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When | walk from our house to the campus everyday, | pass by numerous signs,
billboards, and banners. Signs can actually tell us a good deal about a culture’s
values and way of life if we take the time to pay attention. Come along and see!

This first sign, for example, advertises jamu or

traditional medicine. Whether you suffer from high
cholesterol, arthritis, or infertility, a concoction of
the right roots, herbs and spices is guaranteed to
improve your health. Jamu in the form of a health
drink or a pill can boost your vitality, assure you of a
more youthful figure, or help you avert an attack of

heartburn. As the sign says, it's our choice. Indonesians with limited incomes buy
jamu not only because going to a doctor is expensive but because they know herbal

medicine works.

The words under the sign saying Disiplin dan tertib lalu lintas cermin insan beragama
tells drivers that being disciplined, orderly, and well-mannered in traffic reflects a
religious sensibility. In a country where everyone is required to declare a religion
and where most take their religion very seriously, it sends an important message.

ride upside down.

Traffic in and around our town is predominately two-wheeled.
Motorbikes zip in and out of the traffic carrying anything from
crates of eggs to a spouse and three children. Neighborhood
motorbike service stations like this one are very common in
Salatiga. The row of bottles contain gasoline for motorcycles.
The Cuci motor sign means that you can get your motorcycle
washed there. And Pos Ojek? Well that means it is also a
motorcycle taxi stand. They will be glad to take you
anywhere; women sit sidesaddle on the back, and chickens

This sign along my route might surprise you since the girl
is sporting an American cowgirl hat. Menerima kost putri
means “Rooms for rent for women”. With 11,000
students at Satya Wacana and just a handful of dorm
rooms, many local families supplement their incomes by
renting out rooms to students. Why the cowgirl hat? It's
probably just because most Indonesians are very fond of

country music!
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This next sign we come across is a popular
ad for cigarettes. Smoking is common in a
country that grows tobacco and needs to
promote its tobacco industry. The sign says,
“A man’s taste”. That's right! Only men
smoke in Indonesia except in big cities
where some women apparently feel it looks rather sophisticated to smoke like a
man.

Finally, upon reaching the back door of our
campus, this is the scene that greets us.
Because there are more motorcycles than can
be accommodated in our university parking
lots, houses at the back of our campus rent out
their front yards as motorcycle parking lots.
This picture shows the overflow along the back
wall of the campus. And what does the yellow
sign to the left of the colorful wall graffeti say? “Dilarang Parkir!” You guessed it -
“No parking!”. In Indonesia a rule is just a rule, and rules are made to be broken.
Everything can be negotiated, if not with words, then with a tip to the parking
attendant.

Signs likes these reveal quite a bit about the Indonesian way of life. What about the
signs in your own community? Have you ever stopped to think about what they
might reveal about the American way of life and our cultural values? What message
would they give to a visitor from another country? Maybe it's worth thinking about.
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