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“The first steps through its unfamiliar streets reveal the secrets 

and shadows of a city still unknown.”

A Lighter Shade of Whiteness

Many Indonesian women believe that “white” skin is beautiful — a belief that drives them to spend a small fortune on the skin-whitening creams advertised on city billboards.

These creams are big business. Global brands compete aggressively in the market, advertising heavily on Indonesian television and reinforcing the idea that lighter skin is more desirable than darker skin. The actresses in these commercials are often children of mixed Indonesian–Western marriages, carefully presented as the ideal.

People here frequently judge themselves by their skin color. Girls sometimes remark that they are “black,” half ashamed of their tone, even though most are light brown. Many Indonesian men consider fair skin especially beautiful, and lighter-skinned women are often more sought after than their darker-skinned sisters.

Indonesians sometimes find expatriate men puzzling. Foreign men are often seen with darker-skinned women — the opposite of what many educated Indonesians consider beautiful. In cafés, I have heard very attractive Indonesian women quietly admire passing European girls, describing them as beautiful while comparing themselves unfavorably. This often puzzles foreign visitors, as Indonesian women could easily be considered just as attractive.

Western tourists in Bali deepen the contrast. On the beaches, attractive European men and women bake in the sun, deliberately darkening their skin, while Indonesian visitors sit under palm trees, protecting themselves from the sun — skin-whitening cream waiting back in their hotel rooms.

One Indonesian photographer cleverly turned this way of thinking on its head. He published a calendar transforming famous Western celebrities into Indonesian look-alikes by darkening their skin, hair, and eyes.

I saw the calendar in a salon while getting a haircut. At first, I thought I recognized the faces, but something felt different. There was an Indonesian Zendaya, her features softened into familiar tones. An Indonesian Billie Eilish looked quietly ordinary. Indonesian versions of Ariana Grande, Florence Pugh, and Emma Chamberlain followed — all attractive, yet indistinguishable from countless women I passed every day in offices and shopping malls.

They were pretty, but not extraordinary.

I bought the calendar and hung it in the office kitchen. The next time someone admired a passing European girl, I planned to point at the March model and wait for the reaction.

Rising Waters, Rising Doubts

It was a strange night as the waters rose. Other drivers did not honk or aggressively change lanes as they usually did. Only the soft patter of rain echoed across car roofs, and an uneasy silence spread through the darkened streets.

I was sitting in a taxi that had become stranded in the middle of the road as floodwaters crept steadily beneath us. Rainy seasons in Jakarta often separate the men from the boys in the expatriate community. They test patience, resilience, and the desire to stay.

On bad days, entire neighborhoods are cut off as clogged sewers — really rivers in disguise — overflow and turn streets into islands. My patience was already wearing thin as I cracked open the taxi window and watched the oddly colored water rise toward the bottom of the door.

The driver and I exchanged vague plans. Our goal was simple: find dry land and wait it out. Unfortunately, we were parked beside the city mortuary — the only building still standing on dry ground. The driver noticed too and began talking nervously about ghosts, glancing repeatedly at the darkened building.

We sat and waited. I was ready to bolt for the mortuary if the water reached the door, quietly wondering whether the driver might be right about unseen eyes watching us from inside.

Then, just as abruptly as it had begun, the rain stopped. Engines turned over across the street. We crept forward, slowly at first, then faster. The driver’s mood lifted instantly as the mortuary faded into shadow behind us.

As we drove on, I thought about how the floods worsen each year. Jakarta’s rivers, rarely cleaned, become clogged with neatly tied plastic garbage bags until heavy rains force the water to spill back into the streets.

Property prices collapse in flood-prone areas. Businesses leave. Owners stop repairing buildings. Middle-class neighborhoods slowly decay into neglected zones of permanently shuttered houses and shops.

We passed one such area, where anxious residents stood bailing filthy water from their homes with buckets. Their expressions were calm, resigned — floods were simply another routine task in the city of dreams.

Eventually, we reached the dry entrance of my apartment building. Five kilometers had taken nearly three hours. As I stepped onto dry ground, I felt I had once again passed Jakarta’s rainy-season test.

Sophia’s Missing Panties

Sophia wasn’t too worried when a few pairs of her panties failed to return from the laundry. Her friend Mike, however, was.

So concerned was he that he went to the laundry himself, where the staff admitted they could not find them. When he called Sophia later that afternoon to tell her, she seemed oddly amused.

“Have you had anyone around recently?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied casually, though she sounded puzzled by his concern.

That evening, Mike pressed further. Sophia laughed. “Maybe someone took them to a Dukun.”

A Dukun is an Indonesian shaman, and belief in their powers is widespread. Dukuns can be found throughout Jakarta, often operating from ordinary houses. Unlike the stereotypical image of a witchdoctor, many appear modern and professional, offering a range of mystical services.

Some women visit Dukuns to have susuk implanted — tiny enchanted particles of gold or diamonds placed beneath the skin to make them irresistible. I had seen several women whose faces glinted faintly under the light, including one colleague who otherwise appeared deeply religious and conservative.

Dukuns are also believed to influence love. All that is required, Sophia explained, is a personal item — underwear works particularly well — and the ritual does the rest. Many seasoned expatriates swear that sudden, ill-advised marriages often involve a Dukun somewhere in the background.

Once, when I lost my scooter keys , my fiancée’s mother suggested visiting a Dukun who could help to find them. She was a practicing Catholic. Belief in the unseen, it seems, crosses religious boundaries.

Sophia never recovered her missing panties. A few months later, Sophia married a poor migrant from a village she had met accidently on the Busway.

To this day, Mike insists that a Dukun was involved — and that the missing panties somehow sealed her fate.

Cindy Culture

Cindy is famous throughout Indonesia, one of the country’s most popular on-line influencers. The fact that she is only seventeen years old — and that the videos she appears in are live on youtube— does nothing to diminish her popularity.

Like many of Indonesia’s home-grown youtube stars, Candy is Indo, half Indonesian and half European. She is also incredibly spoilt, in the way only the wealthiest members of Indonesian society can be, and she makes no effort to hide it during her frequent appearances on her videos.

She speaks in a bratty mix of English and Indonesian, talks dreamily about studying economics at Oxford University, and delivers it all in a soppy, girlish voice. Many educated Indonesians laugh at her — particularly those working in education, who are well acquainted with the kind of spoilt children that wealthy urban families can produce.

Yet average Indonesians adore her. They admire her, even revere her — a curious paradox in a country where most people will never see Oxford. Perhaps it is just me, but there is something deeply Indonesian in how Cindy culture has been embraced and accepted.

In most other countries, Cindy would simply be a rich kid — probably less indulged, and certainly nowhere near a television screen.

In Indonesia, she is a family-youtube star. The child every family would love to have. The girlfriend countless older schoolboys dream of. She has tapped into something fundamental in the Indonesian mindset.

Spoiling a child is not frowned upon here; it is often considered normal if a family can afford it. In fact, it is seen as a duty to give a child everything they want — at least until a career is chosen for them.

Extreme wealth is not resented either, even by the poor. Indonesia is not a society built on ideals of equality or Western liberal values. A child star from a kampung would struggle for popularity. Cindy culture, by contrast, thrives.

It is little wonder that many ordinary Indonesian women dream of marrying a foreigner and having a “beautiful” child. They imagine their child becoming the next Cindy, or one of the many minor stars born from mixed European-Indonesian marriages.

Cindy will remain a uniquely Indonesian phenomenon — difficult to explain to outsiders. In modern Indonesia, being wealthy, spoilt, and openly snobbish can be a pathway to stardom, one denied to the millions of ordinary children who idolize her.

A Naturally Decaying City

Asian cities can be beautiful and well planned — but not Jakarta. The so-called city of dreams possesses
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