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One Liner 
 
Challenging the image of the veiled, passive Muslim woman, Silk and Steel shows women active in 
the public life of Indonesia, including television producer Sumita Tobing, prominent lawyer 
Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, and Denada, Asia’s first female rap star at 16 yrs old, and a devout 
Muslim. 
 
 
Synopsis 
 
Silk and Steel is an intimate view of the influence of women in Indonesia. The one-hour 
documentary reveals a powerful force among the women of our closest Asian neighbour, 
Indonesia. Narrated by Indonesian television producer Sumita Tobing, part of the film incorporates 
Sumita and her team actually making a program about the women who influence Indonesia, their 
obstacles and victories, and enables us to reflect "from the inside" on their successful combination 
of silk and steel. 
 
As Asian economies boom and governments grapple with claims for democracy and human rights, 
women are now playing a key role in reshaping the traditional male dominated cultures of South 
East Asia - and Indonesia is no exception. 
 
Who really represents Indonesian women? Is it Denada, Asia's first female rap star at 16 years old, 
also a devout Moslem?  Is it Nursyahbani Katjasungkana, Indonesia's foremost female lawyer who 
has been successful in prosecuting the first case of sexual harassment in the workplace? 
 
Here women have always held second place.  They have been valued as wives and mothers yet 
denied the educational and legal opportunities offered to men. As workers they have suffered 
from sexual discrimination and usually been paid poor wages. Politically they are poorly 
represented and culturally they are increasingly under pressure from the Muslim religion to cover 
up and stay home. 
 
Silk and Steel follows Sumita and her team as they investigate how women are fighting back and 
finding their voice. 
 
 
Background Notes 
 
The original idea for the film came from the observations of Paul Hilder, an Australian now living in 
Indonesia. Paul had observed, over 20 years, a change in the influence of women there -  a change 
that was accomplished with "an iron fist in a silken glove." Asian women were becoming 
significant agents of change and Indonesia was no exception. 
 
Producer Susan Fleming first travelled to Indonesia in 1994 and began one of three research trips 
involving innumerable interviews with women in Jakarta and Solo and Jogjakarta. The complexities 
of the influences of cultures from different geographical perspectives, different religious 
persuasions and class structures in a country with a population of 190 million people presented a 
depth of information that had to be successfully filtered to provide succinct viewing for a 56 
minute programme! Enter Sally Ingleton, director of the acclaimed "The Tenth Dancer" and "The 
Isabellas." 



Sally accompanied Susan on two of the research trips and wrote a script that introduced several of 
the finely woven layers seen in the film. Concentrating on five main characters and held together 
with the link of the current affairs program being made by Sumita Tobing and her reporters, the 
documentary was able to include politicians and pop stars, business empire builders and factory 
workers in the same film. 
 
The script also supported a successful treatment of the contentious issues surrounding the Muslim 
religion in Indonesia.  By interviewing women with differing views who shared a common fervour 
for Islam, "Silk and Steel" was able to show the contrasting influences of different kinds of 
education in Indonesia - from straight tuition in Arabic from the Koran to somewhat radical re - 
interpretation of the Koran by Lies Marcoes, daughter of one of the foremost Islamic preachers in 
Indonesia. 
 
Difficulties arose in the area of politics. During filming, an interview recorded with Megawati, the 
first female leader of a political party in Indonesia revealed an inherent reluctance to discuss 
women's issues and it was some time before any political perspective on the role of women in 
politics could be found. With the assistance of Sumita's team, however, Fatimah Achmad was 
interviewed and her segment included in the film. 
 
Nursyahbani Katjasungkana was one of the first women of influence in Indonesia Susan Fleming 
met and her support of the project is reflected in the lengths she went to secure an interview with 
the victim of sexual harassment in the workplace. The moving story of Rini and her fight to see 
justice shows that there is still some way to go. While Nur was successful in bringing the case to 
court (a first in Indonesia) the prosecution was not successful. 
 
 
Quotes from the Film 
 

ITA TOBING 
"When we see weddings like this, we get a picture of how women are supposed to behave in our 
society - bowing to the man, washing his feet … But I'm telling you this newly wedded wife will be 
very reluctant, very hesitant about playing the role that her mother once played.” 
 
"If you have to choose between educating a man or a woman, then choose a woman because 
educating one woman is like educating two generations." 
 

LIES MARCOES 
"The book (the Koran) concerns the role of women. it was written in the early 19th century. Darah 
istihado means blood lost after menstruation. If mentruation is seven days, OK, but if the woman 
bleeds beyond seven days... they believe that it is Satan's blood. Just imagine! Today, in this 
century I have a computer, television… and they still believe that!" 
 
"We must slowly get rid of stereotype roles – that’s how I educate my children about the equality 
of the sexes; the balance between hardness and softness, between silk and steel." 
 

NENG - Pesantren student 
"At the moment I can't pray because my period is impure blood... prayer and fasting are only for 
the pure. Not that we're totally unclean, but before God we are unclean." 
 



Production History 
 
Paul Hilder a producer now based in Indonesia, and Andrew Ogilvie from Electric Pictures, had 
been discussing the idea of making Silk and Steel since 1993. When Susan Fleming joined Electric 
Pictures as a Producer in 1994, Andrew and Susan began to proceed with further research. 
Supported by her academic colleagues at Edith Cowan University and Murdoch University in WA, 
Susan began to compile a list of women who seemed to exert considerable influence in Indonesia. 
 
One of these was Nursyabhani Katjasungkana, the foremost lawyer for women's rights in 
Indonesia. Susan began a correspondence with Nur and other women in Indonesia and 
subsequently travelled to Indonesia with the assistance of the Australia-Indonesia Institute and 
subsequently with support from Edith Cowan University for two further research trips with 
director Sally Ingleton. Sally was chosen as director of the film because of her sensitive portrayal 
of the plight of women in Cambodia in her film "The Tenth Dancer". Susan and Sally had met in 
1993 at the Documentary Conference in Sydney. 
 
The film was commissioned as an Accord Documentary, funded by the Australian Broadcasting 
Commission and investment from the Film Finance Corporation in 1995 and filmed entirely on 
location just before the Wet season (October/November) in Jakarta and rural Java.  
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Electric Pictures 
 
Electric Pictures is one of Australia’s most respected producers of high-end factual programming 
for the international market. 
 
Our productions range from quality series to one off specials in most genres including: History, 
Science, Travel and Adventure, the Arts and Current Affairs. We have extensive experience with 
co-productions and have established co-production relationships with UK, French, and Italian 
Independents. 
 
Over the past 20 years Andrew Ogilvie, founder and CEO, has built the company reputation 
worldwide, working with respected broadcasters including: ABC, ARTE, AVRO, BBC, Channel Four, 
Discovery Channel, History Channel, NHK, National Geographic, NDR, PBS, RTE, S4C, SBS, Sky, and 
ZDF.  Andrew currently sits on the Council of the Screen Producers Association of Australia, and is 
a former Chair of the Australian International Documentary Conference. 
 
The Electric Pictures group includes a high definition post-production facility, Colourbox, and a 
distribution company, EP Independent. Electric Pictures has Executive Producers working out of 
Sydney, Melbourne and Toronto. 
 
In 2009 and 2010 Electric Pictures was voted one of the Real Screen Global 100 – a list that 
celebrates the companies making the best work in non-fiction film and television. 
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