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An Indonesian girl’s war: A Qualitative Study of Language, Culture,
Identity and Character Building Education
NonnyBasalama

Abstract
Experiences of war during childhood are extremely important in identity shaping.
Understanding specific factors that have influenced a child‟s attitudes is revealing of their
subsequent identity formation, particularly the ways they understand life as well as their identity
growth from childhood to adulthood and becoming spouse and parent. Drawing on Norton‟s
understanding of identity (2000) which views language, culture and identity as inseparable, this
paper recounts the life history of a 78-year-old subject, the author‟s mother. The paper considers
the significance of war time experiences in Eastern Indonesia during the Pacific War in shaping
her identity. In particular, it will address her emotional reactions to the deaths of family members
and friends in war time and the hardships she faced as a child growing up during war time and
post-war Indonesia. Data for this research was collected through in-depth interviews and
observations with the subject and five of her family members. The discussion scrutinizes the
experiences, views and attitudes of the subject to determine the significance of their influence on
the ways in which she approached her family and social life to survive to the current time. This
paper brings the discussion on implications of the women‟s language, culture and identity
shaping to an English foreign language teacher‟s (the author), motivation in English learning and
teaching in the context.

Introduction
Whilst women often are being discussed as people who always become the causalities of war, it
is argued that experiences of war during childhood can become extremely important in identity
shaping, which later influence one‟s identity. More specifically the discussion in this paper goes
to understand factors that have influenced the life history of a 78-year-old subject, the
author‟s(as English foreign language teacher) mother in considering her war time experiences in
Eastern Indonesia that has influenced the lady‟s identity shaping, and later has influenced to the
author‟s motivation as English teacher in foreign language teaching context. In particular, this
paper focuses on understanding the author‟s mother‟s emotional reactions to the deaths of family
members and friends in war time and the hardships she faced as a child growing up during war
time and post-war Indonesia, which later influence to the ways she encountered her life
challenges and difficulties including her influential role to her children, and hence character
building education. Put in more specific way, the discussion will scrutinize the experiences,
views and attitudes of the subject to determine the significance of their influence on the ways in
which she approached her family and social life to survive to the current time.Following the
section, the discussion will thenbe connected with the author‟s beliefs and motivation in teaching
English in the foreign language in the context, where the exposure of English in daily interaction
both for speaking and writing are still rare and subjected to the necessity of improvement.
Data for this research was collected through in-depth interviews and observations with the
subject and five of her family members. Yet this paper discussion focuses to brings the
discussion on implications of the women‟s language, culture and identity shaping to an English
foreign language teacher‟s (the author), motivation in English learning and teaching in the

context. As the war knowledge and theories are not the focus of this paper discussion, the
section of theoretical perspectives in the following section will not be elaborated more on the
issue of war but focused on understanding language, culture and identity shaping that can help
the author to analyze and interpret her study findings.
Theoretical perspectives
Several theoretical concepts on identity shaping and its formation, Indonesian women and
Indonesian cultural perspectives and the sense of empowerment and how they influence on one‟s
identity shaping are worthy to be highlighted in the following as those all have helped the
author‟s understanding of the study.
In relation to identity shaping and its formation, the theory of Norton‟s understanding of identity
(2000) which views that culture, language and identity are integrated from one another
influencing the shaping of one‟s identity. The conception of Norton I found was useful to give
better perspective in understanding the research subject and her identity formation during her
past experiences, resulting on her as a powerful and committed person in her ways facing with
her life challenges and difficulties in her adulthood and marriage life experiences, which later
have been influenced the author in multiple ways.
The concept of motivation which drawnin the data and their interpretation is the notion offered
by Dornyei (2003)which according to the expert that one‟s motivation to take action in
something can be affected by one‟s knowledge, one‟s behavior as well as the efforts he or she is
trying to do to achieve their goal. This conception of Dornyei seems has affected me as the
author in the way how I react and face with the challenges and difficulties I face in my
professional teaching experience in more positive ways in approaching my work and my
students.
Methodology
This research employs qualitative research method who pointed by Denzin and Lincon (cited in
Creswell, 2003) as having multi methods which covering some variations of empirical study
materials including personal experience, life story, interview, observation and interactional

experience of an individual. Data were obtained from in-depth interviews and observations with
the research subject and five of her family members. The interviews and observations with the
subject were collected through day today interaction with the author in natural setting, where the
recalls from interviewswere presented in the form of narrative. The family member interviews
were added and obtained from five of the subject‟s family members whom three of them as the
siblings of the research subject, and two other participants were her distant cousins. The data
obtained from these five participants used as the confirmation of the data findings as a result of
the interview conducted by the author with the research subject, including the ways they belief
about the subject covering the issue of the issue of identity and empowerment of the research
subject, and how they believe about her and he ways of doing in the past and in the current time.
They were chosen due to their presentation and engagement with the subject in the past time
during the subject childhood war experiences in Eastern part of Indonesia, Ternate, North
Maluku, Indonesia. .
All the participants‟ names including the subject were pseudonyms because as it is important to
keep the participants‟ names remaining anonymous in this context. The other reason is it is also
important to preserve any harm feelings which may occur during the data collection process.
Below are some examples of some broad are of interview question occurred during the data
collection phase which was conducted for about 6 months from December 2012 to June 2013.
1. What stories and experiences which most/ least have meaningful to the little girl (who is
now a 79 old lady) before, during and after the world- war II?
2. What kinds of learning/ values, views, principles, methods, techniques the girl thought
had influenced her the most during the war experience ( in the ways of whether
strengthening or creating difficulties on her in the ways she is approaching her life
practices?
3. How are these all similar to or different from what she is experiencing in the present
times?
4. Was there any figure in her childhood experience whohas or had influenced her and in
what ways she was influenced by the figure‟s?
5. If yes who she thinks were the most influential figures who had/ have influenced her the
most in the past time?
6. What other difficulties/ challenges she has experienced in the past and present time which
may influence her ways of thinking on life, influence her decision making and so forth.

7. What type of teaching/ values the girl believes she has learnt and has helped her to face
with the challenges during and after the second world war.
8. What identity of the lady in her childhood, teenager and adult experience based on the
point of views of others?
9. How all the participants in this study (except the subject) think about the research
subject?
10. What other things about the sense of empowerment of the research subject?
11. What examples of values, teaching that manifested/ or reflected derived from the lady‟s
teaching which can explain her identity and culture as a result of her war past time
experiences.
12. How all the stories and experiences during her childhood has influenced her identity
shaping, in what ways and how these all later influenced to the ways of thinking and
motivation of the author in English teaching a s a foreign language?
Data analysis and interpretation were conducted during the process, and after the data collection
phases including the coding process where several big themes emerged as important to be further
discussed in order to better understand the study. The model analysis followed the model offered
by Miles and Huberman(1984) covering the data reduction, data display and analysis. Further
below is a brief description of the research subject profile.
The research subject name is AlwiyahAlbahar, usually called as Wiyaby her friend and was born
in 1933 in Ternate, North Maluku (as part of Eastern province, in Indonesia),Alwiyahwas known
as a strong female child. This identity of how others ( based on the recollections of the other five
her family members) believe about Wiya influenced from their experiential relationship with
Wiya in their childhood times.
Alwiyah‟ s childhood experiences in Paguat ( previously named as Bumbulan) until her age of
six years old when her mom ( Salma who was originally came from Ternate, North Maluku, an
eastern part of Indonesia) was dead when Alwiyah was six.
Alwiyah‟s father was Ahmad Albahar who was coconut farmer in Paguat; the village which was
150 Km from Gorontalo city. Because of her marriage life, her mother had to move from Ternate

and stayed in Paguat with her husband and 6 children including my mom as the couple‟s second
children. The research subject recalled that their life had dramatically changed when her mother
died due to miscarriage problem. After her mom died, her grandfather ( who also was the chief
of Inherited Arab family in ternate) had put the request to his son in law, Ahmad Albahar to
send the 6 of his grandchildren to Ternate, so he could look after them after losing their own
mother. In short, Alwiyah and the other of her five siblings had been living with their grandfather
in Ternate, North Maluku for years before the father picked them up one day where Alwiyah
refused to go back with her father and decided to remain living in Ternate with her grandfather.

When moved to Ternate in 1939 with the five other of her siblings, Alwiyah was 6 years old. She
recalled that she experienced the world war II in Ternate, a part of eastern Indonesia. She
witnessed how the war had impacted to her life and her grandparents life because when the
alliance soldier bombed the city of Ternate in around 1939 and 1940, hundreds and even
thousands people of Ternate died and had experienced a severe injuries which enormously
affected people‟s life at the time. At the times, she experienced some loss of her close family
members including her elder brother and her grandmother died during the war. The war situation
there had caused her and grandparents‟ big family members had to escape to the remote island,
called as „Kayoa‟. Living in the island for about few years with all the challenges and difficulties
they had to face in order to survive. For example, they had to barter their clothes and other
treasurers for food with the indigenous people in the island. Alwiyah also always companied her
grandfather went for fishing in order to catch fish and other seafood for feeding their family. All
the experienced dealing with challenges and difficulties have influenced the research subject in
multiple ways including to build her identity as a tough and strong identity in the past and
current time.

Research finding and Discussion
War experiences, woman empowerment and Identity shaping
This section will portray the life history of a 78 –year-old woman‟s experiences, attitudes and
views to war during her childhood experiences which impact on her identity shaping, and how

these all have influence to the ways the woman approach her family life and social life in order
to survive to the current time.
Some key points emerged as important to understand those issues. These will be highlighted in
the following discussion.
Woman‟s language, Identity and Character building education and how it relates to EFL
motivation in Learning and Teaching
There are several values through listening to the research subject‟s life history; from her
childhood experiences (in war and or post war experiences), continuing to her adult, as a wife,
and as mother‟s experience, have influenced me, as the author in a diverse ways.
First, the value of being determine and being certain in life decision despite of challenges and
difficulties the research subject‟s experiences in her various experiences in the past time. Mother
was so enthusiastic explaining her ways of doing in the past time during her childhood
experiences. She remembered that in hardship of war time when Dutch who colonized and
occupied Indonesia for more than three hundred year, there was a time when the bomb from war
alliances (Britain, Germany, Rusia and some others countries in early 1940) attacked the Ternate
city, caused her losing her grandmother and one of her brother, who died in the bomb -attack. At
the time she recalled that she was about seven years old, who had been living with her grand father after her own mom died in her six. In their panic attack, her grandfather had to take the
decision that she should live Ternate immediately to an Island where they had to escape from
Ternate city, which was called „Kayoa‟. With all the grief of losing their beloved ones as
mentioned before, the research subject‟s grandfather, together with the other three adolescent
uncles, and three of her siblings (after the other one died in the bombing attack), moved to
Kayoa, the island. Living and trying to survive inKayoa island was not an easy way for a-seven
year old girl. She had to play the role as a strong female girl in this family because her
grandfather had lost her wife as mentioned above. Many times she had to company her grandfather to do fishing with a small boat for feeding the entire family. During their fishing time, she
remembered she learnt a lot from her grandfather about fishing and how to fish well. She
remembered her grandfather recollection where they were in the middle of the sea with a small
boat:

“ Kaujagaituperahu, and peganginipancing. Nantikaloadaikan, dapa rasa itu di talipancing,
kalauterasaberatitu, kaukorek pa habib, habibmotidurdulu.”.
“ You look after this boat and hold the fishing stick. If there would be fish you can feel that, if it
felt heavy, you let grandfather know, grandfather would take a nap”.
It appeared Alwiyah was placed in situation where she was put as a person who was in charged
to the successful of their fishing while her grandfather had a little nap.

This sense of

responsibility had grown in this situation. Proud of this task from her grandfather Alwiyah did
her job successfully as what expected. This experience she face through seems has become
influential factor contribute to the shaping of her identity as a strong and determined person.
There are also some other examples were drawn by Alwiyah in her story which I understood as
teaching value she got from her grandfathers, her other family members and her surroundings
and most of these all due to the effects of war that have shaped and reshaped her identity to be a
strong and determined one. Give another example, she recalled in the many various meetings
her grandfather conducted with several other of his friends and with many members of the
Ternate communitywere the discussion held of what ways should be done in relation to the safe
of others from Bombing attack and other issues including settlement and resettlement, Alwiyah
was the grand-daughter that had been always became the person who companied her grandfather
on his trip to do the mission. She recalled and appeared how proud of her to be chosen by the
grandfather on this big job, and how during the discussion of her grand-father and the others,
Alwiyah was given a special chair to sit there listening to adult‟s talk about survival and to
survive from war situation.
These all seem have influenced the girl in many ways including shaping her identity as strong a
determined person in the way how she achieve her life goal in her teenage time, continue to her
marriage life and to the current time of being an old lady with 10 children and 16 grandchildren.
The life experience in Kayoa appeared has strengthened her identity as a woman with dignity
and- honor despite difficulties she had to face during her life fighting value. Here it can be said
that that the formation of identity by the research subject has been related to where the subject
has gone through her lives and experiences. The values and roles they played usually were
influenced by their family members including parents and grandparents, which in this case the

grand- father of the research subject played the significant role influencing the shaping of her
identity.
Second, the value of being committed has influenced the research subject in many ways
including this value has been influential factor in forming my identity as EFL teacher where
challenges and difficulties in surrounding are common take place in my teaching experience.
Both being narratively recalled by my mother, and added by the other family members, mother
always so committed with her words, and her action. For example, when she was in her twenty
two years old she decided to marry a young man (my father) who was not approved by her big
family including all of her six uncles due to the different of my mother‟s family status which at
the time was considered as having a high status than my father‟s family status. Interestingly,
once she decided to pursue her choice, she was fighting with all the difficulties she faced to make
that happened, and when she faced with difficulties during her marriage life in terms of financial
reason, she was committed to go through all the barriers and hardship. Playing the role as the
highly committed person in making decision and go through all of the difficulties in her various
life stages, my mother‟s identity has influenced me in many positive ways including in the way
how I perceive my teaching and some challenges in playing my role as an English foreign
language teacher, in the context, where the target language; English is only playing the role of a
foreign language because of its exposure which is considered minimal.
The commitment of my mother hold in her entire life has influenced me in making decision with
my career experience. As an English teacher in the context of teaching of teaching English as
foreign language, there are many factors can become obstacles in achieving our teaching goal
including the internal factors which can be derived from the students themselves such as low
motivation to learn the language, and factors which also can be derived from the EFL teachers
themselves including teacher‟s motivational self to teach and to be closely engaged in their
teaching(Basalama 2010). Despite the difficulties and challenges living in such environment, I
motivate myself that as one of the EFL teacher, who must take the position as a motivator, a
facilitator and as an advisor for our students, we should commit to make our students to belief
about themselves and their English choice, and thus influence their motivation to learn and to be
more engaged in their learning. In the author teaching circumstances, it seems that the majority
of English department students in their first entrance to their university life and their English

learning in the department were not holding their intrinsic motivation to learn English due to
their own personal interest on the subject, but based on pre survey before conducting this study
and myconversational experiences with the freshman students, they choose English because of
various reasons including they were pushed by their parents to choose English as their choice
because English can help them to apply for various job available after graduation. In line with
this Kartasasmita (1997) has given the view that Indonesian students who are learning English
cannot be assumed to be intrinsically motivated in learning the language because English is
classified as one obligatory subject to learn in Indonesia. The English teaching history in
Indonesia discussed in related literatures (for example Sadtono 1979, 1997; Dardjowidjojo 1997;
Djiwandono 2004; Dewi 2007; Jayadi 2004; Kweldju 2004; Mantiri 2004; Mukminatien 2004;
Nur 2004; Priyono 2004, see also Basalama 2010 in this discussion) have all come to the point
that the implementation of English teaching curriculum in Indonesia is counted as failure than
success.
This obviously could make many challenges both for the students who learn English, and for the
lecturer who teach the language. Having explained these, I firmly believe that keeping
commitment to continuously put efforts and attempts to make our teaching would be positively
perceived by our students, and hence it can impact on their motivation to learn English, is
challenging but at the same interesting contributing to the shape of our identity as EFL teacher.
In relation to my mother‟s past experience and story, these all have influenced the author in
multiple ways. For example, my mother‟s motivation in life and her sense of empowerment in
facing her life challenge and experiences have affected me positively to face with my personal
and professional challenges and experiences as well. In other words, my mother stories in the
war time experiences which have influenced her motivation to face and survive in her adulthood,
marriage life in the current time, have also been taken into account as valuable ways of thinking
in facing my own life both in personal and professional life. All the values I learnt from my
mother as the subject of this research have impacted me in positive ways to my professional
motivation to be professionally engaged in my career as an English teacher where English
communication is hardly used in our daily environment.
Conclusion

Several conclusions are highlighted in the following. First the experience that one facesin their
life can influence the person in their current life as encountered by the research subject. Having
all the hardship, feeling of grieving of lost her beloved ones have strengthen the research
subject‟s identity as a strong, determined and a person with high commitment in her life battle.
Second, the values that have attached to the research subject identity have influenced the author
in multiple ways such as influence in the way how she deal with her daily challenge both in her
own family life and the challenge she is facing in her own job as an English teacher in English
foreign language context. However, this study suggests that further studies of people life
histories which represent their language, culture, values and identity are worthy in its attempts to
encourage and facilitate character building education for the youth who were the personals that
should be inspired by the related stories and histories them in the long run, and hence impacted
on their identity as a person and a student in their life education. These values the youth can gain,
can be consequently influence to the way how they encounter with their English learning
challenges and difficulties.
At last, the researcher would like to acknowledge that the finding of this study is naturally in
interpretative because of its form, and its source. The narrative form which is derived from the
narrative analysis of the author‟s own mother as its source, have made this study like many other
qualitative studies are what is called as naturally interpretative. However, to ensure that the data
are rigor data, and to ensure its trustworthiness, the author also conducted „an expert judgment‟
from a senior English lecturer and researcher in discussing and confirming the emerging themes
which were drawn from the data and their analysis.
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