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study aims to analyze the meaning of crossdressing as both a hobby and an
exploration of gender identity, as well as the adaptation strategies of the
Indonesian crossdresser community in maintaining their boundaries of identity,
morality, and social existence in a private manner. This study employed a
descriptive qualitative method with Facebook content analysis, triangulation
techniques (observation, documentation, and unstructured interviews), data
reduction, and interpretation grounded in Judith Butler's queer theory. This
study finds that: (1) crossdressing in the Indonesian community carries dual
meanings from a simple hobby and self-expression to an early exploration of
gender identity potentially leading to permanent transition; (2) the Indonesian

Keywords: crossdresser community firmly separates itself from LGBTQ+ issues, bans
Crossdresser; Hobbies;  pornography, condemns the Crosshijaber incident, and engages in discreet,
Islam; Psychology; respectful 'outing' activities. This study concludes that the Indonesian
Transgender. crossdresser community exists within a structural contradiction: the dual

meaning of crossdressing (as a hobby versus a pathway to gender transition)
and the rejection of LGBTQ+ identity function as adaptation strategies.
Nevertheless, public stigma continues to equate crossdressers with LGBT
communities. This study extends Social Identity Theory, critiques Western
queer assumptions, offers guidance for polite 'outing’, and recommends
policies distinguishing crossdressing from transgender to reduce stigma.
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INTRODUCTION

In Indonesia, Islamic teachings influence gender perspectives through diverse
interpretations, sparking debates over women's rights (Syed, 2010; Shankar, 2022;
Bakhshizadeh, 2023). Gender gaps persist across various domains (Lwamba et al., 2022;
Christopherson et al., 2022), reinforced by patriarchal culture (Afif, 2019; Galizzi et al., 2024).
One relevant issue is transgender identity. Butler (2006) defines it as a misalignment between
gender identity and biological sex. Crossdressing challenges heteronormative norms (Beagan
& Hattie, 2015; Gibbs & Goldbach, 2015; Endsjo, 2020). In Thailand, Buddhism accepts
transgender individuals as a matter of destiny (Setiawan, 2023). Thailand records 314,808
transgender people (Winter, 2006; Coleman et al., 2022; White et al., 2023). Indonesia is
estimated to have 7.5 million LGBT individuals (Wahyuni & Amelia, 2023). Crossdressing is
prevalent on Facebook. Despite Indonesia's conservative context, its LGBT population is
significant and increasingly open. The differing levels of acceptance of transgender people
between Indonesia and Thailand are influenced by their respective religious and cultural
frameworks.

Numerous previous studies have examined crossdressing, which can be categorized into
three main strands. First, crossdressing is not always associated with transgender identity, as
many individuals merely express themselves on social media. This misunderstanding, which
often conflates crossdressing with transgender identity, needs to be addressed to promote
gender inclusivity (Scheibner, 2007; Syafuddin, 2020; Lau, 2018). Second, media
representations as well as religious, cultural, and political narratives in Indonesia reinforce
public stigma and negative perceptions of the LGBT community in society (Hamidah & Mutahir,
2023; Wijayanto & Rahim, 2023). Third, studies on Islamic law and human rights reveal
tensions between moral norms and rights protection, while LGBT behavior does not always
require psychological intervention (Henningsen, 2017; Sipahutar et al., 2023; Hafni et al.,
2023). In general, previous studies have not uncovered the dual meanings of crossdressing
within a single community nor its moral adaptation strategies. This study presents novelty
regarding the dual meanings and the explicit separation from LGBTQ+ issues by the Indonesian
crossdressing community.

This study aims to analyze the meaning of crossdressing as both a hobby and a form of
gender identity exploration, as well as the adaptation strategies employed by the Indonesian
crossdresser community to maintain identity boundaries, moral values, and social existence
in private spaces. Accordingly, this study addresses two research questions: (1) How does the
Indonesian crossdresser community interpret the practice of crossdressing? and (2) How does
the community explicitly distance itself from LGBTQ+ issues as a strategy of social adaptation?
Furthermore, this study contributes to enriching Social Identity Theory and gender
performativity by revealing the dual meanings of crossdressing and the community’s strategy
of separating itself from LGBTQ+ identities. Practically, the study helps reduce public stigma.
Methodologically, it offers an analytical framework for examining Muslim gender-minority
communities through moral boundaries and respectful outing practices as strategies of social
adaptation.

The core argument of this study is that the practice of crossdressing cannot be reduced
to a single, unified category of meaning. At the individual level, there is a polarization of
motivations: some individuals use it as a gateway toward permanent gender identity change,
while others maintain it as a recreational activity separate from everyday life. This diversity
demands a personally sensitive approach rather than erroneous generalization. At the
communal level, the crossdresser community constructs a private digital space with strict
moral rules prohibiting pornographic content and rejecting any association with LGBTQ+ as an
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adaptation strategy within a conservative society. This dynamic demonstrates that non-
normative gender expression does not always signify resistance to norms; it can also represent
a negotiation to preserve existence and social legitimacy. This study contributes to enriching
gender studies from the perspective of contemporary Muslim society.

METHOD

Research Approach

This study employs a descriptive qualitative method using content analysis of Facebook
social media. The researcher understands that crossdressing carries dual meanings: for some,
it serves as a hobby or form of self-expression, while for others, it represents an initial stage
toward permanent gender transition. The Indonesian crossdresser community also explicitly
distances itself from LGBTQ+ issues, prohibits pornographic content, criticizes the
Crosshijaber case, and practices 'outing' in a polite and private manner. This method
effectively captures the complex dynamics of identity and social negotiation within the
community.

Data Sources

This study also employs two types of data sources: primary and secondary. The primary
data sources consist of content analysis results from several crossdresser accounts on the
Facebook social media platform in Indonesia. Additionally, other primary data were obtained
through several unstructured interviews with account owners. The secondary data sources
comprise citations from relevant literature and references, such as books, journals, and
internet sites (Fazry, 2023).

Data Collection

The data collection technique employed in this study is triangulation, which
encompasses three components: observation, documentation, and interviews. The
observation and documentation focused on Facebook content, including images and videos.
Furthermore, the interviews conducted in this study utilized an unstructured interview
technique, as the interview process was limited to personal messenger or private
conversations (Fanasca, 2019).

Data Analysis

The data analysis in this study employed data reduction techniques, namely collecting
and filtering relevant data to be discussed in this research. Subsequently, the next data
analysis technique was data interpretation, which involved analyzing and narrating the
reduced data based on reasoning and the theory used as the main analytical tool for the issues
addressed in this study. The analysis was grounded in Queer Theory as proposed by Judith
Butler, an American philosopher and gender critic (Butler, 2015). This theory serves as the
foundation for discussing the crossdresser phenomenon.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Result
Motivations and goals of crossdressing: Self-expression and gender identity

The practice of crossdressing cannot be understood as a single phenomenon with
universal meaning. The motivations underlying it are highly diverse, ranging from the process
of gender identity exploration to merely a recreational activity or hobby. This diversity of
motivations indicates that self-expression through wearing clothing associated with the
opposite sex is highly personal and dependent on each individual's context. Therefore, a
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comprehensive understanding of individuals' internal dynamics is essential before making
generalizations about the crossdresser community.

Table 1

The Results of the Interviews

No Question The Results of The Interviews
1 What's your "For me, crossdressing initially became a way to express my true self. Over time,
opinion About | realized it was more than just about clothing - it was about my actual gender
crossdressing? identity."
" In my view, crossdressing is a fun and creative form of self-expression. It gives
me the freedom to explore another side of my personality without having to
change my everyday gender identity."
2 How did you start " | began experimenting ith clothes of the opposite gender because | felt
crossdressing? uncomfortable with the gender expectations placed on me. At first, it was just
at home, but then | started feeling more 'myself' when doing it."
" | first tried it for a costume party and really enjoyed it. Since then, I've started
doing it occasionally at home as a way to relax and express a different side of
myself."
3 What are your next "I plan to start 'living full-time' as the gender I identify with. This might include

steps regarding hormone therapy and permanent appearance changes. I'll also be consulting
your crossdressing with mental health professionals to discuss transition options."
activities? " | want to continue crossdressing as an enjoyable hobby. | might join a

crossdressing community to share experiences and tips. But | don't plan on
changing my everyday gender identity."
Source: compiled by the researcher, 2024.

Table 1 shows that the interview results from two respondents revealed two different
perspectives on crossdressing. The first respondent considered crossdressing as the beginning
of discovering one's true gender identity. He started because he felt uncomfortable with the
gender expectations imposed on him, and planned to undergo a full transition, including
hormone therapy and professional consultation. In contrast, the second respondent viewed
crossdressing as a fun and creative hobby. He started at a costume party, wanted to continue
practicing it at home for relaxation, and planned to join a community, but without changing
his everyday gender identity.

Based on the findings, the polarization of the meaning of crossdressing at the individual
level is revealed. The first respondent represents a trajectory toward gender transition, in
which clothing becomes a symbol of a deeper gender incongruence, accompanied by concrete
steps such as hormone therapy. Meanwhile, the second respondent depicts crossdressing as
a temporal performative role a recreational activity separate from everyday identity. This
difference confirms that crossdressing is not monolithic; it can function either as a tool for
identity exploration or merely as a means of stress relief. Consequently, approaches toward
the crossdresser community must be individually sensitive. Methodologically, the interviews
succeeded in capturing the diversity of motivations that would not be visible in quantitative
surveys.

Private yet accessible: The dynamics of the crossdresser community on Facebook

Social media serves as an interactive space that enables the formation of communities
based on specific interests and identities. Through digital platforms, community members can
share experiences, establish communication, and regulate interaction patterns according to
shared rules. The existence of private Facebook groups also demonstrates how online spaces
are utilized to protect members' privacy while simultaneously providing a forum for discussion,
information exchange, and limited community activities.
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Figure 1
One of the Crossdresser Community Facebook Groups

Indonesian CrossDressers (IMC)

8 Ip Privat - 7,2 rb anggota

Tentang Diskusi Anggota Acara Media File Q

'-‘ esuati) Tentang

Wadah untuk para CrossDressers Indonesia
HARAM untuk mengumbar aurat dan hal hal

5 Postingan Anonim ?M- Foto/video Polling yang berbau PORNOGRAFI
@ Privat
Paling relevan ~ Hanya anggota yang bisa melihat siapa saja
anggota grup ini dan apa yang mereka
'Rikka Chan posting.
* Kontributor nak daun l 20
@ Dapat dilihat @

Hallo semua nyah aku masih belajar make up kasih saran donk
Semua orang bisa menemukan grup ini.

Source: compiled by the researcher, 2024.

Figure 1 shows that the Facebook group named Indonesian CrossDressers (IMC) is a
private group with 7,200 members. This group serves as a forum for crossdressers in Indonesia.
A strict rule is stated: it is forbidden to expose one's ‘awrah (intimate body parts) or anything
related to pornography. Although private, the group can be found by anyone, but only
members can see the list of members and the content of posts. The features available include
discussions, events, media, and files. One of the most recent posts, by a member named Rikka
Chan, asks for advice on learning makeup.

Based on the findings, the online community functions as a social space that allows
members to express themselves more safely and in a controlled manner. The private yet
publicly discoverable status of the group reveals a negotiation between the need for privacy
and the desire to maintain the community's existence. The rules prohibiting pornography and
the exposure of intimate body parts demonstrate the community's efforts to preserve its
moral image so as not to conflict with social and religious norms in Indonesia. In addition to
serving as a space for social regulation, the group also functions as a medium for learning and
mutual support among members, as seen in discussion activities about makeup, personal
experiences, and the exchange of information regarding crossdressing. These dynamics
indicate the formation of social solidarity based on shared interests and experiences.

Discussion

A study on the Indonesian crossdresser community reveals two main findings. First,
crossdressing within the Indonesian community is understood in a dual manner: ranging from
merely a hobby and a form of self-expression to an initial stage of gender identity exploration
that may lead to permanent gender transition for certain individuals. Second, the Indonesian
crossdresser community explicitly distances itself from LGBTQ#+ issues, prohibits pornographic
content, criticizes the Crosshijaber case, and practices 'outing' in a polite and private manner.
Consequently, the Indonesian crossdresser community exists in a state of identity tension. On
one hand, some members view crossdressing as a gateway toward gender transition. On the
other hand, the community collectively rejects any association with LGBTQ+ and pornography.
This contradiction reflects a strategy of moral adaptation to ensure survival in a conservative
society.

DOI: 10.35719/annisa.v17i1.222 | Vol 17, No 1, (2024) | 31



Bahari, L. P. J., & Omiwole, J. L.
The crossdresser phenomenon: Between transgender and hobbies

These findings are highly relevant to contemporary social issues in Indonesia, where
non-normative gender identities often encounter strong resistance. The Crosshijaber case of
2019 (Hidayat, 2020) sparked public outrage as it was perceived to violate religious norms and
public spaces, thereby reinforcing negative stereotypes against crossdressers (Butler, 2011;
Hao & Zi, 2019; Canbul, 2022). Amidst widespread discussions of gender diversity on social
media, the general public still struggles to distinguish between crossdressing as a hobby and
transgenderism as an identity (Higgs et al., 2021; Ho & Blackwood, 2022). Consequently,
crossdressers are often equated with the LGBT community, which is considered taboo
(Suherry & Mandala, 2016; Fadhilaatika & Muthoifin, 2022). The practice of 'outing',
conducted covertly or in private spaces, reveals a tension between the need for self-
expression and the pressure of social conformity. This phenomenon reflects how gender
minority groups navigate conservative public spaces (Sihombing, 2020; Daniel et al., 2023).

Theoretically, these findings reinforce Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 2004; Jost
& Sidanius, 2006), which posits that crossdresser identity is formed through categorization,
identification, and social comparison. The community explicitly distinguishes itself from the
out-group (LGBT) to maintain internal cohesion. Butler's Queer Theory (2004) on gender
performativity is also relevant: crossdressing constitutes a repeated act that constructs gender
but does not necessarily lead to transition. Social Exchange Theory (Veale et al., 2010; Blau,
2017) explains that individuals adjust their gender expression based on social rewards and the
risk of rejection. Meanwhile, the Theory of Oppression (Collins, 2022) highlights how
dominant norms marginalize crossdressers. Crossdressing is not a monolithic phenomenon; it
exists on a spectrum between hobby and identity, depending on the social reinforcement
received (Primo et al., 2000; Sansfacon et al., 2020; Schmidthorst, 2022).

This study provides the understanding that gender identity is fluid and contextual yet
must be comprehended within a framework of respect for human dignity. From an Islamic
perspective, the concept of fitrah (al-Gazali, 2007; Hafez, 2011; Grech, 2014) teaches that
every individual is created with certain innate dispositions, yet interpretations of fitrah can
vary. Margot Badran (2013) demonstrates a spectrum of gender understandings within Islamic
culture, ranging from traditional to inclusive. Morrow (2009) and Soesanto (2022) emphasize
an ethical approach that respects diversity without discrimination. Another lesson is that one
should not impose a single theoretical framework; empathy and deep understanding of
individuals' subjective experiences are required (Valentine & Kulick, 2001; Franklin & Herek,
2008; Kurup & Underwood, 2021). It is important to distinguish between practices that do not
harm others (such as polite 'outing') and deviant behaviors that violate public ethics.
Ultimately, wisdom lies in appreciating human complexity (Abrams & Hogg, 1998; Nawawy &
Ahmad, 2021; Razali et al., 2021; Rahmah et al., 2023).

This study aligns with the findings of Sedinger (1997), Chess (2016), and Erhardt (2007)
that many crossdressers view their activity as a hobby rather than a transgender identity.
However, this study differs from Peletz (2006), who tended to associate crossdressing with
gender exploration leading to transition. Meanwhile, Bouman et al. (2017) emphasize the
uniqueness of everyone’s experience, which is confirmed by this study. Compared to
Morgenroth and Ryan (2020), who focused on psychological motivations, this research
highlights the social adaptation strategies of the community in conservative Indonesia. The
difference in cultural context is striking: Western studies often integrate crossdressing into
the LGBT framework, whereas the Indonesian community explicitly distances itself from it.
The scholarly position of this study lies at the intersection of social psychology and gender
studies, with an emphasis on identity negotiation amidst the pressures of religious and social
norms.
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Based on these findings, several concrete recommendations can be proposed. First, the
government and social media platforms need to establish policies that distinguish between
non-problematic gender expression (such as crossdressing as a hobby) and unlawful behavior
(such as harassment in public restrooms). Second, the crossdresser community is advised to
continue practicing polite and private 'outing' while actively educating the public that
crossdressing is not synonymous with LGBT or fetishism. Third, psychology and mental health
institutions should provide gender-sensitive counseling services for individuals wishing to
explore their identity, without pressure to undergo immediate transition. Fourth, religious
leaders can initiate ethical dialogue regarding diversity of expression while adhering to the
principle of human dignity. Finally, future research should involve broader samples, including
crossdressers from various socioeconomic backgrounds and regions of Indonesia.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that the Indonesian crossdresser community exists in a state of
structural contradiction. On one hand, the practice of crossdressing is dually interpreted:
either as a mere creative hobby or as an initial stage of exploration toward permanent gender
transition. On the other hand, the community collectively rejects any association with LGBTQ+
and pornography, while enforcing strict moral rules to maintain social legitimacy. This
contradiction is not merely an internal inconsistency, but rather an adaptation strategy for
survival in a conservative Muslim society that views any form of gender deviance negatively.
The Crosshijaber case worsened the community's public image, prompting it to conduct
‘outing' in a private and polite manner. However, these identity-cleansing efforts often fail
because the public continues to equate crossdressers with LGBT individuals. The most
important finding is that the Indonesian crossdresser community is a minority group forced to
construct strict moral boundaries for the sake of existence, even though these boundaries
contradict the internal reality of some of its members.

This study contributes to extending Social Identity Theory by demonstrating that gender
minority groups not only distinguish themselves from out-groups but also actively construct
religion-based moral boundaries to gain legitimacy. Furthermore, this study critiques the
assumption of Western queer theory that tends to integrate all forms of non-normative
gender expression into the LGBT spectrum, as the Indonesian community explicitly distances
itself from such integration. Practically, this study provides guidance for the crossdresser
community to maintain polite and private 'outing' practices as a form of self-expression that
does not harm the public. For policymakers, these findings encourage the need to disseminate
the distinction between crossdressing as a hobby and transgenderism in order to reduce
stigma and discrimination.

This study has limitations in terms of the relatively small number of interview
participants and the focus of observation centered on a single digital community, thus not
fully representing the diversity of crossdresser experiences in Indonesia. Furthermore, the
research data were predominantly obtained from online interactions, so the offline dynamics
of the community have not been thoroughly captured. Future research should expand the
scope of participants from various regions and social backgrounds to gain a more
comprehensive understanding. Further studies are also important to examine the
relationships between religion, social media, mental health, and gender identity formation
within the crossdresser community. Digital ethnographic approaches and longitudinal studies
could be employed to gain deeper insights into identity changes and the community's social
adaptation strategies.
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