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Questioning western character hegemony in Indonesian 
aesthetics books

K. Kasiyan
Universitas Negeri Yogyakarta, Indonesia

ABSTRACT: One crucial question in the discussion of aesthetic discourse in Indonesian 
context is its construction of being under hegemony of Western aesthetic character. This can 
be easily verified, not to mention, in various aesthetic books. This phenomenon leads to the 
destruction of a particular authentic entity of Indonesian aesthetics, as one of the strate-
gic capitals of arts and cultural development. For this reason, this particular study focuses 
on: describing the construction of Western character hegemony found in aesthetic books in 
Indonesia; and identifying various factors leading to that. The hermeneutic approach was used 
to explain that phenomenon. The analysis of data revealed the following results. First, the con-
struction of Western character hegemony is mainly in terms of ‘substance’ and ‘person’. In 
relation to the substance, this is easily seen from the content materials of the books that show 
Western character bias. Meanwhile, in terms of the ‘person’, writers tend to present Western 
philosophers that are considered as those who construct the theories of art philosophy. Second, 
the main factor underlying the Western bias is the strong hegemony of orientalism construction 
in the knowledge system of most Indonesians, not to mention in art performance today.

1 INTRODUCTION

Discussing aesthetics, people begin questioning the fundamental part of arts with its big 
narration. Stecker (2005, p. 2) once said that “the concept of the aesthetic is the key to under-
standing the nature and value of art.” In line with Stecker, Hartoko (1986) claims that the 
discussion of arts cannot be separated from aesthetics.

The term aesthetics is commonly defined as a branch of philosophy that explores the nature 
of art, beauty and taste, together with the creation and appreciation of beauty (Merriam-
Webster Dictionary Online 2017) that can be called “the science of sensory cognition” and 
that the goal or end of aesthetics, in Baumgartenian perspective, is the perfection of sensory 
cognition as such (Shusterman 2012). Aesthetics can also be considered as the study of sub-
jective and sensori-emotional values that can sometimes be called judgments of sentiment 
and taste (Zangwill 2017). Meanwhile many scholars in the field define it as “critical reflec-
tion on art, culture and nature” (Milbrath & Elliot 2010, p. 190; White 2009, p. 7; Hulatt 
2013, p. 139; Kelly 2003, p. x). It was a German philosopher, Alexander Baumgarten, who 
introduced the concept of aesthetics for the first time in his dissertation entitled Meditationes 
Philosophicae De Nonnullis ad Poema Pertinentibus (Philosophical Considerations of Some 
Matters Pertaining the Poem) in 1735 (Guyer 2005).

Regarding this, discussions about aesthetics are considered important owing to the act that 
those lead to other discussions on reasons why art has always existed, and why human beings 
need art through the ages to have different and better views of the world (Chand 2017). For 
Süzena & Mamur (2014), the term aesthetics is seen as art philosophy, that similar to the study 
of philosophy itself, focuses on the discussion of human, nature and universe with its own 
perspective. Therefore, a well-developed society will be created if art plays its significant roles 
in forming the culture of the society as they work together with philosophy (Süzena & Mamur 
2014).
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Thus, the combination of arts and aesthetics will be a good means of forming a better 
mankind and society (Isrow 2017). Both arts and aesthetics play significant roles for forming 
better civilization for every society (Listowel 2016). In this sense, the meaning of the term 
aesthetics needs to be understood not only by a small number of individuals, but also by the 
society as a whole through continual dialectical discussion and interaction (Süzena & Mamur 
2014).

It is for this reason that the main topic in discussing the existence of arts and aesthetics is 
the importance of considering the socio-cultural contexts of each society or nation that tend 
to be different and pluralistic. By doing so, the discussion will lead to the forming of so called 
societal or cultural aesthetics that mainly deal with each distinct environment (Howard 2005). 
Meanwhile, the term “culture” is said to have a dynamic meaning in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries, culture is said to be intercultural (Leuthold 2010). On the other 
hand, any relation or bond on the basis of local particularities, not to mention the one in arts 
and aesthetics, is unavoidable. This local cultural bond is important in arts as it can create a 
sense of significant identity (Hellman 2003, Tung 2014, O’Neill 2017).

In other words, the existence of arts and aesthetics in the society is always culturally bound 
(Omwake 2012, Carter 2015), that its meaning can be derived from the context where it 
belongs. This can be in the form of either literal and direct or symbolic and imitative deriva-
tion. It is for this reason that in Aristotelian perspectives, arts is said to be mimesis (Paddison 
2010, Babuts 2017, Dutton 2009, Şenol 2014, Scaramuzzo 2016), and becomes a medium 
that reflects how humanity lives, containing a sets of essential projects to continuously find 
solutions for conflicts of values or cultural ideas. Therefore, arts are always based on its loca-
tion on the matrix of cultural contexts (Sayuti 2014). It is very common then that different 
cultures and social groups may have distinct aesthetic experiences (Palmer et al. 2013). Then, 
Fong (2001 p. 256) argues that “knowledge and art are both historical and cultural in charac-
ter and that as evidence of history, works of art are a palpable, physical presence of the past, 
a manifestation of culture and history that words alone cannot describe.” Similar to Wang, 
Bao et al. (2016), states that aesthetic processing can only be understood, if  it is also seen as 
being embedded in cultural contexts and being modulated by social conditions. On the other 
hand, Karl Marx defines the term arts as being a social product (Foster & Blau 2011).

Consequently, in Indonesian context as it is seen from its long history in the past, the exist-
ence of arts and aesthetics basically is a part of particularities of Eastern aesthetic contexts 
that in some sense are different from those of Western. As mentioned by Bao et al. (2016), 
there are further claims that Western and Eastern artists even seem to believe and use differ-
ent perspectives. One of the features of Eastern aesthetics that makes it different from West-
ern, is the fact that it is based on “transcendence-sense” (Sutrisno 2005, p. 81; Hamersma 
2008, pp. 3–5; Rouner 2012, p. 346; Morgan 2014, p. ix), compared to the Western aesthetics 
belief  that tends to be based on “logic-immanence” (Haddock & Wakefield 2015). The exist-
ence of Eastern arts and aesthetics at present is mainly seen from many sites of China, Japan, 
India and Arabic countries (Ruttkowski 2007, Sasaki 2011), not to mention Indonesia. Then, 
Western aesthetics refers to European and American cultural settings (Hussain & Wilkinson 
2006, Marra 2013).

This particularity of the two cultural settings is mainly the result of each construction of 
natural consciousness. Western natural consciousness can be said to follow instrumental-
ism logic (Liu 2000,; Long 2003), and on the contrary, Eastern aesthetics puts emphasis on 
senses, emotional and even religious feeling (Leaman 2002, Hardiman 2003). In addition, 
Western philosophy is said to be more personal-individual compared to Eastern philosophy 
that puts more respects on social togetherness (Chan 2011). The reflection of those different 
philosophical values can be easily recognized from Eastern and Western arts and aesthetic 
awareness as mentioned by Schellekens & Goldie (2011 p. 74), that “aesthetic preferences 
may vary between Eastern and Western culture with Western preferring to depict focal indi-
viduals and Easterners preferring more encompassing scenes.”

Yet, the main problem lies in the current Eastern arts and aesthetics awareness that seems 
to be in unpleasant condition. This condition is particularly related to its condition of being 
under the dominant hegemony of Western aesthetics. This Western hegemony is also reflected 
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in aesthetic books. This study in particular focuses on this reflection of Western hegemony 
found in aesthetic books used in this country.

Therefore this study is important and strategic to be conducted. It focuses on identifying 
and investigating: 1) representation of Western philosophy hegemony in aesthetic books used 
in this country; and 2) various factors leading to the strong hegemony of Western philosophy 
in the aesthetics books.

2 METHOD

This study is a library research (Mann 2015), that specifically discusses some Aesthetics 
books written by Indonesian writers and became the main resources of aesthetic sciences 
in Indoensian art schools. The books are written by Djelantik (1999), Sumardjo (2000) and 
Sutrisno (2005).

The main method used in this study is qualitative-naturalistic method (Lapan et al. 2011), 
with hermeneutic approach that focuses on activities on making interpretations (Bulhof 
2012). The main instrument is the researcher himself  (Brown & Baker 2007). Then, the data 
analysis technique used is descriptive qualitative particularly the interactive model proposed 
by Miles et al. (2013).

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Hegemony of Western values in aesthetics books in Indonesia

Based on the analysis conducted from those books, it revealed that there are at least two 
essential problems concerning Western hegemony in the content of the aesthetic books. The 
first is related to the “substance” domain and the second is related to the “subject” domain.

First, the substance domain in this context is closely related to the discussion of the sub-
stance of the content material or the subject matter of the aesthetics books. It is in line with 
the term “substance” itself, that in Hegelian perspective is defined as focus of study or subject 
matter of a course (Bunnin & Yu 2008, Rotenstreich 2012, Hickman & Porfilio 2012).

From the substance, the whole narration of the books talk about the essential study of aes-
thetics theories, starting from the notion of “what” (ontology), “how” (epistemology), and 
“why” (axiology) referring to a conception formed within Western aesthetic awareness.

In the part of ontology for instance, it is clear that the existing arts and aesthetics knowl-
edge construction, such as the concept of beauty, scope, elements, etc. is based on the con-
struction of Western art ontology. The clear picture of that problem can be seen from the 
extract of Aesthetics books written by Djelantik (1999). When it discusses art and beauty 
theories it merely refers to the origin of Western civilization, particularly Greece. It considers 
that no place except Western countries has art history.

Then, in the epistemology part, it is clearly seen that the knowledge construction of arts, 
for example, in terms of the discussion of the why of ‘being’ either in the form of a signifier 
system (form or physical appearance) or in the form of signified system (content or sub-
stance), is based on Western concept dictum. This kind of picture and story of hegemony in 
the level of epistemology is not merely found in the form of concepts but also in its entire his-
tory that contains the whole narration of art histories that happened in the Western culture. 
The historiography of arts philosophy in Indonesian aesthetics covers the periods of arts 
history starting from Western pre-modern and mainly discusses its history starting from the 
Greece and old Roman era up to the Classic period in the centuries before, up to the current 
era that is the 20th century and 21st century. One more thing that seems important in the 
discussion of arts epistemology with Western bias is why the writer puts the art knowledge 
construction based mainly on those of natural science perspectives based on objectivity.

In addition, in the axiology part, the underlying basis used are also values covering Western 
bias. One example of this phenomenon can be seen in the discussion of arts and aesthetics in 
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connection with a values system, particularly ethics, that is based on the division proposed by 
a German philosopher Baumgarten (Djelantik 1999).

This phenomenon implies that Eastern countries do not have any diction related to the 
concepts or terminology of arts. In fact, Eastern countries have more than that of Western, 
especially when arts becomes the topic of discussion. Eastern countries are considered being 
on the opposite side of Western in the way they are dominated by senses compared to West-
ern that are dominated by “logic”.

Second, in relation to the content, particularly in terms of the “subject”, the discussion 
focuses on the important figures becoming the central narration of the books (Smith 2010). 
The discussion of this variable focuses on the figures that are common of philosophers or 
individuals that have great attention and influence in arts and the development of arts, always 
becoming the main resources concerning aesthetics and arts. This study reveals that in terms 
of the “subject”, these books also reflect the Western hegemony seen from the use of Western 
figures, namely: Plotinus, Plato, Aristoteles, Socrates (in the discussion of classic Greece); 
Shaftesbury, Hutchesson, David Hume, Immanuel Kant (Enlightenment Age); Edward Bul-
lough, Stolniz, Aldrich (The Age of XIX Century); and Susane Langer, Collingwood, Clive 
Bell, Morris Weitz, George Dickie (The Age of XX).

On the contrary, there is not even a single figure coming from local Indonesia, not to men-
tion those having great narration and influence during the kingdom era in the past who are 
also commonly called empu (expert), such as Empu Kanwa, Panuluh, Prapanca, and Rangga-
warsita. These important figures have proposed great ideas in relation to the aesthetics con-
cepts through their masterpieces as magnificent as those proposed by Western philosophers.

Consequently, it is no wonder that the current understanding and knowledge of aesthetics can 
be said to be the result of receiving Western arts philosophical concepts, which cannot be used 
to encourage critical perspectives to find ‘authentic’ Indonesian art philosophy with all its typical 
Indonesian character. This condition shows that Indonesian aesthetics needs to be taken care of 
and reconsidered (Sumardjo 2000). The problem of Western values hegemony essentially could 
lead to negative impacts and even be destructive in terms of socio-cultural life of Indonesians.

3.2 Factors underlying Western philosophy hegemony in Indonesian aesthetics books

The complex hegemony of Western bias aesthetic books is not natural but consciously con-
structed. It means that this problem is closely related to cultural complexity that is inex-
tricably intertwined with “power”. The term “power” is closely connected to the Western 
orientalism system. Said (2014) once claimed that the term orientalism needs to be defined as 
modes or ways of thinking constructed by a certain power and the colonial knowledge. Said 
(2014) further mentions that orientalism is the result of imperial power that the discourse 
products tend to have more political interest.

Orientalism is Western historical construction towards Eastern to make them “the other” 
that Western people will consider “exotic aliens” (Said 2014). On the contrary, conventional 
colonialism is not similar to rude and brutal racism. Therefore, it is important to under-
stand the term orientalism as a discourse showing the essential differences and discrimination 
between two opposite sides of “we as Western people” and “they as Eastern.” Colonialism 
is dominative while orientalism is hegemonic emphasizing on the superiority of European 
culture and identity (Carbin 2016).

Actually, orientalism is a kind of ethnocentrism meaning that the center of awareness is 
the researchers’ civilization, their ethnicity. They are reluctant to use their local knowledge 
that might be very phenomenological. They prefer to be in the big framework of coloniza-
tion that the reflection of their study in many occasions seems bias and unstable. Finally, 
orientalism can be said to be a study that doesn’t fulfill the requirement to be a science. This 
ethnocentric orientalism in many occasions is trapped in Western ego. For these people there 
is only Western that exists and the existence of Eastern people is the result of Western aware-
ness that came to them. Without this Western awareness-ocean exploration, Eastern will not 
exist. It is for this reason that orientalism spirit likes truth claims, awareness claims, exis-
tentialism claims. The truth claim coming from Western has been accepted in the historical 
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development of the world civilization. In addition, having supported by a certain power, 
finally what has been claimed by orientalism becomes the final truth, unquestionable and 
undebatable.

What happen to the construction of aesthetics as a science mentioned earlier is one exam-
ple of the fact that the role of Western orientalism is very strong in defeating knowledge, 
not to mention in this context of the knowledge of aesthetics and arts. It can be said that 
everything comes from Western countries and that Eastern countries have nothing. In fact, 
it is not true. Similar to Western countries, Eastern countries also have a great amount of 
knowledge, not to mention aesthetics and arts, and even have more valuable knowledge com-
pared to Western.

Orientalistic attitude that tends to be egocentric and ethnocentric further will destroy 
their truth claims that they believe until today. Hanafi (2003) mentions that orientalism will 
get their credibility as modern orientalists refuse European centric and no longer divide the 
world into the center and peripheral, modern and traditional civilizations. They are honest in 
explaining cultural characteristics of those nations and also their creativity through the ages, 
and are fair and proportional in writing the history of humanity.

One important thing to be noted is those who want to prove their credibility, they need to 
be able to get out from the idea of ‘center-peripheral’ for it is this idea that leads to a relation 
of power that place Western as the center of awareness and Eastern as a matter of its reflec-
tion. If  the discussion of ‘the other’ conducted by Western is a kind of mutual discourse that 
enables each side to learn and understand each other, orientalism will lead to ideal humanism 
that respects cultural pluralities (Hanafi 2003).

Factors influencing the Western orientalism hegemony are not only coming from external 
factors that like the Western influence, but also coming from the internal factors, that so 
called “Eastern orientalism” (Bamyeh 2012, Ward 2004). It is for this reason that in its lat-
est development, the truth construction of Western orientalism is not mainly constructed 
by Western orientalists but also Eastern ones, not to mention the one found in this study. 
This phenomenon has made the problem of Western hegemony towards Eastern more com-
plicated as the main subjects of colonization and hegemony are not merely coming from 
Western countries, but also those of Eastern countries. It turns out to be a perfect hegemony 
that becomes almost absolute in which finally East suffers from not only Western coloniza-
tion but at the same time suffers from Eastern colonization that Etkind (2013) and Deloria & 
Salisbury (2004 p. 460) call as “internal colonization.”

4 CONCLUSION

In relation to the previous part, there are some important points to be noted.
First, the construction of Western hegemony in Indonesian aesthetic books, was found 

in at least two categories: the substance and the subjects. Substantively, the construction of 
hegemony can be easily found in the content, message and subject matter of the books that 
can be said to cover Western bias.

Then, in relation to the subject category, it is found that most figures whose ideas became 
the main resources to construct the truth of knowledge explained in the books, are mostly 
taken from Western art philosophers.

Second, the Western aesthetic hegemony as mentioned is the result of what is so-called the 
Western post-colonial syndrome coming from the strong hegemony of Western orientalism 
that remains persistent in ex-Western colonies, not to mention Indonesia. Therefore, it is nec-
essary to have a new awareness to get away from this cultural, aesthetic and arts colonization 
in the future.
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