The pandemic brings for-
ward a fear of something invisible that is looming in the background of everyday life. Within the context of the 
worrying state of life during the pandemic in Indonesia, organizing collective gatherings to protest and think 
collectively about what essential steps need to be taken sounds risky. To inhabit the fragile ecosystem of social 
security means having no other option but to keep on moving and doing something. The practices of Alliance 
affirm the idea that the existence of safety nets for the public is rarely dependent on formal institutions. 

The Alliance has regularly stated that the pandemic should not lead to neglecting human rights and social injus-
tice issues. For example, Alliance provides background narratives about the danger of the Omnibus Jobs Creation 
Bill, on work creation implementation, and the detrimental effect of delaying passing the Elimination of Sexual 
Violence Bill.19 Alliance relays information from various indigenous groups about the continuing custom-derived 
confiscation of land. They provide the constant nudging that everyone needs to educate themselves about Indo-
nesia’s colonial power, Papua, the politics of natural resources and mining industries, and human rights viola-
tions. The recent appointment Prabowo Subianto, a former member of the Tim Mawar (Rose Team), as Defense 
Minister proved that the Widodo presidency is lacking the commitment to resolve human rights violations. The 
Rose Team was part of the Kopassus, the Army’s Special Forces, which was responsible for the kidnapping and 
killing of political activists during the final period of the New Order regime between 1997–98. While appearing 
broad and fragmentary, Alliance’s multi-directional critiques remind us of Fernando Tormos’s definition of inter-
sectional solidarity: “a recognition of oppression as constituted by multiple and interacting social structures”.20 
A strategy which “requires recognizing and representing intersectionally marginalized social groups formed by 

19The controversial bill bases its regulation on the relaxation of environmental standards, revocation of building permits, central position of the 
state on issuing all business licenses, and relaxation of investment regulations, while substantially reducing or scrapping various aspects of and 
labor safety net mechanisms. See: Samboh. E., “Guide to omnibus bill on job creation: 1,028 pages in 10 minutes”, The Jakarta Post, 24 February 
2020, available at: https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/02/21/guide-to-omnibus-bill-on-job-creation-1028-pages-in-8-minutes.html. Last 
accessed on 10 February 2022.
20Tormos, F., “Intersectional solidarity”, Politics, Groups, and Identities, 2016, p. 712 available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2017.1385494.
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multiple interactions and linkages between different social structures and lived experiences”.21

Alliance created the hashtag #pandemidibajak, which translates to #thepandemichasbeenhijacked, to accompa-
ny their posting. They also used another hashtag #pandemidibajakoligarki or #thepandemichasbeenhijackedby-
theoligarchy. Such hashtags read as a summary of all the opinions presented through their platform. It demon-
strates a perspective that the pandemic provides a means of introducing various policies and bills that are only in 
favor of powerful elites. In dealing with the pandemic, the government lacks national strategies and emergency 
consolidation.

Despite ongoing public protests, the People’s Representative Council passed the Omnibus Jobs Creation bill on 
6 October. Alliance assisted in the organization of a rally in Yogyakarta on 8 October to protest the bill’s imple-
mentation. The organization of the rally does not only reflect the urgency of protesting the bill but also, provides 
insight into the values of organizing and participating in rallies during the pandemic. Alliance demonstrates that 
the fight against COVID-19 also involves standing up against systemic abuse and state neglect.

Alliance’s latest paper, published in 2020, discusses various policy sectors emphasizing the fact that the crafting 
of state policies does not take into account the health and economic crises of the people. The ‘New Normal’ is 
based more on economic consideration and less on the well-being of the people. Alliance refers to the state’s 
New Normal policy as a ‘fatal mistake’ because it lacks a sense of crisis. Instead of allocating the state budget 
to increase the rate of testing and improve health facilities, the budget is spent on providing stimulus packages 
for large companies. Various large infrastructure projects are still taking place. The pandemic has intensified the 
long-standing crises of education, sexualized violence, and the environment. The decision to justify the New Nor-
mal phase is based on economic importance, coupled with the lack of integrity of the Ministry of Health and min-
imum health infrastructure that existed, leads to conditions where the wider community will succumb to further 
fatalities. As Alliance wrote, we are left to our own devices: “In the long run, we are dead!”22 

Solidarity Through Food

As the nation remains alert to the continuing upsurge of COVID-19 cases, deaths, hospitalizations, and economic 

A Poster campaign on the streets of Yogyakarta. The poster reads Pandemi dibajak oligarki: Awas rezim 

rakus. Gagalkan Omnibus Law or in English, ‘the pandemic is hijacked by the oligarch: Beware of the 

greedy regime. Break down the Omnibus Law’. Image courtesy of Fiky Daulay.

2Ibid.
22(Aliansi Rakyat Bergerak, 2020, Pandemi Dibajak Oligarki section, para. 5)
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downturns, people became aware that there was a serious food shortage. Indonesia is heavily dependent on the 
import of numerous food staples. Travel restrictions during the pandemic caused major delays to the food supply 
chain. Food stocks need to be preserved in order to ensure that staples are available for all communities and to 
avoid the rise in food prices and inflation.23 

Indeed, the sense of there being a food crisis is hardly new. This problem already occurred in the 1950s, during 
Sukarno’s presidency. The government argued that the main factor that caused this food crisis was the speed 
of population growth when compounded with the minimal utilization of diverse food resources. Though they re-
sorted to food imports as a short-term strategy, the Sukarno government envisaged a more innovative approach 
to deal with the problem of supply chain shortages. To develop public consciousness to food sustainability, they 
created a major program that portrayed the richness of local food resources which culminated in the publication 
of Mustikarasa: Buku Masakan Indonesia, the Mustikarasa: Indonesian Cookbook, in 1967. The publication of the 
book was intended to diversify the consumption of staples such as rice to other seasonal produce. The wider aim 
was to develop a more positive relationship between food consumption and local food knowledge. Komunitas 
Bambu, a Jakarta-based publisher, republished the book in 2016. In his introductory text, historian JJ Rizal per-
ceives the program and the book as results of Sukarno’s politics of self-reliance. 

The politics of self-reliance or berdikari is an abbreviation of berdiri di atas kaki sendiri, which means to stand on 
one’s feet. Amiruddin Al Rahab examined the inclusion of berdikari in Sukarno’s economic policy during the Guid-
ed Democracy period in 1959.24 The application of berdikari, Al Rabah asserts, was part of the nation’s attempt 
to create the foundations of a strong national economy during the early period of Indonesia’s independence. The 
strength of the foundation lies not only in the potential of Indonesian natural resources but also in the govern-
ment’s willingness to focus on the social welfare of the people, and is not to be dictated by foreign economic 
powers. In popular discourse, berdikari became a common expression for gaining autonomy in a broader sense. 
Along with the tumultuous political whirlwind that followed the country’s anti-communist purge of 1965-66, Su-
karno’s politics of self-reliance and his ambitions to achieve food security were swept away. 

Currently, as an anticipatory measure against the global crisis predicted by the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO), Jokowi’s government has responded with the Food Estate program. 770,000 hectares of land in Central 
Kalimantan and North Sumatra are in the process of being converted into rice paddies and areas that will yield 
non-irrigated crops, such as maize and cassava. In its later stages, the mega project will also be expanded to other 
regions such as South Sumatra, West Papua, and East Nusa Tenggara. Designed to attract global investments, 
the realization of this scheme is overseen by the military, with the Defense minister Prabowo Subianto acting as 
the leader. 

Since it was announced, the Food Estate project has garnered controversy and is not well received by various 
local environmental and indigenous activists as it inherits the ambitions of Suharto’s Mega Rice Project (MRC) of 
the 1990s.25 The MRC ended in monumental failure in 1999 because peat lands were not suitable for rice farming. 
The online network monitoring the recovery of Kalimantan peatlands, Pantau Gambut, notes the inconsistencies 

23See Rahman, D. F. (2020, April 21). Staple food imports arriving in May to safeguard stocks, prices: Airlangga, The Jakarta Post. https://www.
thejakartapost.com/news/2020/04/21/staple-food-imports-arriving-in-may-to-safeguard-stocks-prices-airlangga.html.
24A.A. Rahab, Ekonomi berdikari Sukarno, Komunitas Bambu, 2014.
25R.J. Miranda & A. Adventa “Food Estate Project: New Ecological Disaster Brewing in Kalimantan”, Jakarta Globe, 29 June 2020, available at: 
https://jakartaglobe.id/opinion/food-estate-project-new-ecological-disaster-brewing-in-kalimantan
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between the Food Estate project and the government’s environmental protection policies.26 This is reflected in the 
Food Estate’s plan to use some former MRP locations as new production sites. In the broader context, this policy 
potentially exacerbates the gaping disparities in land ownership, further exposing smallholder farmers to the risk 
of agrarian conflicts. It also provides more leeway for large scale industries to tighten their grip, monopolizing 
food distribution nationwide. However, at this stage, it seems too early to predict the future of Jokowi’s Food 
Estate program. 

Anxieties about pandemic induced food scarcity are also running high within our close surroundings in Yogyakar-
ta. Hence, many independent collective kitchens are being organized. A case in point is the Solidaritas Pangan 
Jogja (SPJ) which has been focusing on providing meals for those who work in the informal sector, including 
rickshaw drivers, women porters working in traditional markets, scavengers, and others who lost their source of 
income during the PSBB. SPJ was officially founded on 26 March 2020. It started as one kitchen and later devel-
oped into a network of 11 kitchens in Yogyakarta city. SPJ’s operation has been backed by public donations since 
the beginning of the pandemic, however, as the pandemic lasts longer than anticipated, the revenue generated 
from donations is decreasing. Since May 2020, most members of the network have ceased kitchen activities, 
leaving only Dapur Sembungan kitchen collective as the only active group. 

Concurrently, the public landscape in Yogyakarta has been witnessing a surge in gardening and farming initia-
tives, such as Kebunku (My Garden), Kebun Sama (Collective Garden), and Sekti Muda. While Kebunku and Kebun 
Sama have only emerged during the pandemic, Sekti Muda was founded much earlier in 2014. We present all 
three of them here as groups that attempt to create sustainable models for dealing with the food crisis. The pan-
demic creates a situation where they are more effectively networked. 

Kebunku’s initial operation was driven by Dapur Sembungan’s need for a sustainable supply of produce. This 
urban farming project is situated within the Gusdurian Foundation building in Yogyakarta. Gusdurian is a popular 
term referring to the adherents of the late Abdurrahman Wahid. Wahid, also known as Gus Dur, was a Muslim 
leader, prominent politician, and thinker, and served as the fourth president of Indonesia. The Gusdurian Founda-
tion now functions as a space to exchange ideas on the arts, culture, and religious tolerance. 

Kebun Sama is an initiative that optimizes the front and back areas of the KUNCI Study Forum & Collective’s 
workspace by developing a community garden. The gardeners of Kebun Sama are a combination of KUNCI 
members and other groups or organizations that regularly use our base as a place for working or hanging out. 
Through gardening, we are learning to grow our own food. The urge to subsist on our own production should not 
be perceived as mere nostalgia or a return to simplicity but as something that emerged as the result of post-crisis 
reckoning. It serves as the implementation of a ‘subsistence perspective’ which is not only opposed to commod-
ity-based production but also points to the possibility of attaining a good standard of living at the margins of 
society.27 The gardening initiative demonstrates how surviving the pandemic is initially about fulfilling our own 
individual needs which emanate out to those closest to us. The subsistence path leads to the creation of shared 
resources for others.

26Pantau Gambut, “Ruwetnya Lokasi Cetak Sawah Baru (The Confusing Location on New Rice Paddies Field)”, Pantau Gambut, 18 May 2020, 
available at: https://pantaugambut.id/publikasi/ruwetnya-lokasi-cetak-sawah-baru
27M Mies & V. Bennholdt-Thomsen, The Subsistence Perspective: Beyond the Globalised Economy, Zed Books:London, 2000, p.5
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The third initiative, Sekti Muda is an abbreviation of Sekolah Tani Muda or Young Farmers School, was started by 
Dimas Dwi Laksmana, Wardha Andriyuni, and Fuad Langgara. Through organizing gardening classes and visits to 
farmers-practitioners, Sekti Muda educates young farmers “to spread their newly acquired knowledge and foster 
a new generation of independent and environmentally aware farmers”.28 Sekti Muda’s agenda is prefigured by the 
climate crisis. This initiative has been actively promoting natural farming which rules out the use of manufactured 
agricultural enhancers like chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and is modeled on Masanobu Fukuoka’s ecological 
farming principles. These practices hark back to traditional local farming practices that were made scarce follow-
ing Suharto’s Green Revolution in the 1970s.29 Sekti Muda also adopts an agroecology approach which is aimed 
at providing “economic, social and environmental benefits that are rooted in farming traditions”.30 

By juxtaposing the practices of food sovereignty activists with the state’s policies on food supply, we can discern 
diverging points in the ascription to the historical model of berdikari. The government’s approach to the food cri-
sis is oriented towards a logic of mass-production farming which in the long run has devastating effects on both 
the environment and small-scale farmers. Their understanding of berdikari ignores Soekarno’s suggestion that 
one needs to acknowledge the potentials, and we add, limitations of local resources. Alternatively, community 
initiatives such as Kebunku, Kebun Sama, and Sekti Muda develop berdikari as means for a self-subsistence that 
is ingrained in the interconnected tissues we share with others and our ecologies. Such solidarities are fueled by 
and are contributing to trans-local engagement with the existential threat posed by the climate crisis.

Dignified Refusal

COVID-19 has amplified structural inequalities faced by people with diverse sexual orientations, gender expres-
sions, and identities in Indonesia. For these subjectivities, the crisis caused by the pandemic follows an arduous 
five years of dealing with a growing tide of persecutions.31 In this sense, their struggles with everyday violence 
have been somewhat ‘normalized’. 

A member of Solidaritas Pangan Jogja (SPJ) tending the crops at Kebunku, Yogyakarta. Image courtesy of Benny Widyo.

28 D.D. Laksmana, W. Andriyuni, & F. Langgara, “Natural Farming in Yogyakarta”, Inside Indonesia, 19 February, 2020, available at: https://www.
insideindonesia.org/natural-farming-in-yogyakarta
29 M. T. Wicaksono, et.al., “Farmers' worst enemy”, Inside Indonesia, https://www.insideindonesia.org/farmers-worst-enemy-2
30 D.D. Laksmana, W. Andriyuni, & F. Langgara, “Natural Farming in Yogyakarta”, Inside Indonesia, 19 February, 2020, available at: https://www.
insideindonesia.org/natural-farming-in-yogyakarta
31 N. Kantjasungkana & S.E. Wieringa, “Creeping Crimininalisation: Mapping of Indonesia’s National Law and Regional Regulations that Violate 
Human Rights of Women and LGBTIQ People”, OutRight Action International, New York, 2016, available at: https://outrightinternational.org/sites/
default/files/CreepingCriminalisation-eng.pdf.
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Some state actors have not only been complicit in but are also responsible for perpetuating public violence against 
sexual and gender minorities. As we focus on what has happened since the beginning of 2020, we acknowledge 
that the list of incidents is long. Many sexual and gender minorities have been experiencing loss of employment, 
forced exorcisms, and have been targeted by sporadic raids launched by both the government apparatus and 
local vigilante groups.32 During the PSBB, transgender women have been disproportionately targeted by trans-
phobic attacks in public spaces. Mira, a trans woman in Jakarta, was burned to death by a mob. In Aceh, a trans 
woman hairdresser named Alin was stabbed by her client at her workplace. In Bandung, West Java, two trans 
women were victimized by a cruel prank perpetrated by a YouTuber who gave them ‘COVID-19 care packages’ 
that were filled with bricks and garbage. The perpetrator had seemingly exploited the particularly vulnerable sit-
uation of trans women during COVID-19 to gain more viewers and followers. These incidents have compounded 
the dramatically deteriorating economic conditions of trans women during the pandemic.

Government measures to contain COVID-19 have further laid bare the adverse impacts of employment discrimina-
tion against people of non-heteronormative genders. Before the pandemic, trans women, especially those coming 
from poor backgrounds, often found themselves restricted to working in precarious, low-income jobs within infor-
mal sectors such as sex work, busking, and working in hair salons. The stay-at-home order has resulted in limited 
access to the already very few income sources and means of livelihood available to trans people. 

A long exposure to structural inequalities has created an awareness among many trans individuals of the failings 
of the Indonesian government, that tends to ignore them under normal circumstances and is likely to do so during 
the pandemic. As morbid as this realization might sound, it has galvanized the trans community, who have devel-
oped the skills to come together and organize mutual aid and care. Since the pandemic began, those who have 
ostensibly been left behind by the government’s relief efforts took a stand, setting up solidarity networks that 
centered on the needs of their communities. 

For example, the transwomen theater groups Sanggar Seroja and Queer Language Club have been organizing 
food distribution from before social distancing measures were imposed in Jakarta. Other LGBTIQ organizations 
in Jakarta, like Sanggar Swara, Arus Pelangi, and GWL-INA, in conjunction with the Legal Aid Institute and UN-
AIDS, formed the Crisis Responses Mechanism Coalition, raising donations for hundreds of trans women living in 
greater Jakarta and beyond. Similar actions have also been organized in other regions such as Aceh and Medan 
in North Sumatra, Bandung, Bali, and Maumere in East Nusa Tenggara.33 

In Yogyakarta, trans artist Tamarra initiated the initiative Donasi Teman Waria calling on people to ‘Support Our 
Waria Friends’, waria is a local term for transgender woman.34 The idea came about when Tamarra returned home 

32K. Newell, “LGBTQ+ community leaders in Indonesia: overcoming pandemic hardship”, New Mandala, 23 July 2020, available at: https://www.
newmandala.org/lgbtq-community-leaders-in-indonesia-overcoming-pandemic-hardship/.
33J. Winterflood, “Please, don't underestimate us': Community-led initiatives are helping Indonesian transwomen survive Covid-19”, Coconuts 
Jakarta, 5 May 2020, available at: https://coconuts.co/jakarta/features/please-dont-underestimate-us-community-led-initiatives-are-helping-
indonesian-transwomen-survive-covid-19/
34Tamarra prefers the third person pronoun Tamarra over ‘he’, ‘she’ or ‘they’.
35The Indonesian Ministry of Health classifies suspected cases of COVID-19 into two levels. The first, Orang Dalam Pemantauan (ODP) or Person 
Under Monitoring, is a person who has a fever or a history of fever and/or coughing or flu, and has traveled from other high-risk countries 
or regions in Indonesia or has been in contact with persons who are COVID-19 positive. An ODP may be allowed quarantine at home or in a 
government-appointed facility for fourteen days. The second level, Pasien Dalam Pengawasan (PDP) or Patient Under Supervision, is a PUM 
showing symptoms of pneumonia or who receives a positive test result. These patients may be treated at a hospital.
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after being quarantined in hospital in March 2020 after showing symptoms of COVID-19.35 Tamarra initiated the 
Donation, with the assistance of two trans women activist friends, Rully Malay and Ayu, whose tasks were to 
collect information about who, within their close surroundings, was in a dire situation and what kind of support 
was needed. In the initial round, Tamarra tapped into Tamarra’s own social media network, primarily on Facebook 
and Instagram, to circulate the call for donations. In this first trial, Tamarra managed to collect enough donations, 
in the form of grocery staples, personal protective equipment, and subsidies for rent, to be distributed among 16 
trans women. 

Around six months after the donation was requested, we spoke with Tamarra via WhatsApp who stated that the 
“amount of people rallying behind the donation really surprises me, especially considering all the rejections that 
waria have been dealing with these days”. Indeed, the outpouring of support for trans women in different regions 
demonstrates that patterns of exclusion towards trans people are being disrupted during the pandemic, especially 
considering public tolerance towards people of non-heteronormative sexualities and genders is still very low in 
Indonesia.36 Tamarra continued, suggesting that it was also interesting that “actually, since COVID-19 and the 
lockdown took place did you notice how many people now use it as an opportunity to reclaim their ‘spaces’? Just 
look at all the webinars that are happening these days, freely discussing about LGBT-related issues.” 

A reliance on digital technologies for organizing gatherings during COVID-19 has enabled sexual and gender 
minorities from across Indonesia to connect in faster and much cheaper ways.37 Moreover, technology enables 
those involved in these gatherings to evade surveillance and avoid the raids that have become almost routine 
when gatherings were held for and by people with alternative sexualities and genders in physical spaces. Yet 
Tamarra’s remarks left us with another important question: to what extent does the practices of reclaiming safer 
online spaces create change for future offline organizing? 
 

Distribution of support coordinated by Donasi Teman Waria. Image courtesy of Tamarra.

36P. Apriza, “More Indonesians tolerant of homosexuality, though vast majority still say no: Pew survey”, The Jakarta Post, 26 June 2020, available 
at: https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/06/26/more-indonesians-tolerant-of-homosexuality-though-vast-majority-still-say-no-pew-survey.
html
37Rodriguez, D. G., & Suvianita, K., “How Indonesia's LGBT community is making a difference amid COVID-19”, The Conversation, 26 June 2020, 
available at: https://theconversation.com/how-indonesias-lgbt-community-is-making-a-difference-amid-Covid-19-140063.

With regards to the current status of the donation, Tamarra told us that it is still ongoing and the number of recipi-
ents has increased to 150 people. For Tamarra, this is the maximum amount that can be handled. While according 
to Tamarra, the amount of incoming donations each month has become relatively stable, the decision to limit the 
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number of recipients is also to avoid redundancy. Currently, more community-based organizations run for and by 
trans women in the city, such as Kebaya Foundation and Al Fatah Waria Islamic Boarding School, organize relief 
efforts and form their own networks of recipients. As previously mentioned, apart from the assistance of two 
friends, Tamarra works on an individual basis and is not part of any of the trans women organizations in Yogya-
karta. Tamarra had been using a pre-existing personal bank account to manage donations. To ensure accountabil-
ity, Tamarra has been posting a list every month on social media that details the name of donors, the amount of 
money received, and the amount spent.

Accompanying the online update of the donation report that preceded our phone conversation, Tamarra asked 
playfully what we would do “to ensure the creativity of waria friends in Jogja so that they could generate stable 
income”. When we asked whether anyone responded to this question, Tamarra said no one did but continued 
stating: “What I would like to do is to buy a piece of land and then invite my waria friends to do something there. 
We can use this land for farming, or making a bed and breakfast, or opening up a restaurant. Basically, anything 
that can provide us with a steady income.” Issues of spatial appropriation once again popped up in Tamarra’s 
concerns about the temporality of Donasi Teman Waria. Tamarra suggested this time that land acquisition would 
be the next plausible step towards escaping everyday violence in public spaces, economic difficulties, and unsta-
ble work patterns. 

Aspirations for the a New Normal held by trans solidarity workers constitute a way of living that is radically dif-
ferent from the ones intimated by official discourse. Tamarra and other platforms of COVID-19 solidarity led by 
and for trans women demonstrate acts of the refusal to engage with support provided by a government that has 
willfully neglected their right to exist. Through practices of mutual care, members of gender minorities denounce 
the idea of going back to normality which signifies the perpetuation of structural inequalities, while offering new 
possibilities of sustaining solidarity through difference. Difficult as it has been, life during COVID-19 has inadver-
tently enabled transgender people to reclaim some spaces for living life in dignity and solidarity. These are the 
spaces of the future that should be fomented further throughout and beyond the pandemic.

Visualizing the Virus

For two years, one of us, Fiky Daulay, has been an active member of the Belangtelon Initiative, an independent 
film distribution platform based in Surabaya and Yogyakarta. The platform was initiated as a network for art-
ist-filmmakers to distribute films that promote exploratory cinematic experiments through a series of screenings, 
workshops, and especially film festival submissions. Unlike commercially established film distribution agencies, 
Belangtelon has maintained an open, offers low to no-budget participation, is based on friendship, and mainly 
driven by its members’ interest in supporting film distribution of film to distant locations. 

Apart from occasional exchange visits, the interaction between the group members is also sustained by WhatsApp 
group messaging. The group chat is used to regularly exchange news, ideas, or updates related to their efforts to 
distribute the films that they produced including through film festivals and other possible platforms. WhatsApp 
also becomes a channel for routinely exchanging detailed information about the personal lives of the members. 
Stories about daily accomplishments, hardships, banter and jokes are shared there. 

In one evening at the end of July, Daulay saw an image posted on the WhatsApp group of Belangtelon. This image 
depicted one of his friends, Zainal, wearing a face shield with a mobile phone attached to his head, the phone 
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screen was facing outward displaying the scene in front of them. At first, Daulay thought his friends were simply 
making a joke. 

The filmmakers’ preparation before their quest to find the coronavirus. Image courtesy of Belangtelon Initiative.

38 Rek is a shortened form of Arek. Arek is commonly used to define friends, companions or even people in a more abstract sense. Arek or 
arek-arek in plural form often suggests a sense of belonging or companionship or even a wider camaraderie among people of Surabaya. Rek is 
commonly addressed to friends, acquaintances, or a person that is not recognized personally. This pronoun is also used in other cities in East 
Java.

About a week later, a second image popped up on the group message feed. Once again in this image, Zainal was 
wearing the same camera contraption on his forehead. This time he was wearing a pink-colored T-shirt and a 
black mask. Both articles of clothing have “Corona nangdi Rek?” or “where is corona, folks?”38 written on them 
in capital letters. He is holding something off-camera which looks like a fishing net. Standing opposite Zainal, 
looking at the camera, are Iyung, and Dwi who is seemingly looking at his watch. All three of them appeared to 
be standing in the middle of an empty road, next to the lane divider. No passersby were in sight. It seems like they 
are getting ready to go somewhere. However, Daulay realized that these images were not mere jokes. This was 
later confirmed when another friend in Surabaya, Yoyo, wrote a message in the group chat saying that Zainal, 
Dwi, Iyung, and himself were making a film about COVID-19. The two images were posted to inform the group 
chat members about how the process evolved.

All of this happened in a month when COVID-19 infections were very high in Surabaya. At that time, various local 
media outlets were filled with news depicting Surabaya as the second most infected city in Indonesia. Apart from 
bombarding the public with dramatic claims regarding the pandemic’s status in Surabaya, the media had also 
actively become the mouthpiece for the rhetoric established by the central government concerning the New Nor-
mal policy, especially after this policy was first officially implemented in Surabaya, in mid-July. We could sense, 
however, amidst what appears to be a common journalism practice of balancing a need to provide accurate 
information to the public with the need to get it to them quickly, that many media practitioners themselves are 
struggling to construct an unbiased view of the New Normal policy. 

Similar to what is happening globally, press coverage in Surabaya tended to obsessively focus on number driven 
daily updates on the progress of the pandemic, outbreaks, cases of infections, regional, national, and sometimes 
global fatalities, and momentous government policies. These reports mainly featured information provided by of-
ficial National Task Force against COVID-19 press releases. This task force, together with the National Economic 
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Recovery Task Force, is a subordinate part of the Committee of COVID-19 Response and National Economic Re-
covery, which was installed by the government’s Regulation 28 on 20 July 2020. The committee was formed after 
another task force initiated by Jokowi in March 2020, the COVID-19 Response Acceleration Task Force, which is 
mainly comprised of public health officials, was dismissed.

This abrupt shift in the command line of pandemic response is only the tip of the iceberg of much larger bureau-
cratic inconsistencies, compounded by tensions between national and regional governments that have been 
thoroughly discussed elsewhere.39 But here we focus on how the mainstream media’s over-reliance on quantifi-
cations and uncritical reporting of often haphazard and ambiguous government policies has presented us with a 
dilemma. This practice has been widely adopted by the global mainstream media to emphasize the risk of infec-
tion and the severity of the pandemic outbreak, aiming at generating greater public compliance to preventative 
health measures.40 This practice’s impact on effective public prevention and recovery, however, are not so clear.

In her article assessing the predominant use of numbers in evaluative processes, scholar in education and social 
justice, Eve Tuck, takes inspiration from Patricia Carini who wrote: 

when the immeasurable isn’t recognized or valued, it tends to slip from view. Out of sight, it 
ceases to claim our minds and attention… [T]hese kinds of experiences tend to become not 
talkable. The language left for saying them, for exploring their meanings, grows rusty, archaic, 
clumsy on our tongues, and sometimes, embarrassing or forbidden.”41

At stake in using pure quantification to legitimize the factualness of COVID-19 is the lack of articulation of what 
these numbers mean for understanding reality. Through blind faith in the objective quantification of human behav-
ior and sociality, we lose the ability to perceive immeasurable relationships and processes.

While assuming neutrality, the representation of figures and numbers of infections and fatalities has been in-
strumentalized to consolidate the privileged and subject those who are the most vulnerable to violent disci-
plinary measures. The reproduction of inequalities is shown by the implementation of the New Normal policy in 
Surabaya, marked by the revised Mayor Regulation no. 33/2020 imposing a 10.00 p.m. curfew on the city.42 The 
penalties of violating this regulation −which disproportionately affect workers in informal sectors, the poor, and 
homeless people−include military-led punishments, including doing degrading actions in public such as push-ups 
and dancing. Instead of addressing the regulation’s discriminatory and dehumanizing effects, the local media is 
more interested in becoming an echo chamber for state biopower.43

The most recent production of the Belangtelon Initiative is a critical commentary on the dehumanizing represen-
tation of the New Normal in mainstream media. While the cinematic aim is to speculate on the visual dimensions 

39 H. Noer, “What has hampered Indonesia's Covid-19 response?”, Policy Forum, 2 September 2020, available at: https://www.policyforum.net/
what-has-hampered-indonesias-Covid-19-response/.
40 A.A. Olagoke, O.O. Olagoke, & A.M. Hughes, “Exposure to coronavirus news on mainstream media: The role of risk perceptions and 
depression”, British Journal of Health Psychology, 16 May 2020, available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/bjhp.12427.
41 E. Tuck, “Breaking up with Deleuze: desire and valuing the irreconcilable”, International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 6 October 
2010, pp. 635–50, available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2010.500633.
42 See article 25A in the Mayor Regulation no.33/2020: https://covid19.hukumonline.com/2020/07/13/peraturan-wali-kota-surabaya-nomor-33-
tahun-2020/
43 Suarasurabaya.net reported the sanction for the violation of the Mayor’s New Normal regulation. See Z Abidin, “Pelanggar Perwali New Normal 
Disanksi Push Up Hingga Joget”, Suara Surabaya, 22 June 2020, available at: https://www.suarasurabaya.net/kelanakota/2020/pelanggar-
perwali-new-normal-disanksi-push-up-hingga-joget/.
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of the virus, the film is also intended as a social experiment that provides space for ordinary people to make sense 
out of their everyday life under the pandemic. The performative aspect of the film entitled Corona Nangdi Rek? 
took inspiration from a common scene found in the urban landscape of Surabaya, and Indonesia in general, where 
small groups of people collect donations on the street for mosque renovations. In this informal fundraising situa-
tion, the collectors of the donations usually positioned themselves in the middle of busy traffic, slowing down the 
cars that are passing by while extending a fishing net as a tool to collect the donations. 

Consisting of filmmakers, urban farmers, and unemployed youth, the production team frequented different public 
spaces in Surabaya, including risk areas such as night markets in Wonokromo, Joyoboyo bus station, and the city 
zoo, and used them as shooting locations. At these spots, they simulated fundraising activities by brandishing a 
fishing net into the air to attract the attention of local pedestrians. Once connections with the unwitting bystand-
ers are built, the filmmakers ask where they could find COVID-19. The portable camera strapped onto the film-
maker’s forehead was constantly capturing these interactions in a more natural way. The questions raised by the 
filmmakers involved open speculations on the existence of COVID-19, teasing out commentaries from rickshaw 
drivers, riverbank dwellers, street vendors, and other people on the streets.

The film’s staging exemplifies what Erika Balsom calls “reality-based community”, i.e., an observational docu-
mentary which aims to create “for the viewer a time and space of attunement in which a durational encounter 
with alterity and contingency can occur, with no secure meaning assured”.44 The use of a strapped-on portable 
camera implies a social mirroring process through which the filmmakers are engaging with two layers of inter-
rogative encounters. The first layer provides an opportunity for marking shared subjectivities. Through the ap-
pearance of the viewer’s reflection on the mobile phone screen, one is being interpellated into a subject, which 
in this case marks the local social category of arek which represents working-class identity. As we spoke to Yoyo 
via a Zoom conference, he explained that taking selfies with a mobile phone camera has been a part of popular 
practice, so there is nothing new about it. However, during the film shooting, they wanted to use it as means for 
reducing their authorial positions as the camera holder while making sure that the subjects are fully aware that 
they are being recorded. This technique is ultimately about bringing together the point of view of the filmmaker 
and the recorded subjects, to create a reciprocal social affinity. 

A snapshot from Corona Nangdi Rek? The subtitle reads ‘yang bicara corona itu kan manusia? In English, ‘aren’t we humans 

the ones who speak of Corona?’ Image courtesy of Belangtelon Initiative.

44 E. Balsom, “The Reality-Based Community”, e-flux Journal, June 2017, available at: https://www.e-flux.com/journal/83/142332/the-reality-
based-community/.
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The mirroring technique allowed arek to express what they think and feel about the filmmaker’s attempts to visu-
alize the coronavirus. Without the help of a microscope, they would never capture the physicality of the virus. At 
the crux of these recorded interactions in the spontaneous dialogue on COVID-19, is an understanding that it is 
deeply tied to its invisibility. In one sequence of the film, detailed in the image above, someone commented from 
off-camera saying: ‘Here we are anti-virus, anti-corona’. To this remark, the main subject, a street shoe vendor 
responded while sitting nonchalantly on the edge of the sidewalk that it is “not a problem for rich people only. 
Five years lockdown will not be a problem for them. While for us? We will be gone.” He continued: “Aren’t we 
humans the ones who speak of Corona?”

In this particular scene, the street vendor proposes a critique of power: who has the power to claim the ‘reality’ 
of COVID-19? He refracts the imagination of the New Normal by addressing the perennial issue of class division. 
While it is clear for him that both sides of this class divide are equally threatened by the current pandemic, in 
the long run only those with adequate resources can continue living while those without will perish. Rather than 
echoing the trope of victimhood, the candid remarks of the street vendor can be interpreted more as a reminder 
of how pandemic realities are also socially constructed. In doing so, they draw attention to the political dimension 
of the pandemic response which determines which articulations are being made visible or invisible and whose 
voices are being heard or silenced. Concurrently, this notion subsumes an ethical demand that challenges our 
social responsibility to actively reimagine what post-pandemic futures would look like.

‘Corona Nangdi Rek?’ signifies the collaborative potentials between filmmakers and ordinary people to engage 
with the multilayered realities of the New Normal. This creative and contingent process generates a richer and 
more nuanced representation of social realities than the ones reproduced by mainstream media’s ambiguous 
preoccupation with quantified ‘facts’. Through their convivial aesthetics, the community filmmakers in Surabaya 
set up an intersubjective space where working-class subjectivities can carve out a sense of belonging with, and 
commitment to, the visions of post-pandemic futures.

Diffracting Life After COVID-19 

At the beginning of this essay, we opened with a question that signaled our deep concerns about how the tempo-
ral horizon in which a definite end for the current global pandemic is being tenaciously obscured. The discussion 
that we have developed in the text, however, actually follows another path of inquiry. This is because even in the 
most optimistic scenario which is promulgated by state rhetoric of the New Normal, the only conceivable way 
forward, for now, is to coexistence with the virus and keep people alive, healthy, and economically productive, 
despite ongoing infections and fatalities. 

In parallel to the official discourse of the New Normal, emerged people whom we describe as figures of solidar-
ities, imaginaries, and aspirations, with a level of acuteness and liveliness that goes beyond public health and 
economic considerations. These are figures who inhabit a wide array of areas of life, anchored to different social, 
political, and economic positions, and engaging with various communication and media practices. Our approach 
has been shedding light on how frictions with the regime of the New Normal emerge through local particularities. 
While appearing idiosyncratic and fragmentary, there are some important trajectories shared by the different fig-
ures. Most of them are occupying the space left by Indonesian government systems that neglect environmental 
degradation, ignore human rights abuse, and perpetuate structural inequality. The various figures are all also com-
pelled to undertake solidarity actions during COVID-19, not only to cope with gaps in the government response 
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but also to generate space in which to survive well together. 

As a closing statement, we string together the distinct parts of narratives, practices, and imaginations of these 
figures of solidarity generated by dealing with the prolonged crisis created by the pandemic. Within this complex 
landscape, all seem to agree that COVID-19 has overturned the once familiar world we lived in and had got used 
to in so many ways. Concurrently, no one seems to be convinced that a definitive break can exist between life 
before, during, and after COVID-19 if entrenched structural inequalities remain unaddressed.

Within these frictions, the multiple practices of solidarity that each figure respectively articulated fight against, 
repair, defy, and negotiate the current situation. These disparate modes can be thought of together as ethical 
actions for surviving well together. Ethics is a process that involves a creative remaking of a disrupted world.45 

The values and habits that are being remade in the different solidarity engagements include decentering power, 
restitution of relationships between human and non-human nature, mutual care, and collaborative productions 
of knowledge, understanding that ethical action is “a practice of adopting new habits”.46 Frictions with the New 
Normal have compelled the different figures to work towards surviving well together. In dealing with the accumu-
lative effects of the pandemic on health vulnerability, economic inequality, and ecological sustainability, mutual 
responsibility is further solidified.

What is happening in Indonesia shares some resonances with what is occurring within the region, as well as 
across the Global South.47 For example, frustrated by the inadequate response of Duterte’s government in han-
dling the pandemic, various civil society actors in the Philippines have organized the emergency distribution of 
food, personal protection equipment, and cash.48 Malaysian fishing communities have set up alternative distribu-
tion lines to support their local communities’ food security.49 While taken at face value, these initiatives appear to 
be quite fragmented and geographically separated, however, we see them as mirroring each other. 

Facing the inadequate COVID-19 responses of the varying regional governments, local stakeholders share a com-
mon strategy, taking direct action for and within their closest communities. Many strategies follow informal 
routes to bypass bureaucratic structures, including utilizing social networking services to support each other. 
These cases further reveal moments when the normalization of pandemic induced crisis has become a process of 
redefining relationships between the state and social actors. Similar to Indonesia, solidarity practices in the region 
do not only emerge as political contestations or acts of protest but also take place through the ethical performing 
of acts of mutual care and interdependence. The pandemic crisis has provided us with glimpses of how actors 
with heterogeneous priorities in struggles and from very different social locations can share common aspirations 
and actions towards a world beyond COVID-19.

45 Jarrett Zigon, “Moral breakdown and the ethical demand: A theoretical framework for an anthropology of moralities”, Anthropological Theory, 1 
June 2017, pp. 131-50.
46 J.K. Gibson-Graham, J. Cameron, & S. Healy, Take Back the Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Our Communities, University of 
Minnesota Press, 9 May 2013, p. xviii
47 G. Bhan et al., “The Pandemic, Southern Urbanisms and Collective Life”, Space + Society, 3 August 2020, available at: https://www.
societyandspace.org/articles/the-pandemic-southern-urbanisms-and-collective-life
48 F. Gutierrez, Solidarity and sharing in an unequal society: Covid-19 in the Philippines”, Open Democracy, 2 May 2020, https://www.
opendemocracy.net/en/democraciaabierta/solidarity-and-sharing-unequal-society-Covid-19-philippines/.
49 E Harvey, “Malaysia: Fisher-folk switch to direct distribution #covidsolidarity”, Friends of The Earth Asia Pacific, 27 June 2020, available at: 
https://foeasiapacific.org/2020/07/08/stories-of-solidarity-under-coronavirus-from-the-asia-pacific/38Rek is a shortened form of Arek. Arek is 
commonly used to define friends, companions or even people in a more abstract sense. Arek or arek-arek in plural form often suggests a sense 
of belonging or companionship or even a wider camaraderie among people of Surabaya. Rek is commonly addressed to friends, acquaintances, 
or a person that is not recognized personally. This pronoun is also used in other cities in East Java.
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KUNCI Study Forum & Collective experiments with methods of producing and sharing knowledge through the act of studying 
together at the intersections between affective, manual, and intellectual labor. Since its founding in 1999 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, 
KUNCI has been continuously transforming its structure, processes, and methods of working. Initially formed as a cultural 
studies study group, KUNCI’s present practices emphasize collectivizing study by way of space-making, discussion, research, 
publishing, and school organizing. KUNCI traverses and connects institutional, disciplinary, and geographical boundaries. KUNCI’s 
membership is informal and based on friendship, as well as principles of self-organization and collaboration.

Coda: The New Normal is Here

Many things have changed since the completion if this article at the end of 2020. In January 2021, the gov-
ernment renamed the PSBB through the decree on Pemberlakuan Pembatasan Kegiatan Masyarakat, or PPKM 
(Community Activities Restrictions Enforcement) to decentralize the decision-making process, allowing regional 
leaders to slow down the infection rate. However, following the outbreak of the Delta variant in Asia, in mid-May 
2021, the dream of the New Normal has turned into a nightmare. Indonesia has since then become the new 
epicenter of COVID-19 and the numbers of infections and deaths soared, bringing the health care system to the 
brink of collapse. 

Amid this devastating turn of events, people-to-people solidarity efforts in Indonesia have been diversifying their 
activities and broadening their scale and scope. Added to the already existing initiatives in food solidarity, cash 
donations, and medical equipment provision, many rallied together to help, bringing oxygen tanks to patients in a 
critical condition, building coffins, and providing funeral assistance for the dead. The sheer breadth of responses 
mobilized during the second wave of the pandemic further demonstrates how solidarity work is epitomized by 
communities coming together and that in times of crisis this is no longer an exception but rather what the New 
Normal is and should be about.
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