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ABSTRACT

This study examines the contestation between theatre artists and the state in representing heroic
identities within history books, focusing on how these portrayals obscure heroes from their
social realities. Using Wisran Hadi’s theatrical performance of Imam Bonjol as a case study, this
qualitative research collects primary data through interviews with key stakeholders and secondary
data from media reports and documentation. Employing an intertextual approach, the study explores
hypograms and cohypograms to reveal tensions between state narratives and artistic interpretations.
The findings indicate that while state narratives maintain rigid and idealized portrayals of heroism,
artistic representations challenge this by humanizing historical figures. The research contributes to
cultural memory and performativity studies, demonstrating how theatrical counter-narratives act
as ideological resistance. Aligning with Ricoeur’s (1984) theory of narrative identity and White’s
(1987) historiographical perspectives, this study highlights how artistic reinterpretations subvert
state-controlled historical representations. Furthermore, it underscores the role of intertextuality in
shaping cultural memory and the performative nature of historical discourse. These findings suggest
that history books should adopt a more nuanced portrayal of heroes, integrating their complexities
to foster a more objective and grounded understanding of heroic identity.
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identity. Heroes are often depicted as
idealized individuals embodying moral
excellence, courage, and resilience,
symbolizing national pride and unity.
However, these portrayals are not merely
historical recollections but are shaped by
cultural, political, and artistic discourses
that reflect the values and ideologies of
their time. The state often assumes the
authority to define and preserve these
representations, ensuring they align with
national narratives. This dynamic can lead
to tensions, particularly when alternative
interpretations emerge through art and
literature, challenging the static and idealized
versions of heroism that often prevail.
Amid this context, the contestation
between state-sanctioned narratives
and artistic reinterpretations becomes
increasingly relevant. As a form of creative
expression, theatre often serves as a space
to re-imagine historical figures, offering
nuanced perspectives that humanize them
while questioning dominant ideologies.
The case of Imam Bonjol exemplifies this
tension, where the theatrical reinterpretation
of a national hero has sparked debates
over the boundaries of historical fidelity
and artistic freedom. Understanding these
contestations is vital in addressing broader
questions about who controls historical
narratives, how they evolve, and their
role in inspiring contemporary audiences,
particularly younger generations, to redefine
heroism more relatably and inclusively.
History books about heroes have further
intensified the contestation between artists
and the state. This context highlights the
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state’s power and even authority to determine
who is worthy of being called a hero. For
the state, a hero is undoubtedly someone
who has made significant contributions
to the nation and is often portrayed as
flawless and morally upright. On the other
hand, artists frequently present a different
perspective, emphasizing heroes’ flaws and
human complexities. While offering a more
nuanced depiction, this approach can make
their artistic works seem controversial,
further exposing the tension between
static state narratives and dynamic artistic
interpretations.

The history book “Encyclopedia of
National Heroes” includes 90 national
heroes, showcasing their excellence and
greatness (Hadi & Sustianingsih, 2015;
Said & Wulandari, 1995). This excellence
serves as a guide for the younger generation
in understanding the spirit of heroism.
However, focusing solely on their strengths
distances these heroes from their social
lives. In the theatrical performance titled
“Imam Bonjol” by Wisran Hadi, the hero
is portrayed as an ordinary human with
faults and flaws. Consequently, differing
opinions arise regarding the interpretation of
hero history. Opponents of the performance
argue that Tuanku Imam Bonjol, as a hero,
should be depicted as flawless. The West
Sumatra Regional Government even sent
a letter to the organizers of the Istiglal II
Festival in 1995, urging the cancellation of
the “Imam Bonjol” theatrical performance.
This difference in attitude has led to a
contestation of views between artists and the
government in defining the figure of a hero
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(Setianto, 2019). Therefore, this study must
examine the state’s influence on historical
determination, particularly state intervention
in the arts, specifically theatre, during the
New Order era.

The facts in the literature are related
to tangible evidence surrounding ‘Imam
Bonjol’s performance. This evidence is
found in writings (newspapers) that highlight
the contestation of views between artists and
the government in defining the figure of a
hero (Roy, 2021; Saputra & Habib, 2021;
Setianto, 2019). Newspaper clippings
containing brief and straightforward reviews
of ‘Imam Bonjol’s theatrical performance
are important inputs as data for this
research. These data provide an overview
of the differing understandings of historical
symbols. This has led to a contestation
between artists and the creators of history
(the government) (Jaja, 2014; Novrizal et
al., 2022; Puspitasari, 2012). It contrasts
with what is presented in Wisran Hadi’s
theatrical performance of Imam Bonjol.
The director attempts to offer an alternative
perspective different from the long-held
beliefs of society regarding historical figures
(Hidayat et al., 2022; Sahrul, 2005).

The contestation between art and
the state influences the purpose of this
writing, which is to explain the nature of
the prohibition against the ‘Imam Bonjol
theatrical performance, the differences in
perception, and the depth of substance in
history books. The government’s prohibition
of the ‘Imam Bonjol theatrical performance
was based on the belief that the performance
demeaned heroism. The differing perceptions
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of heroes in history compared to those in
theatrical performances must be further
elaborated to show that the performance is
countercultural to the government’s view
of heroes. This performance, of course,
went viral because it was opposed by many,
especially the government (authorities).
The next goal is to discuss the depth of
substance in the history book ‘Encyclopedia
of National Heroes,” which contains values
that artists and the government perceive
differently. It will generate the idea that
history is written based on interests. The
research question in this writing is: What
is the nature of the contestation between
theatre artists and the state in representing
heroic identity in history books?

The Imam Bonjol theatrical
performance by Wisran Hadi has sparked
significant contestations of interests and
differing interpretations, reflecting varied
understandings of a single artistic work.
Representatives from different stakeholder
groups hold their version of the truth,
leading to clashes within the performance
and the broader societal context. This
contestation is demonstrated by the
governor’s prohibition of the performance,
which underscores a deeper conflict between
the state and the arts. The tension highlights
fundamental differences in how the history
of heroes is understood and extends into
other critical areas, such as politics and
religion. Stakeholders’ perspectives on
these issues shape their interpretations of the
performance, resulting in complex conflicts.
While some of these conflicts take visible
forms, like the outright ban on the play,
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others are subtler, manifesting as shifts in
the understanding and reinterpretation of
the nation’s historical struggles.

The urgency of this study lies in
its potential to uncover the broader
implications of these contestations for
cultural memory and the construction of
national identity. In an era where historical
narratives are increasingly questioned and
re-imagined, understanding how artistic
reinterpretations challenge or complement
state narratives is vital. The Imam Bonjol
performance is a critical case study to
explore how differing views on heroism,
politics, and religion shape collective
memory and inform the ongoing dialogue
between the state and cultural producers.
This research sheds light on the role of art
in questioning dominant ideologies and
fostering a more nuanced understanding of
history, which is essential for the younger
generation navigating a complex and
evolving cultural landscape.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Contestation of Views

The Indonesian government has a history of
banning or restricting performances that are
deemed politically or morally controversial.
During the New Order regime, theatrical
performances with political commentary
were often censored (Bodden, 2007, 2010).
Even after Suharto’s fall, debates about
morality in performances continued, as
exemplified by the controversy surrounding
dangdut dancer Inul Daratista in 2003.
The government’s approach to cultural
expressions has been complex, with some
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events gaining official support while others
face restrictions. For instance, Chinese New
Year celebrations, including spirit-medium
parades, have become tourist attractions
in some areas since becoming a national
holiday in 2002 while facing limitations
in others (Chan, 2009). This inconsistent
approach to cultural performances reflects
broader challenges in governance, as
evidenced by the overall unsatisfactory
performance of e-government services in
Indonesia (Winet, 2009).

During the New Order era, theatrical arts
underwent significant changes. The theatre
began to be directed toward conveying
political and nationalistic messages. These
changes led to a contestation of views
(Luger, 2019). Shin further notes that
contestation refers to a situation in which
two or more people hold differing views or
opinions on a particular issue and actively
debate to defend their respective viewpoints
(Shin & Hutzel, 2018). The contestation of
the views is crucial to understanding how a
historical process in the context of culture
(art) intersects with the needs or agendas of
the ruling regime (Landau-Donnelly, 2022).
Quoting Luchian (2021), public contestation
and resistance, and deep political interaction
between artists and audiences to promote
active citizenship play an important role in
developing community-based interventions.
Budiyanti et al. (2022) also explain that
the contestation of views can be seen
based on three characteristics: related to
national development discourse, cultural
modernization, and the role of culture in
various sectors of society.
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The contestation of views (in art)
occurs when the state attempts to control or
restrict content, classifying some works as
controversial or inconsistent with the values
promoted by the state (Burke, 2019). Further
contestation arises when theatre artists are
seen as sources of inspiration and opinion
leaders in society, facing demands to comply
with state norms. Lotina (2016) explains
that many artists experienced censorship
and arrest because their works were seen
as threatening to the regime, given the
pressure to reflect communist ideology and
support the government agenda. Censorship
or persecution of artists threatening the
government is a common issue in this
context. Artists who explore themes that
offend or insult certain religious beliefs may
face pressure and legal actions (Hadley &
Gattenhof, 2011; Hertel, 2014; Jaakkola,
2021). Thus, it can be seen that many theatre
artists struggle for artistic freedom and
contest with the state to defend their right
to express themselves.

Artists and Government

Artistic activities have long depended on
patrons or private funding and market
mechanisms. This funding often comes
from the government, creating a significant
relationship between artists and the state.
Perkasa (2020) explains that before the birth
of Indonesia, artists and political activists
were already working hand in hand to
fight for the interests of the majority of the
people. J. K. Taylor (2021) mentions that
artists collaborated with political activists
and also took part in combating colonialism,
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imperialism, and capitalism. Besides the
politically aligned artists, anti-political artist
movements promoted universal humanism
with the slogan ‘art for art’s sake.” This led
to a contestation between artists and the
government due to differences in views,
values, and objectives in art (Orr, 2021).

Furthermore, Duester (2020) explains
that the contestation between artists and the
government is caused by the government
restricting artists from creating works
deemed controversial, provocative, or
critical of the government. This includes
censorship, the arrest of artists, or the
banning of specific artworks. Similarly,
contestation also arises when the government
reduces budgets for arts and culture, making
it difficult for artists to create new works
(Léger, 2011; Rebellato, 2020).

Artists are considered to create works
that reflect social and political issues, which
become the primary source of conflict.
The government feels threatened by works
that criticize their policies or create social
tension (Bravo, 2013). In line with Gould-
Davies’ (2019) writing, artists have become
a strong voice opposing the government.
Authoritarian governments try to suppress
these voices, while in democratic systems,
artists play an important role as social
critics. The government’s response to art
that criticizes its policies can be significant.
Artworks criticizing the government can
quickly spread through social media, putting
pressure on the government and leading
them to respond to international demands
concerning the artists (Ahimsa-Putra,
2015; Gray, 2019; Kumagai & Clammer,
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2019). However, artists still produce new
works. Dos Santos (2016) mentions that
despite opposing government policies,
artists believe their role is to promote
positive change in society. Therefore,
the government must respect freedom of
expression and facilitate open dialogue with
artists in this context.

Hero Identity

A hero is defined as a person who stands
out due to their courage and sacrifice
in defending the truth. Heroes are often
considered brave because they perform
actions that require extraordinary courage
(Kolotaev, 2021). Their bravery, dedication,
or contributions to society form the basis of
their heroic identity. Beyond bravery, heroes
can positively influence others, becoming a
source of inspiration for their community.
In line with Rodriguez (2020), the heroic
identity is associated with selfless service
to society. Their actions are not driven by
a desire for praise or recognition but by a
belief in justice and truth. Heroes exhibit
high empathy toward the suffering of others,
willing to feel and understand their pain,
and take action to alleviate it (McKay et al.,
2023; Sayer et al., 2019; Setianto, 2019).
Heroic identity is influenced by
historical figures who played crucial roles
in the formation of the state, such as those
who fought for independence, political
leaders, or social activists who played key
roles in changing the nation’s fate (Kerr
et al., 2019). This identity is attributed
to heroes who sacrificed their lives for
the nation, performing heroic deeds that
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resulted in outstanding achievements and
contributions to the country’s development
and progress. Bahari (2020) mentions
that national identity is often portrayed in
theatre performances, films, television, and
literature, depicting a hero’s image. Heroes
are made the central figures in artistic works
and stories that help reinforce their image
in society. There are three types of heroes:
national heroes, independence heroes, and
heroes of national awakening and revolution
(Thiel & Boland, 2017). Thus, a hero’s
identity can vary depending on the culture,
with each type of hero having their own
story and achievements that significantly
contribute to the nation.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study of the contestation between
theatre artists and the state in representing
heroic identity within history books
necessitates a nuanced understanding of
hermeneutics, particularly as it applies
to performance texts. Hermeneutics, as a
theory of interpretation, provides a powerful
lens to analyze the divergent representations
and meanings ascribed to historical figures
by different stakeholders, namely, the
state and theatre artists (Gadamer, 1975;
Ricoeur, 1984). This framework allows
us to critically examine how performance
interacts with and challenges the dominant
narratives imposed by the state, revealing
underlying tensions between political
interests and artistic autonomy (Fischer-
Lichte, 2008; Schechner, 1985).

At the core of this analysis is the
hermeneutic circle, which underscores

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 33 (4): 1777 - 1802 (2025)



Contestation in Heroic Identity Representation

the iterative process of interpretation,
wherein understanding the parts of a text
(or performance) is inextricably linked to
the whole (Gadamer, 1975). In the context
of this research, the “text” includes both
the performance itself and the broader
historical and political narratives within
which it is situated. The state’s portrayal of
heroic figures in history books often serves
a political purpose, shaping collective
memory to align with nationalistic or
ideological goals (White, 1987). In contrast,
theatre artists may reinterpret these figures to
expose alternative truths, question dominant
ideologies, or present counter-narratives
that challenge the state’s authority (Ricoeur,
1984; Schechner, 1985).

The notion of “prejudice” and “pre-
understanding,” as articulated by Hans-
Georg Gadamer, is crucial for interpreting
the performances of these artists (Gadamer,
1975). Each stakeholder—the state or the
artists—approaches the representation of
heroism with their assumptions, values, and
interests. For the state, these prejudices are
often aligned with maintaining a cohesive
national identity, reinforcing the legitimacy of
the ruling power, and ensuring the continuity
of a particular historical narrative (C. Taylor,
1985). Conversely, theatre artists may enter
the interpretive process with a critical stance,
aiming to deconstruct state-sanctioned
histories and offer alternative interpretations
that resonate with contemporary social or
political concerns (Fischer-Lichte, 2008;
Ricoeur, 1984).

Finally, the “fusion of horizons” is
an essential concept in this theoretical
framework, as it illustrates the potential
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for a dialogic engagement between these
competing perspectives (Gadamer, 1975).
Through hermeneutic interpretation,
this research seeks to uncover how the
performance text mediates between the
artist’s and the state’s horizons, potentially
leading to a synthesis that reflects a more
complex and multifaceted understanding of
heroic identity. This fusion, however, is not
without conflict; the contestation between
these horizons highlights the ongoing
struggle over who gets to define history
and, by extension, the collective memory
of heroism (Gadamer, 1975; White, 1987).

METHOD
Material Objects

The data used in this writing consists of
newspaper clippings, hero books, and the
‘Imam Bonjol theatrical performance by
Wisran Hadi. The newspaper clippings
document the contestation of views between
artists and the government in defining
the figure of a hero. The Encyclopedia
of National Heroes book serves as data
critiqued by the director through the
theatrical performance. Wisran Hadi’s Imam
Bonjol theatrical performance showcases
differing perceptions of history. These
three material objects are interconnected:
the newspaper clippings report on the
societal conditions, the hero books teach
about heroic characters to the public,
especially the younger generation, and the
theatrical performance offers an alternative
perspective, showing that heroes are also
ordinary humans who are not free from
mistakes.
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Research Design

This research employs a qualitative design,
which emphasizes the observation of
phenomena and delves into the substance
and meaning of these phenomena, following
Creswell and Creswell’s (2018) idea that
the power of the words and sentences used
dramatically influences the analysis and
sharpness of qualitative research. The focus
of qualitative research is on the process and
the interpretation of the results. Qualitative
research pays more attention to human
elements, objects, and institutions and the
relationships or interactions among these
elements to understand events, behaviors,
or phenomena (Fadli, 2021).

Data Source

The data sources in this research are texts
from newspaper clippings that discuss the
contestation of views between artists and
the government in defining the figure of
a hero. This condition is supported by the
Imam Bonjol theatrical performance, whose
text highlights the differing perceptions
between the government and artists. This
data is then compared with the content of
hero books. The research data sources are
indirectly obtained through intermediary
media (newspaper clippings, performances,
and history books). This data consists
of evidence, notes, or historical reports
compiled in archives or documentary
data. The data is acquired by requesting
permission to borrow the clipping evidence
stored by the studio that performed the
theatre, and the books used for recording
national heroes.
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The research employed a qualitative
method, with interviews serving as the
primary data collection technique. The data
sources included two key actors involved in
the Imam Bonjol performance and members
of Bumi Theater, namely Fira Susanti (aged
53) and Yondi Fitria (aged 55), both of
whom have extensive experience in theatre
and significant involvement in Wisran’s
theatre group. Additionally, Hendra Gusfia,
a 50-year-old representative from the
Government Tourism Office, provided
insights from a governmental and cultural
policy perspective. The interviews were
conducted between late November and early
December, concluding around December
5. This timeframe allowed for an in-depth
exploration of their perspectives, enriching
the study with diverse viewpoints on the
intersection of cultural performance and
historical representation.

Data Collection Technique

The data collection method used in this
study is documentation. It involves
collecting newspaper clippings
highlighting the controversy between the
government and artists in understanding
national hero history and the theatrical
performance ‘Imam Bonjol’ by Wisran
Hadi. Documentation study is a way
for qualitative researchers to describe
subjective views through written materials
(newspaper clippings and history books)
or documents (theatrical performances)
produced directly by the people involved
in the contestation.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis uses triangulation, which
combines various existing data and sources
(Sondak, 2019). Data triangulation in
analyzing the contestation of views
between artists and the government in
defining the figure of a hero can provide
a more comprehensive understanding of
the phenomenon. This involves exploring
various related aspects, such as examining
the presence of Wisran Hadi’s ‘Imam Bonjol’
theatrical performance and comparing it
with the national hero books, all documented
in newspaper clippings as the primary data
source. Through triangulation, a researcher
can conduct a more in-depth analysis.

This study employs an intertextual
approach to analyze the Indonesian
government’s ban on Wisran Hadi’s ‘Imam
Bonjol theatre performance. This approach
involves examining the performance of other
relevant texts, including historical accounts,
cultural narratives, and political discourses,
to uncover deeper meanings and connections.
The analysis focuses on identifying the
hypograms, or underlying themes, within
‘Imam Bonjol,” such as nationalism, cultural
identity, and political resistance, which may
have contributed to its controversial nature
and subsequent banning. Additionally,
the study explores cohippograms, or the
interplay between ‘Imam Bonjol’ and
other banned performances or cultural
works, to understand how these interactions
shape public perception and governmental
response. By enriching the research method
with these intertextual elements, the study
aims to provide a comprehensive and
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nuanced understanding of the impact and
implications of banning the performance.

RESULT

The data highlighting the contestation of
views between artists and the government
in defining the figure of a hero is derived
from the following realities: (1) The reality
of the government’s prohibition of the Imam
Bonjol theatrical performance based on
the belief that the performance demeaned
heroism, (2) The reality of the ‘Imam
Bonjol’ performance as a counterculture to
the government’s view of a hero, and (3)
The reality of the substance of the ‘National
Heroes” history book, which contains values
perceived differently by artists and the
government.

The Government’s Prohibition

of the ‘Imam Bonjol’ Theatrical
Performance Based on the Belief that
the Performance Demeaned Heroism
Due to the prohibition by the West Sumatra
regional government, the Imam Bonjol
contestation in 1995 received extensive news
coverage. The performance had entered the
political arena, and the governor’s rejection
led to massive exposure in local and national
media. Table 1 shows news articles related
to the prohibition of the Imam Bonjol
theatrical performance.

Table 1 shows that the government
banned the theatrical performance (Imam
Bonjol) based on the belief that the
performance demeaned heroism. Wisran
Hadi’s creativity in altering, defying,
subverting, and challenging myths was
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Table 1
Collection of news articles related to the prohibition of the ‘Imam Bonjol’ theatrical performance
No. Title of the Article and Dates Media
1. Grounding Imam Bonjol, 22 October 1995 Singgalang Newspaper
Countering Myths and Controversies of Wisran Hadi, November 12, Kompas Newspaper
1995
3. Imam Bonjol in TIM (Ismail Marzuki Park), 17 October 1995 Republika Newspaper
4. Imam Bonjol Drama, October 18, 1995 Republika Newspaper
5. The Figure of Imam Bonjol in Everyday Life, October 19, 1995 Republika Newspaper
6. The Story of Imam Bonjol Held, October 18, 1995 Terbit Newspaper
7. Imam Bonjol Still Performed at FI II (Istiqlal Festival), October 17, Media Indonesia Newspaper
1995
8. History Lessons Have Separated Figures from Their Lives, October ~ Media Indonesia Newspaper
18, 1995
9. Self-Critique of West Sumatra, Agility of Aceh, October 18, 1995 Kompas Newspaper
10.  From Clippings to Bonjol, October 22, 1995 Gatra Magazine
11.  The Human Side of Imam Bonjol, October 25, 1995 Tiras Magazine

12.  We Reject Wisran Hadi's Version of the Imam Bonjol Performance, =~ Canang Weekly
September 17, 1995

13.  The Failure of Tuanku Imam Bonjol in Wisran Hadi's Mind: An Epic Canang Weekly
Struggle Turned Upside Down, September 24, 1995

14.  Wisran Hadi's Version of the Tuanku Imam Bonjol Performance Can Canang Weekly
Distort Perceptions, October 1, 1995

15.  Two Contradictory Letters, October 8, 1995 Canang Weekly

16.  Master of Reversal, DKSB, and the Dialogue Surrounding the Imam Canang Weekly
Bonjol Script, October 15, 1995

17.  Minang Figures Regret Imam Bonjol Performance, October 22, 1995 Canang Weekly

18.  The Performance Was Revised Without an Announcement, October ~ Canang Weekly
29, 1995

19.  Imam Bonjol Might Be Banned, October 5, 1995 Singgalang Newspaper

20 40 'Bumi Theater' Personnel Depart, Committee: 'Tmam Bonjol' Is Singgalang Newspaper
Not Banned, October 11, 1995

21.  Governor on 'Tmam Bonjol": Regional Government Does Not Singgalang Newspaper
Suppress Creativity, October 15, 1995

22.  Imam Bonjol: A Leadership Tragedy, October 17, 1995 Singgalang Newspaper

23.  From the 'Imam Bonjol' Discussion by Bumi Theater Padang: Imam  Singgalang Newspaper
Bonjol, a Symbol of Minangkabau Egalitarianism, October 18, 1995

24.  There Are Doubts Among the Istiglal Festival Committee About Haluan Newspaper
Staging the Tuanku Imam Bonjol Drama, October 1, 1995

25.  Imam Bonjol Will Still Be Performed If Approved by the Indonesian Haluan Newspaper
Ulema Council, October 9, 1995

26. Finally, the Imam Bonjol Drama Was Also Staged in Jakarta, Haluan Newspaper
October 14, 1995

Source: Documentation of Bumi Theater West Sumatra (1995 archives)
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acceptable to the public. However, he faced
criticism when he applied this approach to
the historical figure Tuanku Imam Bonjol, a
national hero cherished by the Minangkabau
community. Peto Syarif, known as Imam
Bonjol, is recognized as a strong figure who
fervently opposed colonialists. As a great
leader (imam), Peto Syarif is also depicted
as a brave and steadfast man. However,
in Wisran Hadi’s portrayal, Imam Bonjol
appears indecisive, cowardly, and hesitant
in his actions, even being mocked by other
Bonjol figures. The fiction writer expressed
a different perspective on the matter, in this
case, the heroic history of Imam Bonjol.
Wisran Hadi’s version of Imam Bonjol is
a natural interpretation, not intended to
demean his heroism.

In Indonesia, elevating historical
symbols is a way to awaken the spirit of
nationalism and national identity. History

Figure 1. Wisran Hadi, the director of the theatrical
performance Imam Bonjol, triggered the contestation
between theatre artists and the state in representing
the identity of heroes in history books

Source: Bumi Theater West Sumatra, 1995

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 33 (4): 1777 - 1802 (2025)

showcases past glories, guiding society
to escape the colonial experience. This is
different from what is presented in Wisran
Hadi’s script (Figure 1). The author tries to
offer an alternative to the traditional view
of heroes in history held by the public. On
October 13, 1995, around 150 spectators
began gathering at the location of the
Imam Bonjol performance at 7:30 PM.
At the Closed Theater of Taman Ismail
Marzuki (TIM) in Jakarta, security officers
from Kodam Jaya (Regional Military
Command) were already on guard for any
eventuality. Ultimately, the Imam Bonjol
Theatre was performed on the following
nights. The theatre was full of curious
people about Imam Bonjol’s performance.
On October 17, 1995, a discussion was held
about Wisran Hadi’s Imam Bonjol theatre
performance. This discussion sought the
director’s accountability in creating the
artwork.

Preparation of the Performance as a
Counterculture to the Government’s
View of Heroes

The theatrical performance of Imam Bonjol
begins with a prologue in the form of a
song accompanied by music. This prologue
depicts the condition of the Bonjol region
before the Padri War occurred. The initial
part also introduces Peto Syarif, the leader of
Bonjol, who later becomes known as Tuanku
Imam Bonjol. In addition to Tuanku Imam
Bonjol as the primary leader, Bonjol has
three other leaders: Tuanku Hitam, Tuanku
Gapuak, and Tuanku Keluat. These four
leaders are known as Barampek Selo Bonjol.
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After the song ends, all the performers are
on stage and clap as if it were the end of a
ceremonial event. Then, they leave the stage,
and journalists who attended the event rush
to ask questions about it. The stage is empty
for a moment, and then a commotion is
heard, growing louder and louder.

Several men are seen running on top of
the fortress. Then, two characters enter with
drawn swords and are confronted by the
leaders of Bonjol. A dialogue ensues about
the massacre at Alahan Panjang Mosque
due to the clash between the traditionalists
and the Padri (religious) faction. The
debate finds no resolution, so the leaders
of Bonjol suggest that the two characters
meet directly with Tuanku Imam Bonjol.
The two characters, later known as Tuanku
Bandaharo and Malin Basa, who have a
spirit of jihad, successfully incite the people
of Bonjol to fight against injustice. This
offends the leaders of Bonjol. However,
Tuanku Imam Bonjol himself cannot do
anything. As a result, Tuanku Gapuak and
Tuanku Keluat hand over their ceremonial
swords to Tuanku Imam Bonjol, signifying
their resignation from Barampek Selo
Bonjol (F. Susanti & Y. Fitria, personal
communication, December 1, 2024).

This issue increasingly amplified
the doubts within Tuanku Imam Bonjol.
Meanwhile, the two characters who arrived
later grew bolder and decided to invite one
of the Harimau Nan Salapan, Tuanku Nan
Renceh, known for his ferocity. Amidst
these doubts, a peace envoy disguised as
an Arab merchant selling perfume, carpets,
emeralds, diamonds, and other goods
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arrived. Tuanku Imam Bonjol’s wife was
deceived and persuaded her husband to buy
these goods. However, before the transaction
could take place, Tuanku Bandaharo arrived
and chased the peace envoy away, causing
him to flee the stage in panic.

In the next part, the issue shifts from
the war between the traditionalists and the
Padri faction to a battle between the people
of Bonjol and the Dutch colonizers. The
traditionalists, who previously harbored a
deep hatred for the Padri, began to unite in
the fight against Dutch colonialism. Datuk
Sati, who once killed Padri members at the
Alahan Panjang Mosque, also joined the
fight. The Dutch had surrounded Bonjol
from all directions, causing the people of
Bonjol to suffer from hunger and hold their
plates up to the sky. This situation made
Tuanku Imam Bonjol increasingly anxious.

In dire conditions, a letter from Colonel
Elout, the Dutch Army Commander,
requested the people of Bonjol to surrender.
If they refused, the Dutch army would
launch a massive attack. The conflict within
Bonjol intensified; on one side, Tuanku
Bandaharo and his followers wanted to
surrender, while on the other side, Datuk
Sati and his group wanted to continue
fighting against the Dutch. This led to
both leaders drawing their weapons. At the
same time, Tuanku Imam Bonjol drew his
sword to break up the fight between the two
leaders. Imam Bonjol’s sword was thrown
to the ground, resulting in his retreating
to Lubuk Sikaping. Upon his return from
Lubuk Sikaping, the situation in Bonjol had
changed. The people of Bonjol no longer
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respected Tuanku Imam Bonjol as a leader.
Tuanku Hitam and Tuanku Bandaharo had
been appointed as leaders by the Dutch,
while Tuanku Gapuak and Tuanku Keluat
were planning a mass assassination of the
Dutch. Datuk Sati also had a cunning plan
to exploit the situation.

After the killings, Tuanku Keluat
approached Tuanku Imam Bonjol with two
swords in hand. In his right hand was the
ceremonial sword of Bonjol, and in his left
hand was his sword. The two significant
figures of Bonjol quarreled and were about
to kill each other. Fortunately, a young man
intervened, stopping the fight and uniting
them. Both leaders raised their weapons,
signaling that the war was about to begin.
Amidst the chaos of the great war, there
was still a conflict between the desire to
surrender and continue fighting. Even the
female warriors of Bonjol showed their
presence. As a result, they quarreled and
fought with each other (Figure 2). For the

second time, Tuanku Imam Bonjol’s sword
fell. This time, the female warriors hoisted
the sword on a flagpole. At the end of the
story, Tuanku Imam Bonjol said, “That
great name has only magnified my failure.
Peto Syarif is my name; call me that. Imam
Bonjol is a man who failed at the equator.”
After saying these final words, Tuanku
Imam Bonjol disappeared behind the
stage, leaving the audience stunned by his
departure (F. Susanti & Y. Fitria, personal
communication, December 1, 2024).

The Substance of the ‘National

Heroes’ History Book Contains Values
Perceived Differently by Artists and The
Government

The history book, ‘ Encyclopedia of
National Heroes,” was written by Julinar
Said and Triana Wulandari and edited by Sri
Sutjiatiningsih. The book was published by
the Sub-directorate of History, Directorate of
History and Traditional Values, Directorate

Figure 2. Final scene of the ‘Imam Bonjol’ Theatrical Performance by Wisran Hadi

Source: Bumi Theater West Sumatra, 1995

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 33 (4): 1777 - 1802 (2025)

1789



Sahrul N., Yusril, Afrizal H. and Cameron Malik

General of Culture in 1995. The book
covers 90 national heroes, from Sultan
Agung to Colonel Anumerta Sugiyono.
Knowledge about the world, as gleaned
from history books, does not exist for
someone who has never seen it firsthand.
Most of human knowledge is acquired
through interactions with parents, friends,
school, newspapers, books, conversations,
speeches, and television, which are received
verbally. This constitutes a second world,
known to humans indirectly.

Not only does the book Encyclopedia
of National Heroes portray heroes as perfect
figures, but it is also used in other school
textbooks. For example, the book ‘History
of National Heroes’ was authored by F.
Ramadhan and edited by the Serat Bahasa
Team. This book provides a way to learn
more about national heroes (H. Gusfia,
personal communication, December 3,
2024). It explains the Indonesian heroes who
contributed significantly to the struggle for
Indonesia’s independence. The history of
national heroes is taught in schools, from
elementary to high school levels. By reading
the history books presented in this writing,
we can impart knowledge to the younger
generation to increase their awareness
of heroes and thereby broadening their
perspective and fostering a greater love for
this country. The stories about the history of
these heroes start from the Dutch, British,
and Japanese colonial periods up to the
present day (Figure 3).

The evidence that Tuanku Imam
Bonjol existed and fought against Dutch
colonialism is derived from textbooks.
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The events described in these textbooks
were not witnessed directly by the people
who wrote about them but were based
on other reports (H. Gusfia, personal
communication, December 3, 2024). With
so many intermediaries through which the
events were passed, the level of distortion
also increased. It depends on the conditions
and appreciation of the historical actors.
These conditions could have been influenced
by specific interests they wanted to promote.
For example, colonizers who wrote history
books about Tuanku Imam Bonjol had
the clear objective of maintaining their
presence in the colony. They would portray
the natives as always wrong and would
never refer to themselves as colonizers. The

ENSIKLOPEDIA
PARLAWAN

Kuncoro Hadi

Figure 3. A history book of heroes containing the
heroic narrative of national heroes, including Tuanku
Imam Bonjol

Source: Hadi, 2017
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history of Tuanku Imam Bonjol, written
by Indonesians, is also not free from the
influence of power interests.

The state’s perspective in prohibiting
the theatrical staging of Imam Bonjol
stems from its role as the guardian of
national identity and historical narratives.
The government views national heroes
like Imam Bonjol as symbols of unity and
moral excellence, and their portrayal is often
confined to idealized representations aligned
with state-sanctioned historical accounts.
The fictionalized elements and creative
reinterpretations in the theatre performance
may be perceived as undermining this
idealized image, creating a risk of
misrepresentation or distortion of national
values. Additionally, the government likely
seeks to maintain control over how historical
figures are remembered and interpreted,
fearing that alternative narratives could
spark controversy or dilute the intended
message of heroism. This rigid approach
to historical representation underscores
the tension between the state’s desire for
ideological consistency and the artists’
pursuit of creative freedom to present a
more complex and humanized depiction of
history (H. Gusfia, personal communication,
December 3, 2024).

DISCUSSION

This research provides insight into the
contestation of views between artists and
the government in defining the figure
of a hero. The government banned the
theatrical performance of ‘Imam Bonjol’
because it was perceived as demeaning
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the figure of a national hero. Two-thirds
of those who opposed the ‘Imam Bonjol’
performance were people employed by
government institutions, while only a
quarter of those who supported it were
government employees. The human ability
to analyze a problem is crucial. When
confronted with history, Wisran Hadi
offered freedom and democratized thoughts
about reality (Pramayoza, 2022). From this,
people realize that they are not the product
of inherent personality traits but of how they
are constructed within society. Although
people learn a lot from history, they often
become complacent (Fitri et al., 2012;
Muslim, 2019; Syam, 2017). The ‘Imam
Bonjol theatre depicts a new history of the
Padri War.

Imam Bonjol: From Textbook Icon to
Stage Persona

This clash creates a conflict between the
rulers and the ruled. The ruled attempt to
challenge the thoughts of the rulers, while
the rulers, of course, do not remain passive
and take action supported by their power
(Arranz, 2020; Wallace, 2022; Winkler,
1990). The imaginative strength of Imam
Bonjol’s theatre is evident in its effort to
liberate the work from the reality believed
by society. The public was jolted when
they saw Wisran Hadi’s Imam Bonjol
performance, which did not reflect their
imagination. This work is powerful because
it is supported by strong imagination.
Expressing imagination based on history
is indeed challenging if artists who wish
to develop their imagination are bound by
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historical accuracy (Arsa, 2021). Therefore,
presenting historical figures and their human
behaviors on the theatre stage is fine. The
preparation of the performance serves as a
counterculture to the government’s view of
heroes (Cinque & Nyberg, 2021). The way
artists explore history is different from the
academic approach. Wisran Hadi redefined
the history of Imam Bonjol through theatre,
achieving a balanced understanding of
history. As a theatre artist, Wisran Hadi
tried to use historical objects to activate
his imagination (Murdowo, 2015; Rinjani,
2020; Sugiarti, 2017).

Positioning the figure of Imam Bonjol
as different from the Imam Bonjol in
history textbooks makes the character more
imaginative. Imam Bonjol merely adopts the
historical symbol of the struggle for power to
reflect on the current condition of Indonesian
society. The function of the Imam Bonjol
Theatre is to re-imagine historical issues to
reveal today’s realities. Such imagination
is creative (Belvage, 2015; Damayanti &
Engliana, 2022; Ibrahim, 2006). The events
in the Imam Bonjol theatre are tied to a
specific situation, namely the Padri War that
occurred in West Sumatra in 1830, which
was triggered by civil war. The effort to see
the human side of Tuanku Imam Bonjol is a
rebuttal to the existence of history that only
highlights valor. The connection between
the Padri War and the Imam Bonjol theatre
reflects historical truth.

The substance of the ‘National Heroes’
history book contains values that artists
and the government perceive differently.
History has specific interests when it is
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written. Fundamental aspects are left out
or intentionally omitted because they
conflict with those interests. Therefore,
history does not possess absolute truth—
the long interval between the events and
the writing further compounds this. The
history of Imam Bonjol occurred in 1830,
while the history referred to today was
written in 1995 (Khusniawati et al., 2021;
Murdowo, 2015; Muslim, 2019). Even if
there are Dutch books that include writings
about Imam Bonjol written during their
colonization of Indonesia, they cannot be
considered to contain the whole truth, as
the colonizers had their interests regarding
the colony (Arsa, 2021).

The world’s reality in history books
reflects what is understood in everyday
life. In other words, historical reality
is constructed by those behind the
history books. From history, perceptions
about reality, the world, or facts may
unconsciously be built (Sullivan et
al., 2008). History has played a role
in constructing or even fabricating its
narrative. The world feels full of crises,
as much of history depicts a face of crisis.
Even though this crisis may have existed
for a long time, history books can make it
seem more dramatic (Asari, 2018; Clare
& Hallewas, 2023; Hassanzadeh et al.,
2023). History is influenced by power and
exploits textual reality. The past becomes
a historical commodity that politically
benefits the ruling power or hegemony.
History is shaped by an ideological touch
that constructs the meaning of events to
serve the interests of the ruling hegemony.
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Intertextuality and the Contestation of
Heroic Identity

The contestation between theatre artists
and the state in representing heroic
identity in history books emerges as a
negotiation of narrative authority, where
intertextuality plays a critical role in
shaping the discourse. By examining the
Imam Bonjol performance through the
lens of intertextuality, hypograms, and
cohypograms, it becomes evident that
the artists’ creative interpretation and the
state’s ideological framework are grounded
in distinct textual references and cultural
narratives. Theatre artists utilize fictionality
not merely as a tool for dramatization but as
a means of critiquing and re-imagining the
official historical narrative, challenging its
rigidity and exclusivity.

From an intertextual perspective,
the Imam Bonjol performance draws on
several hypograms, including historical
documents, oral traditions, and religious
teachings, which serve as foundational
sources for constructing heroic identity.
These hypograms are often reinterpreted in
the performance, blending factual historical
accounts with fictionalized elements to
humanize Imam Bonjol and highlight his
moral and spiritual struggle against colonial
forces. For example, imagined dialogues
and dramatized moments introduce narrative
flexibility that contests the state’s portrayal
of Imam Bonjol as a static, one-dimensional
figure in official history books. This
intertextual dialogue between historical and
fictional elements underscores the dynamic
process of constructing a heroic identity.
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The use of cohypograms, or the broader
cultural and political narratives that coexist
with the performance, further amplifies
this contestation. These narratives include
discourses on nationalism, religious
resistance, and post-colonial identity, which
provide a complex framework within which
the Imam Bonjol performance operates. By
juxtaposing Imam Bonjol’s fictionalized
personal struggles with his historical role as
a resistance leader, the performance reveals
the tensions between the state’s utilitarian
depiction of heroes and the more nuanced,
multifaceted identities that emerge from
cultural and artistic reinterpretation. This
layered approach allows the audience to
engage with history critically, questioning
the power structures that dictate how heroes
are remembered and celebrated.

Through this intertextual strategy,
Wisran Hadi’s work challenges the
hegemonic state narrative, offering a
space for alternative interpretations that
acknowledge the fluidity of history and the
multiplicity of truths. The interplay between
hypograms and cohypograms highlights
the capacity of theatre to reinterpret
historical figures in a way that resonates
with contemporary audiences. By doing
so, the performance critiques the state’s
monopoly over historical discourse and
redefines the heroic identity as dynamic,
human, and relevant to ongoing struggles
for justice and freedom. This reimagining
invites a deeper reflection on the societal
and political forces that shape historical
narratives, fostering a dialogue that bridges
the past and the present.
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Negotiating Authority: Theatre as a Site
of Historical Discourse

Cohypograms, on the other hand, represent
the broader cultural and political narratives
that coexist with the performance. These
include other theatrical works addressing
colonial resistance, contemporary debates
about nationalism, and media discourses
surrounding cultural heritage. The Imam
Bonjol performance situates within these
cohypograms, contributing to and drawing
from their themes and ideological tensions.
For instance, while the state may emphasize
Imam Bonjol’s role as a national hero
to promote unity, theatre artists may
foreground his personal sacrifices and
moral dilemmas to critique modern political
power structures. The friction between these
cohypograms reflects the contested nature
of historical memory and the competing
interests in shaping national identity.

This tension highlights how cultural
production becomes a site of negotiation
between state authority and artistic
expression. Cohypograms offer a lens
to explore how narratives in different
mediums—Iliterature, media, and theatre—
interact to create a layered understanding of
history. For example, while state narratives
often sanitize history to maintain a cohesive
identity, theatre can expose those accounts’
contradictions and moral ambiguities.
The Imam Bonjol performance leverages
these broader cultural narratives to reframe
the hero not as a monolithic figure but
as someone shaped by complex social,
political, and personal struggles, thereby
challenging the state’s ideological rigidity.
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Moreover, this dynamic interplay
reveals the power of fictionality in theatre
to question established truths and provoke
critical engagement with historical
narratives. By intertwining hypograms
(specific historical texts) with cohypograms
(cultural and political themes), the Imam
Bonjol performance enables audiences
to reconsider the constructed nature of
heroism. The performance critiques the hero
as a symbol and invites reflection on the
processes through which historical figures
are immortalized and simplified. In doing
so, it opens a space for marginalized or
alternative perspectives to emerge, enriching
the discourse on national identity.

Ultimately, the Imam Bonjol
performance illustrates how theatre can serve
as a counter-narrative to state hegemony,
fostering a more nuanced understanding of
cultural memory. By challenging the state’s
monopoly over historical representation, the
performance asserts the role of the arts in
democratizing history and questioning power
structures. This dialogical engagement
between state-sanctioned history and artistic
reinterpretation underscores the importance
of preserving creative freedom in shaping
a more inclusive and multifaceted national
identity. It invites ongoing dialogue about
how history is remembered, whose voices
are amplified, and how cultural memory
evolves.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of Wisran Hadi’s theatrical
performance of Imam Bonjol reveals a
significant gap in portraying national
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heroes within history books, such as the
Encyclopedia of National Heroes. While
these books emphasize historical figures’
heroic values and struggles, they often
neglect the human aspects that render
these figures relatable and multifaceted.
The performance of Imam Bonjol serves
as a counterculture, challenging the state’s
idealized representations by highlighting the
imperfections and human vulnerabilities of
the hero, thereby offering a more grounded
and realistic portrayal.

Theoretical Implication

This study extends existing theories on
cultural memory and narrative identity by
demonstrating how theatre functions as a
critical space for historical reinterpretation.
Drawing from Ricoeur’s (1984) theory of
narrative identity, this research illustrates
how theatrical representations construct
and reconstruct historical figures in
response to contemporary sociopolitical
conditions. Ricoeur’s argument that identity
is shaped through narratives aligns with
the contestation between state-controlled
history books and artistic reinterpretations
of heroism (Ezzy, 1998; Ricoeur, 1984).
Furthermore, this research builds upon
White’s (1987) historiographical theory,
which posits that historical narratives are
constructed through rhetorical strategies
rather than objective truth (Canning et al.,
2010). The theatrical performance of Imam
Bonjol exemplifies this by reconfiguring
established historical accounts, thereby
exposing the inherent subjectivity of
historical representation (Ezzy, 1998; La
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Greca, 2023). This finding supports the
notion that history is not a fixed account, but
a dynamic discourse shaped by competing
ideologies.

Additionally, Schechner’s (1985)
performance theory provides a valuable
framework for understanding how the
embodied nature of theatrical performances
challenges dominant historical discourses.
The physical enactment of Imam Bonjol
disrupts the textual authority of history
books, positioning theatre as a medium that
fosters alternative engagements with the past
(Scorese, 2021). This aligns with Fischer-
Lichte’s (2008) concept of performative
transformation, which highlights the ability
of theatre to reshape audience perceptions
of historical figures (Fischer-Lichte, 2008;
Scorese, 2021).

The integration of these theoretical
perspectives reinforces the idea that
theatre operates as a space of ideological
resistance, challenging the hegemony of
state-controlled narratives. By questioning
the authenticity and objectivity of historical
accounts, theatre enables alternative
interpretations of heroism that better reflect
the complexities of human identity and
struggle (Eva et al., 2023). This study
underscores the importance of viewing
history as an evolving discourse shaped by
ongoing social and political negotiations.

Ultimately, this research highlights
the necessity for historical discourse to
incorporate multiple perspectives, fostering
a more inclusive representation of national
heroes. The dynamic interplay between
performance and history demonstrates
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that memory is not passively received but
actively reconstructed through cultural
expression. Recognizing the performative
nature of historical reinterpretation opens
pathways for a more nuanced and critical
engagement with the past, ensuring that
diverse voices are acknowledged and
represented. Drawing from Ricoeur’s (1984)
theory of narrative identity, this research
illustrates how theatrical representations
construct and reconstruct historical figures
in response to contemporary sociopolitical
conditions. Ricoeur’s argument that identity
is shaped through narratives aligns with
the contestation between state-controlled
history books and artistic reinterpretations
of heroism (Ezzy, 1998; Mcmahon, 2008).

Implications for Theory and Practice

Theoretically, this study contributes
to discussions on cultural memory,
performativity, and historiography. It
emphasizes how cultural memory is shaped
through performative acts, demonstrating
theatre’s role in constructing and
challenging dominant historical narratives.
By positioning theatre as a dynamic tool for
reinterpreting history, this study underscores
its capacity to reshape collective memory
and identity through artistic expression.
This study highlights the importance
of integrating artistic perspectives into
history education for practical applications,
particularly in education and cultural policy.
By doing so, educators can encourage
students to critically engage with history,
recognizing it as a contested and evolving
discourse rather than a static record of the
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past. This approach fosters critical thinking
and a deeper understanding of how narratives
are shaped and reshaped over time.
Additionally, cultural policymakers
should recognize the role of artistic
expressions in shaping national identity.
Ensuring that diverse perspectives are
acknowledged and preserved in cultural
and educational frameworks can promote
inclusivity and a more representative
historical consciousness. By valuing theatre
and other artistic forms as legitimate means
of historical interpretation, this study
calls for policies that support creative
engagements with history, ultimately
contributing to a more nuanced and
multifaceted understanding of the past.

Limitations and Recommendations

One limitation of this study is its focus on
a single theatrical performance—Wisran
Hadi’s Imam Bonjol—as a case study. While
this performance is emblematic of broader
trends in the contestation between state
narratives and artistic expression, future
research could benefit from a comparative
analysis of multiple theatrical works
addressing historical figures in different
sociopolitical contexts. Further studies
could also explore the reception of these
performances among audiences and their
influence on historical consciousness.

In conclusion, this research underscores
the need for history books to present
heroes not as flawless icons but as complex
individuals shaped by their social realities.
By doing so, future editions of history
books can bridge the gap between state-
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sanctioned narratives and the diverse
perspectives offered by the arts, ultimately
fostering a more prosperous and inclusive
understanding of national history.
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