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Abstract  Responding to previous scholars’ call to explore the complexities of 
child sexual abuse (CSA), this article presents narratives of CSA and scrutinizes a 
binary construction underpinning this discourse of CSA, namely, the positioning of 
children as powerless and adults as powerful. The narratives belong to three Indo-
nesian young people who have had sexual interactions with adults when they were 
children. The findings demonstrate how this binary positioning has been both drawn 
upon and resisted in the ways participants understand their sexual experiences. This 
article contributes to the existing literature by providing analyses of some vignettes 
of everyday experiences of how children might be constituted as sexual subjects, 
including their capability to exercise agency, perform resistance, and negotiate eth-
ics. The implications of the findings are discussed in relation to how the recognition 
of children as sexual subjects and their sexual agency might be beneficial for par-
ents, educators, and counselors.

Keywords  Child sexual abuse · Sexual agency · Sexual subjectivity · Discourse · 
Indonesia

Introduction

Contemporary discussions on child sexual abuse (CSA) have been characterized 
by the attention to the predatory nature of male sexuality as the source of abuse, 
criminalization of the demonized perpetrator, and compassion for the devastated 
innocent victim. Responding to these characterizations, scholars have called for a 
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more complex ways to understand CSA in terms of its contexts, experiences, conse-
quences, and underlying logics (Angelides 2004; Kendall-Tackett et al. 1993; Malón 
2009; Oellerich 2002). This article joins these scholars in the effort to explore and 
(re)present complexities in the experience of CSA, with an aim of destabilizing the 
logic underpinning this discourse of CSA, namely, the binary positioning of children 
as powerless and adults as powerful. These accounts are analyzed to demonstrate in 
what ways this binary positioning has enabled/constrained children’s sexual agency, 
and how this binary might be disrupted in their becoming of sexual subjects in an 
Indonesian context.

The term CSA in this article refers to the World Healh Organisation and the 
International Society for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect’s definition (WHO 
2006, p. 10): “The involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not 
fully comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not 
developmentally prepared, or else that violates the laws or social taboos of society.” 
This definition implies that “all sexual acts between an adult and underage child 
(even with child assent) are, by definition, CSA” (Murray et al. 2014, p. 323). In this 
definition, CSA may or may not involve violence (e.g., force, coercion, or threat) 
because the main concern is the age of consent or maturity of the persons involved. 
Researchers disagreed on the exact age of consent, from 12 years old (Wyatt and 
Peters 1986), 18  years old (Finkelhor et  al. 2014), to the relatively “large age or 
maturational difference between the partners” (Finkelhor 1999, p. 101). The United 
Nation Children’s Fund’s (UNICEF) suggests a consultation to the national law in 
each country for the age of sexual consent (UNICEF 2010, p. 6). Indonesian Child 
Protection Law (“Undang-undang” 2014) defines a child as a person below 18 years 
old. This article analyzes and discusses the discourse of CSA according to this defi-
nition and age limit.

In this article I will first provide a brief introduction into the context of the 
research—that is, Indonesia—vis-à-vis child sexual abuse, including previous stud-
ies that have been conducted in this context. I will then elucidate my Foucauldian 
theoretical approach, before reviewing a number of studies on child sexuality, 
agency, and ethics—from which this article was built on and sought to contribute. 
After explaining the methodology of this study, I will examine narratives from three 
young Indonesians to explore various ways the binary positioning of children as 
powerless and adults as powerful has been drawn on and resisted in the constitution 
of these young people’s sexual subjectivity.

Brief Introduction to Child Sexual Abuse in Indonesia

In April 2014 there was a case of (violent) CSA that occupied the headlines of all 
national newspapers and TV news in Indonesia. It was a report from the parents 
of a 5-year-old male student in Jakarta International School (JIS)—one of the most 
expensive international private schools in Indonesia—that their child had been “sod-
omized” by the cleaner at school (Sari 2014). The parents observed that recently 
their son often cried, behaved anxiously, and had nightmares. When they asked him 
he said that in the school’s toilet he was touched by an adult: “He puts his ‘thing’ 
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inside my butts so deep. Other times I didn’t want to but he said he will hit me. He 
undressed my clothes. I cried but he said ‘Don’t cry!’.” Not long after that parents 
of two other students also reported similar stories. Five cleaners and gardeners from 
Jakarta International School were immediately arrested.

This case ignited strong reactions from various groups in Indonesia. Members 
of the Parliament immediately proposed a change in the Child Protection Law, par-
ticularly around increasing the punishment for the perpetrator and providing more 
support for survivors (Syahni 2014). Discussions and movements against CSA 
were then increased such as campaigns and education programs conducted by local 
governments, universities, and professional associations; and also online petitions 
against CSA (Liauw 2014). JIS themselves claimed that they have installed more 
than 400 surveillance cameras in the school building to prevent such incidents from 
happening again (Rahmawati 2014)—a move which was then followed by many 
other schools. National Commission for Children Protection then coordinated with 
the Police Department and the Ministry of Education to support the survivors, 
monitor this case in the court, and strengthen their on-going child abuse prevention 
programs.

CSA (and prevention of it) is not new in Indonesian public discourses. The JIS 
case is just one among many recurring news about CSA in Indonesia. According 
to National Commission for Child Protection between 2010 and 2014 there were 
21,869,797 cases of child abuse and half of them were sexual abuse (Saleh 2014). In 
general, child sexual abuse (and sexual assault/violence against women) has gained 
public attention after the 1998 democratic reform, partly because of the awareness-
building efforts by the National Commission on Violence against Women. Due to 
public demand, this commission was established in October 1998 after the system-
atic mass rape of hundreds of Chinese Indonesian women during the riots that top-
pled president Soeharto (Berfield and Loveard 1998; Blackburn 1999). One of the 
commission’s achievements has been the passing of the 2004 Domestic Violence 
Law which criminalizes various acts of domestic violence, including child sexual 
abuse by family members. This commission has also established Integrated Service 
Centre for Women’s and Children’s Empowerment at the city/town and provincial 
levels in some parts of Indonesia. Through this commission’s advocacy and cam-
paigns, a discourse of CSA previously unfamiliar in Indonesia became more widely 
circulated.

Although the media and government institutions consistently reported new cases 
and increasing statistics of CSA in Indonesia, there is a dearth of academic publica-
tions in this area. Existing studies on sexual abuse and violence in general in Indo-
nesia have focused mainly on two areas. The first is research on sexual assault in 
times of crisis and conflict, such as multiple rape cases that occurred during the May 
1998 riot (Berfield and Loveard 1998; Marching 2007), after the 2004 tsunami in 
Aceh (Felten-Biermann 2006), and in conflict areas such as Poso (Perempuan 2009), 
Aceh (Green 2004), and Papua (Wandita 1998). The second major area of research 
has focused on sexual violence by intimate partners in marital contexts (e.g., Aisyah 
and Parker 2014; Bennett et  al. 2011; Hayati et  al. 2011). Academic publications 
on sexual abuse and violence in Indonesia beyond these two areas are considera-
bly rare, particularly child sexual abuse. For instance, in Child Abuse and Neglect 
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journal there are only two publications from Indonesian contexts, one of them being 
a short report from over 35 years ago (Boothby and Stark 2011; Haditono 1981). In 
the Sexuality and Culture journal there is no study investigating data or narrative 
from Indonesian contexts. I intend, in this article, to begin filling this gap. Simul-
taneously, I also seek to extend current international knowledge on the discursive 
aspect of CSA, particularly the possibility to destabilize the logic underlying this 
discourse of CSA. In the next section, I review relevant international research to 
show how this article might contribute new knowledge to the existing body of schol-
arship on CSA.

The Discursive Construction of Children as Powerless/Innocent 
and Adults as Powerful/Exploitative

Before reviewing previous studies pertinent to the contribution of this article, I will 
briefly elucidate the conceptual framework informing my analyses of CSA. Theoret-
ically, the current study is underpinned by a Foucauldian poststructuralist approach 
to discourse, subjectivity, agency, and resistance. Discourse is understood as a set of 
connected ideas through which individuals give meaning to their experience (Fou-
cault 1972; Weedon 1987). Discourse is not singular, nor static, but multiple and 
continuously shifting. In every society, there are always competing discourses which 
offer different ways to give meaning to one’s experience—some are more dominant 
or appearing as “natural”, and some are marginal. A discourse of sexual violence, 
for example, consists of ideas about how non-consensuality, coercion, or threat 
may occur in a sexual encounter. This discourse might not always be available to be 
drawn on in understanding one’s experience, such as in traditional marital contexts 
where the husband is positioned as having the rights to demand sex whenever he 
wants regardless of the wife’s consent. In such situation, non-consensual sex (within 
marriage) might not be understood as sexual violence. Different from the concept of 
ideology, discourse constitutes one’s knowledge; not manipulating nor concealing 
“the truth.” In this poststructuralist approach, there is no “truth” or “reality” outside 
of discourse.

Discourse continuously constitutes individual’s thoughts and emotions about 
their sense of self (i.e., subjectivity) by offering various ways of seeing and being, 
or subject positions, to be taken up (Foucault 1982; Weedon 1987). The discourse 
of CSA, for example, offers various subject positions such as the perpetrator, victim, 
survivor, or bystander; with each of these has its own discursive meanings which are 
both enabling and limiting individual’s action in different ways. Individuals are not 
passive or merely subjected to discourses in the constitution of their subjectivity, 
but they are agentic subjects who give meaning and make choices by drawing on 
discourses available in their situations (Davies 1991). This capability of individu-
als to exercise agency is precisely where the possibility of resistance lies, that is, in 
drawing on other discourses to give alternative meanings beyond those offered by 
the dominant discourse (Foucault 1978, 1985). For instance, individuals may resist 
the positioning of themselves as a victim—which implies a state of helplessness, 
devastated, and needing external help—by taking up the survivor subject position, 
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which is more associated with a sense of strength, struggle, and bravery (Lamb 
1999; Warner 2001).

Employing these Foucauldian thoughts, poststructuralist scholars have identi-
fied a problematic discursive construction underpinning CSA, namely, the binary 
positioning of adults as powerful and sexually exploitative, and children as sexu-
ally innocent and powerless (Angelides 2004; Burman 2003; Clark 2014; Egan 
and Hawkes 2009; Grondin 2011; Lamb and Plocha 2014). As Angelides (2004) 
has noted, this discursive positioning has expanded since the 1980s, when feminists 
fought to overturn the tendency to blame victims of CSA. On the one hand, this 
discursive positioning has given rise to various social movements and legal meas-
ures protecting children from sexual abuse (Angelides 2004; Warner 2001). On 
the other hand, this dominant construction has also constituted ways-of-seeing that 
deny children’s sexual agency and fail to recognize them as sexual subjects (Burman 
2003; Egan and Hawkes 2009); or, in short, the erasure of child sexuality (Angelides 
2004). The terms used to refer to children’s sexual expressions, for example, often 
imply a trivialisation of their sexuality, such as “sex play” and “sexual experimenta-
tion” (Angelides 2004). Largely based on adult-oriented views on sexuality, children 
are desexualized and infantilized (Burman 2003) as if they are not sexual beings. 
This representation of children, however, is flawed and unrepresentative (Egan and 
Hawkes 2009), and confines children to the (potential) victim subject position. 
Through this positioning, it becomes “normal” to view children as always in need of 
protection, because they are constituted as unable to understand and make decisions 
concerning sexuality while adults around them are constituted as powerful, exploita-
tive, and may sexually abuse children at any time. Drawing on this notion of protec-
tion, excessive surveillance on children has often been accepted as “normal,” such as 
in the Jakarta International School case above where more than 400 cameras were 
installed in the school with the belief that this would help prevent CSA (Rahmawati 
2014).

In contrast to this positioning of children as sexually innocent, other studies have 
shown that children express interest in, experiment with, and make meaning out of 
their sexual experiences. In other words, they are sexual subjects. Studies have indi-
cated that children express sexual interest and engage in sexually-related behaviours 
with other children long before puberty (Lamb and Plocha 2014). Historically, Fou-
cault (1978) identified that, in the nineteenth century, children were not constituted 
as asexual or sexually innocent, but as having sexual potential and often indulging 
in masturbation. In terms of man-boy sexual relationships, Yuill and Durber (2008) 
reviewed studies that have demonstrated how boys have been given meaning to their 
sexual experiences—in retrospect—through the notions of autonomy, assertiveness, 
and rights of sexual expression. Other studies documented how “survivors” of CSA 
were not always completely passive and powerless; some feel that they did make 
choices, however small, that led to the initial incident and its continuation (Lamb 
1986). These choices include returning to the “perpetrator’s” home or seeking gifts 
by engaging in sexual activities (Angelides 2004). In a study of older children’s and 
teenagers’ sexual relationships with adults, Phillips (1999) showed that her par-
ticipants often reported a sense of initiation, willingness, and decision-making in 
these relationships. These studies evidenced that children can be, and have been, 
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constituted as sexual subjects who actively make meaning and exercise agency. This 
does not mean that children’s possibility of exercising power is relatively equal with 
adults, or that they are thus fully responsible for their own participation in a sexual 
activity with an adult. What I want to foreground here is that, within the network 
of power relations that continuously deny children as sexual subjects and constrain 
their agency, there is evidence that they are meaning-givers and construers of their 
own sexual experience (Lamb and Plocha 2014), and—to a limited degree—that 
they make decisions in their sexual engagements (Angelides 2004; Lamb 1986; 
Phillips 1999).

Addressing this situation, scholars in this area have proposed some careful sug-
gestions. Without undermining valuable efforts to protect children from violence 
and abuse, Egan and Hawkes (2009) recommended that firstly, children must be rec-
ognized as sexual subjects who actively make meanings about sexuality and exercise 
agency. Completely denying children’s sexual agency might reinforce the idea that 
they are always lacking in power and control in any interaction with adults, includ-
ing sexually-related interaction. By acknowledging children as sexual subjects, more 
spaces might be opened up to talk about, examine, and explore discursive resources 
that can be drawn on to expand children’s exercise of power. Secondly, children’s 
sexuality needs to be uncoupled from the adult-oriented model (Egan and Hawkes 
2009). This means that children’s sexuality must be acknowledged, not as trivial or 
merely a projection of adult sexuality, but as unique in its own right, including its 
multiple sexual expressions such as children’s “sex play.” Thirdly, adults must cease 
using the notion of protection as an excuse to legitimize surveillance and excessive 
control over children. Rather, children need to be encouraged to build ethical and 
respectful relationships as early as possible (Robinson 2013), but without assigning 
responsibility to them for their participation in a sexual activity. Currently, knowl-
edge and examples of various ways children ethically negotiate consent, desire, and 
pleasures in specific discursive contexts of their sexual relationships are still lack-
ing (Carmody 2015). This article seeks to fill this gap, that is, by fleshing out these 
suggestions in the narratives of children’s sexual interaction with adults, and thus 
call into question the binary of adults’ (sexual) powerfulness and children’s (sexual) 
powerlessness underpinning the discourse of CSA (Angelides 2004). In the Findings 
and Discussion section I will demonstrate in what ways children might be positioned 
as sexual subjects and how ethical sexual negotiations might have been engaged by 
children.

Methodology

The data analysed in this study are a part of my doctoral research on Indonesian 
young people’s sexual subjectivities. I interviewed 22 Indonesian young people aged 
16–24 about their ways of being sexual, and during the interviews some of them 
shared their experience of CSA. At the time of the interview, 6 participants were 
high school students, 8 were college students, 5 were in employment, 1 was a post-
graduate student, 1 was a freelance journalist, and 1 was an NGO activist. Most par-
ticipants were heterosexual (14 participants); others included gay (4 participants), 
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lesbian (2 participants), bisexual (1 participant), and asexual (1 participant). In term 
of gender, 12 participants identified as male, 9 female, and 1 neither gender. Most 
participants are from urban middle-class families, and no participants were mar-
ried. These participants were recruited through advertisements sent to NGOs, uni-
versities, and communities in several cities in Indonesia. To maintain confidential-
ity, the names of these cities, organisations, and communities are not disclosed. The 
minimum age of participant was set on 16 so they can participate without parental 
consent. This means that their narratives of CSA in this article were based on their 
memory when they were older. All participant names are pseudonyms.

The data were collected using computer-mediated communication (CMC) 
research methods, that is, semi-structured online interview (email and instant mes-
senger) and autobiographical writing. CMC research methods offer advantages 
which are relevant with this research such as (1) providing psychological comfort 
and security to explore sensitive topics (McCoyd and Kerson 2006), (2) encourag-
ing a more reflective engagement with the topic as compared to face-to-face inter-
view, which in turn promotes a more equal and collaborative relationship with the 
researcher (James 2016), and (3) offering some practical advantages (Mann and 
Stewart 2000) such as saving travel costs because the participants were from various 
geographical locations. The online interviews involved 10–20 email exchanges over 
4–12 weeks with each participant, and one session of instant messenger chat. After 
the interviews, the participants wrote and emailed a short autobiographical essay 
about their sexualities. Narratives presented in this article were translated into Eng-
lish by the researcher because all interviews were conducted in participants’ first 
language, that is, Bahasa Indonesia.

Findings and Discussion

This Findings and Discussion section examines narratives from three young Indo-
nesians who have engaged in sexual interaction with adults when they were children 
(under 18 years old). Their experiences correspond with the definition of CSA used 
in this research. One narrative involves sexual violence and two others do not indi-
cate the presence of force, coercion, or threat. I will firstly demonstrate how these 
participants have drawn on this binary in giving meaning to their experience. Sub-
sequently, I will explore how their alternative subjectivities might resist dominant 
meanings circulated by this dominant construction of children and adults.

One participant who experienced violent CSA as a child was Putri, a 22-year-
old college student when participating in this research. In term of gender identity, 
Putri self-identified as neither gender. As a child, Putri had several sexual experi-
ences with adults, which Putri characterized as coercive and causing negative con-
sequences. Below is Putri’s story which shows how this binary has been drawn on in 
Putri’s understanding of CSA:

I was harassed several times by different people since I was in elementary 
school: a friend of my uncle, two female cousins from another town, and 
another female cousin from my hometown who asked me to oral her body. 
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All these have left scars in my heart. But the one that traumatized me was 
my parents’ employee. Same person, three times, at my house, when nobody’s 
home. He knew that I cannot do anything when someone yelled at me. When 
my parents found out, they never leave me alone at home anymore. … Since 
then, I hate the penis. I feel nauseous every time I see any thick liquid. This 
experience made me think that all men are bastards. I really hate men, sex, and 
marriage – I am afraid of all those things. I am afraid to marry. I am afraid and 
hate sexual relationships with men, because it’s always painful for me. Their 
world is cruel. They can ask and force others to do anything they want. They 
touched all my body without feeling guilty. I was just a 12-year-old kid, they 
should protect and care for me. But they treated me as their sexual object, to 
satisfy their evil lust. (autobiographical writing)

As seen in this narrative, these incidents of CSA when Putri was young have 
shaped the way Putri gives meaning to understanding sex and sexual selves. Putri 
describes how those incidents have been deeply and permanently wounding (“trau-
matized me,” “left scars in my heart”). Putri’s feelings about “men, sex, and mar-
riage” were marred because of these experiences of violent CSA. Although also 
harassed by women (three female cousins), Putri was particularly “traumatized” by 
the sexual abuse by a man (i.e., Putri parents’ employee). As a result, Putri is both 
“afraid of” and “hate[s]” men. Putri cannot stand seeing a penis, and even “any thick 
liquid” can invoke a “nauseous” feeling.

Underpinning Putri’s account of this experience of CSA is the binary of adults 
(in this case adult men) as powerful/sexually exploitative and children as powerless/
innocent. Putri believes that “all men are bastards,” particularly in terms of their 
exploitative character (“they touched all my body without feeling guilty”). Putri 
describes adult men as sexually predatory, are full of “evil lust,” and “cruel,” and 
Putri’s relationships with them were always “painful.” Putri also views adult men 
as powerful and unstoppable (“they can ask and force others to do anything they 
want.”). In contrast, Putri describes the child in this situation as innocent and in need 
of protection (“I was just a 12-year-old kid, they should protect and care for me”). 
Putri uses the word “sexual object” to illustrate how those adults have treated their 
victim—which implies a sense of passivity, powerlessness, and lack of agency. Dur-
ing the incident Putri “[could not] do anything” when the perpetrator yelled, because 
he knew it would immobilize Putri. Drawing on this binary, the solution taken by 
Putri’s parents was by not leaving Putri alone at home anymore—an adult had to 
stay with Putri to provide protection at all times. While it has evidently given Putri 
a degree of protection, this prevention method further normalized the belief that 
adults are powerful and children are powerless and vulnerable.

In contrast to Putri’s story, there are other participants whose narrative might 
contest the positioning of adults and children through this binary. The 17-year-old 
high school student Daniel, for example, narrated his experience of sex with an adult 
when he was 12 years old (and unable to give sexual consent according to the Indo-
nesian law), therefore, may be considered as CSA.

When I was 12  years old there were two female seminary students from 
another town came to my church to do their internship. I was interested in one 
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of them because she had a pretty face and a sexy body. After one month we 
were involved in church activities together, we engaged in this sexual sin. It 
started when we were alone in the church’s music studio. At that time we were 
just looking at paintings on the wall. Then I approached her, and I don’t know 
why I just suddenly had the courage to kiss her cheek. She looked at me. I 
was terrifyingly afraid. But then she suddenly pulled me and kissed my lips. 
We kissed, and then she led me to the church attic to do something more. I 
was confused and afraid she might get pregnant. I asked her and she said she 
was on the pill so she won’t get pregnant. Then we had sex there. For the next 
three months, we did it almost every day in her bedroom within the church 
area. I told my friends at school and my cousins about it (but not my friends at 
church) and it made me feel proud. I didn’t feel ashamed at all. After a while I 
started to feel bored with her and I ditched her by coming only when I wanted 
sex. One day she said her internship was almost finished and she would soon 
return to her hometown. I was happy because finally I would be free from the 
commitment and responsibility. I distanced myself from her by saying I wanted 
to repent from this sin, and also because she was six years older than me. She 
was upset and perhaps bitterly angry with me, because one week before she 
left I didn’t talk to her at all. Later, after she left I felt guilty. I tried to apolo-
gize but I wasn’t able to contact her. (autobiographical writing)

This narrative presents a sexual relationship between Daniel as a teenager and a 
woman who was 6 years older than him. This narrative does not involve one person 
using violence, force, or threats to make the other person engage in sex. Rather, it 
involves two persons who were willingly engaged in a sexual relationship, but one 
of them was considered unable to give consent because of his age. Daniel’s narra-
tive might offer some possibilities to contest the construction of adults as powerful/
exploitative and children as innocent/powerless, that is, by reversing and/or compli-
cating this binary. Additionally, I will also discuss an example of ethical negotia-
tions in Daniel’s sexual relationship (Carmody 2003, 2015).

Daniel’s story troubles the binary of adults as powerful/sexually exploitative and 
children and teenagers as innocent/powerless, because as the teenager in this nar-
rative he did not show sexual innocence and powerlessness. Daniel considers him-
self as the one who had the first physical/sexual interest in the other person (“I was 
interested in one of them because she has a pretty face and a sexy body”). He also 
initiated the first intimate physical contact (i.e., “kissing her cheek”). Different from 
the teenage participants in Phillips’ (1999) study who agentically made a decision 
to enter the relationship but struggled to maintain and exit the relationship, Daniel 
was able to make decision both to initiate and end the relationship (“I started to feel 
bored with her and I ditched her”). This showed how Daniel is not the passive or 
powerless partner in this relationship, but rather, to a degree he has taken up the role 
of the active and desiring agent. A discourse of men as sexually desiring might have 
enabled Daniel to give such meaning to his sexual self. Daniel’s bragging about his 
sexual experience (“I told my friends … and it made me feel proud”), for instance, 
might indicate his accommodation of the gendered meanings of sex—in which for 
young women it is shame and guilt and for young men it is pride and joy (Holland 
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et al. 2000). By drawing on this discourse, Daniel has been enabled to understand 
himself as a desiring sexual subject, and thus disrupted the positioning of adults as 
powerful/exploitative and children and teenagers as innocent/powerless.

However, Daniel might not be the only active and desiring agent in the rela-
tionship. As Johnson (2010) has demonstrated, female adults in her study did not 
directly initiate sexual relationship with the young male teenager. Rather, they set 
up situations where intimate relationships could take place, so that they can just pas-
sively give into the temptation. Without Daniel’s awareness, the seminary student 
might have been “preying” on him and staged situations where Daniel could make 
his first move. Why were they looking at paintings alone in a sound-proof church 
music studio (instead of practising music or doing rehearsal)? Why was she on con-
traceptive pills if she had no plan to engage in sex? As Phillips (1999) has identified 
among her participants, teenagers may not realize the problems with their relation-
ship with adults when they were in the relationship, but after the relationship ended 
they can look back and see how the relationship was, in some ways, exploitative. 
This possibility showed that the binary of adults as exploitative/powerful and chil-
dren as innocent/powerless is not as clear-cut as claimed, but there are complexities 
within an adult–teenager sexual relationship that cannot be accommodated by this 
binary. Daniel was not the powerless one all the time, and the seminary student was 
not the powerful all the time. Both of them might have exercised varying degrees of 
sexual agency in different moments.

Further, what I am more interested in, in terms of analysing Daniel’s narrative, 
is the possibility of ethical negotiation in his sexual relationship. Here, I attempt 
to flesh out Carmody’s (2003, 2015) proposal of building ethical relationships, and 
Egan and Hawkes’s (2009) suggestion of recognizing children as agentic sexual sub-
jects. To date, an analysis of these proposals in the narrative of a sexual experience 
is barely available in the existing literature. I am focusing on how a recognition of 
Daniel as sexual subject (who has desire and agency, who is enabled/constrained by 
discourses) has made possible a form of ethical negotiation.

In Daniel’s narrative there are examples of negotiation between Daniel and 
the seminary student around sex, desire, and ethics. Within the limited discursive 
resources he had access to, Daniel negotiated his sexual desire toward the seminary 
student by considering a possibility of a consensual relationship. Daniel kissed her 
on the cheek—which in the Indonesian context can be an expression of affection 
and/or sexual gesture. His state of being “terrifyingly afraid” after the kiss indi-
cated his lack of certainty and lack of intentionality. The pause after the kiss shows 
that Daniel expected a response, which could be an angry slap, a turning away, or a 
return kiss. This subtle cycle of initiation and response represent a kind of conver-
sation or negotiation. Here I do not suggest that this kissing on the cheek without 
asking is always ethical. My point is that, within Daniel’s limited knowledge, vocab-
ularies, and experience to express his desire, this kiss might have been the most ethi-
cal move he could think of, and do, in that moment.

After the initiation and the “consenting” response, their sex had not then “just 
happened” but there were other negotiations. They avoided the possibility of people 
discovering them having sex, by moving to the church attic. This time the seminary 
student initiated (“she led me to the church attic”), and Daniel’s response was to 
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follow her lead. In the attic, they did not just become “carried away” by engaging in 
sex, but Daniel asked about a possible consequence of their sex, that is, pregnancy. 
Only after the seminary student assured him it would not happen, they then engaged 
in sex. By considering possible consequences such as pregnancy and people discov-
ering them having sex, Daniel and the seminary student have engaged in a kind of 
ethical negotiation in terms of openness, honesty, and care of the self and others.

However, Daniel’s narrative also exhibits examples of unethical acts in the rela-
tionship. Daniel’s bragging about his sex might not be considerate toward the semi-
nary student’s feeling. Daniel dealt with his boredom (“feel bored with her”), self-
centredness (“coming only when I want sex”), and avoidance of “commitment and 
responsibility” by ditching the seminar student instead of ethically negotiating it 
with her. As Carmody (2003) has noted, building ethical sexual relationships can-
not just about a one-off consent, but continuous negotiations—which make room 
for new dynamics and changes throughout the relationship. Daniel himself realized 
his unethical actions and attempted to apologize, but unfortunately he could not find 
her.

In the constitution of his sexual subjectivity, Daniel’s story has shown a contes-
tation toward the discourse of CSA in at least two ways. Firstly, his narrative has 
shown that the binary of adults as powerful/sexually exploitative and children and 
teenagers as innocent/powerless might be too simplistic and unrepresentative. Sec-
ondly, his narrative substantiates Egan and Hawkes’s (2009) argument that the pos-
sibility of ethical negotiations could not take place unless children and teenagers 
are recognized as sexual subjects. Negotiations between Daniel and the seminary 
student can be constituted as negotiations in this analysis because both of them are 
understood as sexual subjects who are able to make decisions and exercise agency 
(Davies 1991). The subject positions they occupied might not grant them exactly the 
same possibilities to exercise power, but—as their narrative has shown—it does not 
mean there is no space for ethical negotiation. In so doing Daniel’s narrative resisted 
the erasure of child sexuality through the discourse of CSA.

While Daniel’s story occured when he was 12  years old, the final narrative I 
will examine in this article, Hardi’s story, occured at a much earlier age. Hardi, a 
22-year-old office worker, narrated his experiences of sexual interaction with adults 
since he was 5 years old. His age at that time was far below the legal age of sexual 
consent; so, by definition, it is a CSA. Below is his narrative which indicates a pos-
sibility of child sexual agency, and thus, might further challenge the binary of adult 
as powerful/exploitative and children as innocent/powerless:

Hardi: It all started when I was 5 years old. I already experienced sexual har-
assment, but I just enjoyed it. At that time my mom worked in a rural town. 
One day I was invited by a young guy in that neighbourhood. He asked me to 
hold his penis. I did what he said till his fluid came out. I didn’t know what 
fluid it was, but I just enjoyed it. This happened repeatedly, including my 
friends at the same age with me asked me to do that too.
Then my family moved to another city. There, I experienced the same thing. 
Young men there invited me to do the same, and I just enjoyed it. I was also 
asked to oral his penis and I did it.
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I did all those things but I have not yet experienced the peak. Until one 
day I also can feel how pleasurable it was when that white fluid came out. 
My intermediate and high schools were the time when I really enjoyed such 
activities. Almost every day I masturbated and did same-sex activities like 
that.
Thanks to God after high school, uni, and until now I am not bound to those 
sins like I was. It’s all because of my struggles with God so that I can leave 
all those sinful deeds.

Teguh: I know it has been long time ago, but as far as you can remember, 
were you “forced”, or “invited by them and then you were willing”? Or per-
haps it’s hard to describe that experience in these ways? And how do you 
feel about those experiences now? Like, do you hate those young men, or do 
you feel nothing?

Hardi: As far as I remember, I was playing around the neighbourhood, then 
a young guy invited me, and I don’t know why, I just followed him. At that 
time I was only 5 years old, if I’m not mistaken. My feeling now? Just ordi-
nary. I remember at that time I just enjoyed it without knowing what I was 
doing. I never hated those guys. I don’t know where they are now, and I 
don’t care. I totally forget it. (email interview)

On the one hand, Hardi’s subjectivity in this narrative can be seen as both 
informed by and reproducing the binary of adults as powerful/exploitative and 
children as innocent/powerless. As a child Hardi has “innocently” engaged in 
sexual activities since he did not know what was happening (“I don’t know why, 
I just followed him,” “without knowing what I was doing,” “I didn’t know what 
fluid it was”). To some extent Hardi also showed a lack of agency at that time, in 
which he described himself as “just following” what those adults asked him to 
do. Correspondingly, the adult men in this narrative were the ones who initiated 
and controlled the sexual interactions. They can be seen as exploitative in the 
way they made Hardi hold and insert their penis in his mouth for their own sexual 
pleasure.

On the other hand, there are some complexities within his sexual subjectivity 
which might pose a disruption toward the binary of children as powerless and 
adults as powerful. One of these complexities is Hardi’s lack of reference both to 
his experience as sexual abuse and to himself as a coerced or manipulated victim 
of CSA. Other than a mention of “sexual harassment” at the beginning of his 
story, Hardi did not use words like “threaten,” “forced,” or “unwilling” in artic-
ulating his experience. Instead, he used words such as “invited” and “followed 
him,” even after I intentionally juxtaposed the word “forced” and “invited” and 
asked him to choose. I will argue below that Hardi’s lack of reference to sexual 
abuse or victim subject position is an agentic exercise of power—which might 
resist the positioning of children as innocent and powerless.

Before I proceed, it is crucial to clarify that in this analysis I do not intend 
to justify or condone the incidents Hardi experienced. My aim is to identify 
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alternative ways-of-seeing and ways-of-being that might disrupt the binary of 
adult as powerful/exploitative and children as innocent/powerless. I will explore 
the possibility of Hardi’s exercise of agency as sexual subject when he was a 
child—not as a means to claim consensuality or locate his responsibility for par-
ticipating. Instead, my intention is to acknowledge him as a sexual subject who 
exercises agency, however minimal. I will demonstrate both possibilities and 
limitations of the way Hardi understands his sexual experience from the subject 
position he occupied. My purpose is that this analysis might challenge the logic 
underpinning the discourse of CSA, that is, the positioning of adults and children 
through this binary.

Different from the violent CSA case in Jakarta International School I described 
earlier where the child was unwilling and was then threatened by the adult perpe-
trator, Hardi’s way of narrating his experience does not show a sense of violence, 
unwillingness, or feelings of being threatened. Hardi refused to employ the term 
“forced” that I offered in the interview—a word which implies a sense of victimi-
zation and non-consensuality. Rather, he prefers the term “[he] invited me, and 
… I just followed him,” which implies a sense of willingness and a non-forceful 
act. Hardi did not draw on the meanings offered by the discourse of CSA, which 
constituted his experience as sexual abuse and thus positioned him as the victim. 
Hardi’s alternative sexual subjectivity resisted the positioning of him as the victim 
and, more generally, children as powerless by showing the possibility of exercising a 
degree of agency.

By understanding Hardi’s lack of reference to sexual abuse as agentic resistance, 
possibilities and limitations afforded by his subject position might be explored. If 
Hardi recognized his experience as CSA, he is immediately “hailed” or positioned 
as the victim or the survivor—with its discursive meanings that enable and constrain 
his ways of being a sexual subject. A victim subject position, for instance, neces-
sitates a sense of helplessness, a devastated condition, a need to be healed, a call for 
external support and help (Jordan 2013; Lamb 1999; Malón 2009; Oellerich 2002). 
The survivor position offers a better sense of agency, but that agency is built around 
the specific experience of sexual abuse. Such positioning as survivor, in turn, repro-
duces the centrality of the incident of CSA in one’s sense of self throughout their 
lives (Dunn 2005; Nielsen 2016; Warner 2001). By refusing to take up these posi-
tions, Hardi’s subjectivity is not confined to these limited ways of seeing himself 
as a sexual subject. He is enabled to feel “just ordinary” and “[didn’t] care” about 
the perpetrators and the experience. He is not forever haunted by their “abuse” and 
feelings associated with it such as anger, sadness, a feeling of being victimized, or 
a need to forgive and to be resilient. He was able to just “totally forget it.” However, 
it is important to note that I do not claim that the subject position Hardi occupies 
is always “better” or more “beneficial” in any kinds or contexts of CSA. While this 
position limits him in many ways (e.g., from getting professional help, or more pro-
tection from parents), what I intend to highlight here is that it also opens up other 
possibilities for him (e.g., to not being positioned as powerless victim with those 
various meanings attached to it).

Another possibility afforded by Hardi’s subject position in relation to CSA is his 
resistance toward the “trauma of sexual abuse” discourse—in which the impact of 
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sexual abuse is constituted as always traumatic and devastating (Gavey and Schmidt 
2011), or what Malón (2009) called the politics of victimization. Throughout the 
interviews Hardi did not blame the “perpetrator” nor refer to this experience as 
problematic in his journey of becoming a sexual subject. Hardi represents “… many 
sexually abused children who are apparently asymptomatic” (Kendall-Tackett et al. 
1993, p. 30). Instead of victimization, Hardi’s “struggle” is to repent from “sinful 
deeds” such as “masturbation” and “same-sex [sexual] activity,” which he attributed 
to human’s sinful nature as he understood from his religion. In a way, Hardi’s story 
has brought Marcus’s (2002) call—to refuse the idea that the (devastating) impact of 
sexual abuse is self-explanatory—into being.

Instead of “devastating,” Hardi articulates those sexual experiences with adults as 
pleasurable. Hardi used and repeated a phrase “I just enjoyed it” at least four times 
in this narrative to describe his sexual experience with adults. This finding offers an 
example of children’s capacity for pleasure in a sexual interaction (Foucault 1978; 
Lamb and Plocha 2014). It also challenges the erasure of childhood sexuality impli-
cated in the discourse of CSA (Angelides 2004). This narrative demonstrates that 
children are sexual subjects who make meaning out of their experiences. Continu-
ously denying their agency and sexual capacity through the discourse of CSA could 
further confine them into (potential) victim subject positions. Such denial could also 
make them feel guilty or betrayed by their body when they felt pleasure in their sex-
ual interactions with adults (Allen 2012; Angelides 2004).

Hardi’s narrative has shown a possibility for resistance towards the discourse of 
CSA in the constitution of his sexual subjectivity. His alternative subjectivity dis-
rupts: (1) the discursive positioning of children as innocent and powerless, (2) the 
dominant construction of the devastating effect of CSA, and (3) the continuous 
denial to recognize children as legitimate sexual subjects. In this way, Hardi’s nar-
rative may contribute to the enactment of Gavey’s (1999) call for more complex and 
less certain constitutions of sexual abuse and its effects. This means that all kinds 
of children’s interpretations of their sexual experience with adults and its effects are 
acknowledged and examined.

Conclusion

In this article I have identified and examined how a discursive construction, namely, 
the binary positioning of adult as powerful/exploitative and children as powerless/
innocent has been both drawn on and resisted by the participants in the constitu-
tion of their sexual subjectivity. I have focused on how this discursive positioning 
might be disrupted and destabilized in the constitution of children as agentic sexual 
subjects. In highlighting these resistances I do not intend to approve/disapprove the 
examples of adult–children sexual interaction presented here. Instead, I seek to com-
plicate the dominant meanings around and the underlying logic of CSA by using 
these narratives. The findings contribute new analyses of vignettes of everyday 
experiences to the existing body of knowledge on the critiques towards the discourse 
of CSA.
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The implications of this analyses are twofold. Firstly, parents, teachers, and sex-
ual educators might find benefit in starting to recognize children as sexual subjects. 
By acknowledging that children are sexual being who make meaning out of their 
experiences, more (discursive) resources might be explored to expand the possibil-
ity of their exercise of agency. To this end, further studies are needed to listen to 
and explore children’s various ways of understanding their sexualities and the dis-
courses they draw upon. Secondly, this study calls for counselors dealing with CSA 
cases to accommodate children’s complex and multiple ways of being sexual. Such 
accommodation may consider and include children’s capacity for ethical sexual 
exploration, negotiation, and pleasure. In so doing the iatrogenic harm in relation 
to expectancy effect (i.e., the child is constituted as victim and, thus, is expected 
to experience negative consequences) given rise by the discourse of CSA might be 
minimized.
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