Case Study: Designer Vandalism – Indonesian Indie Fashion and the Cultural Practice of Cut ‘n’ Paste 


Case Study Questions

[bookmark: _Hlk90130906]Please use the following questions and key terms as points of consideration when reading the case study below (Citation: Luvaas, Brent. 2010. Designer Vandalism: Indonesian Indie Fashion and the Cultural Practice of Cut ‘n’ Paste. Visual Anthropology Review 26(1): 1-16).  In essence, this reading returns to central questions in anthropology, including: 

How do people create and shape their own cultures, while simultaneously being shaped by larger socio-cultural forces?  How do we make sense of the diverse cultures that shape peoples’ lives?

Define the following key terms and note their significance: 
1. Brandalism 
2. Bricoleurs
3. Distros
4. Localization
5. In-betweenness

Answer the following questions: 
1. What are the different ways that bricolage is defined?  Why is the concept significant to Luvaas’ analysis?  What examples do you see of indie designers being bricoleurs? 
2. Identify some examples where peoples’ cultures and identities draw from elements around the world, ignoring both social and nation-state boundaries.  
3. What are some ways that indie design and cut ‘n’ paste activities can be seen as subversive of or resistant to larger Indonesian and global cultures?  Additionally, why does Luvaas argue that not all indie design activities represent ‘resistance’ to global corporate culture?
4. In what ways do you see the differences between ‘culture’ and ‘society’ play out in Luvaas’ analysis of Indonesia?
5. Considering your own cultural experiences, what types of bricolage creations have you encountered?  
6. What have you created that might characterize you as a bricoleur?  What was your motivation when creating this cultural element?
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Designer Vandalism: Indonesian Indie Fashion and the Cultural Practice of Cut ‘n’ Paste
Brent Luvaas

Abstract: Indonesian independent clothing labels like 347, Triggers Syndicate, and Monik/Celtic routinely appropriate their designs from the vaults of international popular culture. They remix corporate logos, rework the album covers of foreign rock bands, and sample a variety of icons and images from an expansive repertoire of digital material. This is not piracy, such designers insist. Pirates copy their material as closely as they can, whereas these labels fundamentally alter what they reproduce. And it is not ‘‘culture jamming’’ or anticommercial resistance either. These indie labels tend to take from bands and brands they themselves consume or desire. Instead, this article argues, indie designers use cut ’n’ paste design techniques to stake claim on the visual attributes of transnational capitalism. Retooling the classic structuralist concept of bricolage, the author analyzes the aesthetic practices of Indonesian indie clothing designers as a medium for global repositioning, a strategy for middle-class youth to demarginalize, deterritorialize, and assert themselves into the world economy ‘‘on their own terms,’’ as a new generation of Indonesian youth no longer content to stand on the sidelines as cultural production happens elsewhere. 


Introduction

The Indonesian independent clothing label 347 has made a name for itself out of other people’s designs, not through anything so contentious as stealing or copying, but instead through the clever—and strategic—appropriation of immediately recognizable commercial iconography. It specializes in the art of the fashion remix, producing vividly colored T-shirts, hooded sweat jackets (hoodies), and backpacks that draw their aesthetic from such international corporate giants as Pepsi, Fuji, Microsoft, and Yellow Pages, and rock ’n’ roll iconography from the likes of Suede, Joy Division, The Rolling Stones, and the Velvet Underground. 
One of its most famous—or perhaps infamous—designs came out a few years back when the company was still called ‘‘Eat.’’ It featured the Nike ‘‘swoosh’’ logo with the Eat brand name superimposed on top of it in big, bold letters. It was a simple motif, not particularly subtle, and certainly not groundbreaking in its use of color or composition. But it attracted a lot of attention in Indonesian design circles nonetheless. 
Other designers accused 347 of copying another brand’s merchandise and charged them with being lazy (malas), or even worse, pirates (pembajak). But according to Dendy, the avuncular and charismatic cofounder of 347, those charges were missing the mark. This is not piracy (pembajakan), Dendy insisted, as we chatted over bottles of heavily sweetened ice tea in the cramped industrial warehouse in southern Bandung that served as 347’s office. Indonesia has plenty of pirates, a long and sometimes sordid history of black market entrepreneurs employing the counterfeit as a path out of poverty (see Siegel 1998). The Southeast Asian island nation, after all, has a poor record of copyright enforcement, and as a consequence, the tourist districts of Kuta, Bali, and Yogyakarta, Java, are chock-full of imitation designer goods. Whole neighborhoods in Jakarta specialize in fake Louis Vuitton handbags. Pirate clothing companies, in fact, occupy similar industrial spaces just down the street from 347’s office. 
347, however, does not count itself among them. Dendy has nothing personal against pirates. They are just people who want to support their families, he shrugged. But they have no real critical intent behind what they do, no creative vision, or personal urgency. They imitate, or to use the Indonesian term in vogue for the practice, nyontek. It is a word with connotations of both copying and cheating, and it implies a lack of personal investment, a merely pragmatic incentive. 347, however, invests a great deal in what and how it appropriates. ‘‘As for us,’’ said Dendy, leaning back in his chair and outstretching his arms for dramatic effect, ‘‘we are conscious (sadar) of it. And being conscious is good, you know.’’ 
347 not only chooses the designs it appropriates with careful deliberation, but it also wants its customers to realize it took the material from somewhere else. ‘‘We even go so far as to acknowledge it [in our designs] so that people know,’’ said Dendy, adding something like visual citations to 347’s work. Another one of its designs, for instance, features an almost exact copy of the album cover for ‘‘Goo’’ by the New York art punk band Sonic Youth. A young, modish couple in bowl cuts and sun- glasses smoke cigarettes while they lounge in each other’s arms. Beside the image, the original handwritten words ‘‘I stole my sister’s boyfriend’’ have been replaced with the sardonic ‘‘I stole my Sonic Youth.’’ 
As for its controversial Nike design, 347 never intended to pass it off as its own. 347 has no interest in riding the coattails of an international sporting gear giant. Instead, the design does something else. It takes ownership over the Nike swoosh and, tags it the way an urban gang might mark up an overpass or a warehouse wall. It engages in what could be called brand vandalism, or ‘‘brandalism’’ (Moore 2007), working to forge a public domain out of private industry. The design is a repudiation of the classic Western notion of individual authorship, a defiant assertion of the sociality of production, and a visual acknowledgment of what is already implicitly understood in Indonesia, that the culture of transnational capitalism—with its larger- than-life billboards, its circuitry of commercial images, its visual bombast of ads and icons—is the world Indonesian youth now inhabit. Designers like Dendy are tired of dwelling in other people’s territory. They have marked it as their own. 
This essay is about such reworking of popular representation through Indonesian indie clothing design. Based on a year of fieldwork in several outposts of the Indonesian ‘‘indie’’ scene, most notably Yogyakarta in Central Java and Bandung in West Java, it describes an emergent culture of Indonesian fashion centered precisely around such appropriative modes of production. I analyze Indonesian indie designers’ acts of aesthetic appropriation and attempt to make sense of such practices in light of both the middle-class subject position designers occupy and the marginality they experience within an increasingly global commercial culture. 
In doing so, I employ the structuralist notion of bricolage. I’m certainly not the first to revisit the concept. Every few years or so, a new theorist rescues it from impending obscurity. But there’s a reason the concept keeps coming back. The types of activities Levi-Strauss attempted to capture with the concept are becoming evermore prevalent in modern life. Computer technology and a range of readily available new media resources have made cut ’n’ paste the de facto practice of creative production for youth nearly everywhere. In our culture of simulation (Baudrillard 1994; Turkle 1995), young people have become adept at reworking images, remaking other people’s creative labors, and customizing culture for their own personal use. We have, as Turkle claims, become a culture of bricoleurs. 
I argue in this essay, however, that bricolage, as it has often been conceptualized by social theorists, has tended to either overemphasize its resistant potential or render it mundane, denying its efficacy as a medium of change altogether. What I propose instead is a move toward a more practice-based conception of bricolage—one that interprets its assemblage of diverse forms as above all an act of social positioning, not just image manipulation. Indonesian indie designers, I argue, use their designs to construct a diverse, even contradictory, set of associations and imagery that have become representative of a transnational youth culture. In the process, they position themselves as producers of that culture, active participants in an ongoing project of differentiation and distinction. To engage in bricolage, I conclude, is best read as an effort to assume an empowered position in relationship to the increasingly dominant international culture of consumption. It is, in fact, to work to reorganize the hierarchy of production, asserting one’s own place within it as a producer of culture, not just another marginalized subject of the Western world’s encroaching consumerist regime. 

The Cut ‘n’ Paste Generation

‘‘It happened at first with my friends, my buddies, and me,’’ Aji, then 32 years old, told me, as we sat in the back of his small shop in Bandung in the spring of 2007. I had just arrived in the West Javanese city after several months researching indie music and fashion production in Yogyakarta, and I was touring the major outposts of Bandung’s indie clothing network on the back of the motorbike of my self-appointed tour guide ‘‘Mega-death.’’ Aji’s shop was stop number four on a daylong introductory blitz. He went on: 

We used to skateboard together, then play in a band together. Then at some point, at the time of the monetary [crisis], I tried to make my own clothing line, just to satisfy our needs really. Just our needs as young people . . . At first it started from that. I borrowed a sewing machine from my mom, an old sewing machine. I borrowed my mom’s garage too, and I started production there. It was all truly do-it- yourself (Benar-benar do-it-yourself lah). 

It was a story I heard over and over throughout my fieldwork. In the midst of the Asian Financial Crisis of the late 1990s, young, middle-class urbanites like Aji found themselves in a difficult position. The relative economic prosperity of the late Suharto period, coupled with economic deregulation, had expanded the size and spending capacity of the Indonesian middle class (Dick 1985; Lev 1990; Robison and Goodman 1996). Many young people had gotten used to a consumerist lifestyle, to American fast-food chains and chichi coffee joints, imported media and designer fashion (Heryanto 1999; Kompas 1990, 1999; Priyono 1999). The only trouble was that they could no longer afford it. 
So urban youth had to adopt other strategies for maintaining their middle-class lifestyles and differentiating themselves from the some 95 percent of the Indonesian population who were never able to afford them in the first place. They pooled their resources and shared luxury goods (Gerke 2000). They bought knockoff versions of designer brands, sought out low-cost alternatives to more upscale fare, did whatever they could to secure their tenuous position (Liechty 2003) in the shifting social landscape of the island nation. And in cities like Bandung, a number of disaffected skaters, punks, and metalheads decided to stop buying overpriced skate and rock T-shirts from imported chains like Planet Surf and just make them for themselves (Iskandar 2006). 
Aji and his friends built their own silkscreens from scrap wood and cloth, printed their designs onto low-cost, local-made T-shirts, and sometimes even sewed their own. Aji admits that their first efforts were pretty unsophisticated, mostly amateur editions of Australian and American surf brands, and copies of rock band T-shirts, but it did not take long for them to bring their wares up to market quality. After all, there were a number of factors working in their favor. As the New Order regime eased restrictions on media throughout the 1990s, allowing direct foreign investment for the first time, a flood of new visual resources entered the market, from international television networks to scores of foreign design magazines. 
Furthermore, the technological tools for producing or reproducing imagery had become much more readily available to them (Heryanto 2008). A thriving black market, no doubt boosted by the ailing economy, enabled aspiring designers to pick up a pirated copy of the Adobe Creative Suite or the Corel Graphics software for a mere 7,000 rupiah (75 cents at the time of my research) and use their shared, discount electronics-fair PCs to cut and paste more or less any images they wanted into a pretty accurate approximation of whatever was cool at the moment. The Internet, cheap and readily available throughout urban Indonesia by the end of the 1990s (Heryanto 2008; Hill and Sen 2005), provided an ever-expanding resource bank of visual ideas and style motifs. 
Aji and other kids like him took advantage of all these new media resources and started piecing together their own designs from the image reserves of international pop culture. They borrowed extensively from foreign album design and the imagery of the international punk, skate, and hardcore scenes and put their own creative stamp on reworked, deconstructed, or sometimes outright copied foreign motifs. 
At first, Aji and his friends simply gave away their products to other friends. Then, as demand increased, they began selling them at concerts, in roadside stalls, or outside shopping malls to whoever would buy them. Soon, they started setting up their own shops, dubbed ‘‘distro’’ (short for ‘‘distribution outlets’’), which featured their own and their friends’ clothing lines, along with rock and skate merchandise and homemade cassettes of local bands. These distros became local outposts for international youth culture, one-stop shops for music, fashion, and information. Distros combined resources, promoted each other’s products, and used the Internet to establish a nationwide network of bands and brands that became known collectively as the ‘‘youth independent’’ or ‘‘indie scene.’’ 
It was a network of the self-consciously ‘‘anti- mainstream’’ (see Thornton 1996) of ‘‘kids’’ who saw their own do-it-yourself (or DIY) production practices as at odds with the commercial overdrive the nation had gone into, their own system of cooperative capitalism as an alternative to the cold materialism of the deregulated market. Along with 347, Riotic, and Reverse, Aji’s distro, known as ‘‘No Label Stuff’’ was one of the first distros in Indonesia, and it remains one of the most prominent to this day. 
Today, there are hundreds of distros in cities throughout the Indonesian archipelago that follow No Label Stuff ’s example and sell thousands of local clothing labels, along with CDs and cassettes of local rock bands, and locally produced magazines. Distros have become a significant economic force in the island country, with single clothing lines, like 347, bringing in as much as US$75,000–100,000 per month. Television actors wear distro brands on their live appearances. Rock stars are frequently ‘‘endorsed’’ by local labels. And the bands whose music is sold at distros are now some of the most commercially viable in Indonesia. Distros, in other words, have helped make local products cool and are consequently working to shift middle-class patterns of consumption away from the foreign and toward the homegrown. It has become commonplace for aspiring designers with little to no formal training in design to open up their own clothing shops or distribute their work through the vast networks of the indie scene. 
The ‘‘cut ’n’ paste’’ practice of design used by distros has in effect democratized the world of Indonesian fashion, not in the sense of making all fashion equal—Indonesians still recognize a distinction between bigger indie labels and smaller indie labels, and even the biggest labels among them, like 347 and No Label Stuff, are in no position to compete directly with brands like Nike or LaCoste—but in the sense of tearing down the barriers to participation in fashion, opening it up as a contested terrain (Hall 1977), where thousands of young people from diverse backgrounds struggle to get their voices heard and their visions out there. Indie fashion has become a dynamic site for the struggle over meaning in Indonesia, and cut ’n’ paste has become its principal weapon. 
In the 1990s, such cutting ’n’ pasting often made use of the ‘‘lo-fi’’ technologies of scissors, sewing needles, and glue, but these days it has gone virtual. Designers use the ‘‘cut’’ tool on Corel Draw or Adobe Photoshop to extract an exact copy from a digital image found on a website, then the ‘‘paste’’ tool to apply it to the ‘‘canvas’’ of one of these programs. Sometimes, however, cutting ’n’ pasting is done less directly. A designer will scour the Internet for appropriate materials, then attempt to reproduce the images found using the electronic paintbrush and shape tools of Corel Draw. Details are changed to make the image at least somewhat different from the original. Distro designers often refer to this as ‘‘being influenced’’ (terinfluence) or ‘‘inspired’’ (terinspirasi) by someone else’s work. 
If, however, the source image is too intricate to recreate on as clumsy a program as Corel Draw, a designer may sketch the image out on paper first and then scan it onto a computer. Or, if he or she is not particularly good at drawing, there are a couple of other possible solutions. Hamid of Triggers Syndicate distro has his ‘‘more talented’’ friends sketch out those images he cannot quite get right himself. Other designers take digital pictures of the images from which they sample, or print out images they want and trace them with white paper and a pencil. Some even trace directly off the computer screen. 
Like the bricoleurs Levi-Strauss discusses in The Savage Mind, these indie designers assemble and disassemble, combine and recombine, instead of creating something wholly from scratch. They tinker with the images they locate through the World Wide Web, put a new spin on them, and remake them for a local audience. 

Bricolage Redux

Levi-Strauss first coined the term bricolage to describe the ‘‘science of the concrete’’ (Levi-Strauss 1966), whereby an individual ‘‘makes do with ‘whatever is at hand’’’ to conduct a number of diverse tasks (Levi-Strauss 1966:17). The bricoleur, he explains, constructs works out of available materials, whether they were intended for this purpose or not. Unlike ‘‘the engineer,’’ who constructs from raw materials ‘‘conceived and procured for the purpose of a project’’ (Levi-Strauss 1966), the bricoleur puts existing things to new purposes. The engineer creates; the bricoleur tinkers. And this is not just tinkering for the sake of tinkering. The bricoleur ‘‘speaks through the medium of things’’ (Levi-Strauss 1966:21), that is, makes meaning out of assemblage. 
In fact, this emphasis on meaning making was critical for Le ́vi-Strauss. He was particularly interested in how ‘‘savage’’ peoples constructed myths out of existing tropes in their cultural stockpile. New myths emerge from the old, argued Levi-Strauss, and the detritus of everyday life become the building blocks of the supernatural. 
Since Levi-Strauss’s time, bricolage has been packaged and repackaged for use by a variety of social theorists describing very different social contexts. The distinction between ‘‘savage’’ and ‘‘civilized’’ may have fallen out of favor in this work, but Levi-Strauss’s emphasis on bricolage as meaning making has remained intact. Anthropologists, in particular, have made great use of the concept, employing it for a diverse range of theoretical tasks from describing how educators design instructional curricula (Hatton 1989; Wagner 1990) to accounting for the varied religious rituals of colonial subjects (Chao 1999). At its most banal, bricolage in these texts simply refers to how people put pieces of things together to form a complex whole. At its most extravagant, bricolage is no less than the dynamic subversion of dominant forms.
… Cultural studies theorists used the concept of bricolage to describe the aesthetic practices of working-class subcultures of the 1960s and 1970s. Such theorists argued that subcultural practitioners challenge the hegemony of the dominant, bourgeois culture not through explicit acts of resistance, but ‘‘obliquely’’ through style (Hebdige 1979:17). They take everyday items associated with respectability and upward mobility, a business suit or a schoolgirl uniform, for instance, and deconstruct them through their personal attire, juxtapose them with incongruous elements, or sometimes even literally rip them apart and reassemble them with precarious materials like safety pins or duct tape. In the process, the appropriated materials take on new resonance and significance. They become dissociated from their original context and come to signify group solidarity, rebellion against the ‘‘mainstream,’’ and self-imposed marginality. 
At the other end of the pole is the position assumed by a certain brand of poststructuralism, most notably Derrida (1980), who sees nothing particularly resistant or subversive in the practice. For Derrida, bricolage is fundamentally linguistic in nature, and not only is it quite prosaic and ordinary, but it is, in fact, the only kind of aesthetic practice possible. He takes issue with Levi- Strauss’s juxtaposition between the bricoleur and the engineer, claiming that because every act of linguistic communication entails the structuring elements of syntax and lexicon, all discourse is already bricolage. For Derrida, then, bricolage is nothing more than business as usual. 
… Bricolage, I would argue, can be, and often is, fundamentally transformative. Similarly, I share Hebdige’s belief that bricolage can serve as a potent mechanism for reworking dominant meanings, but I would argue that the emphasis on bricolage as resistance misses the more complex positionalities it often enacts, namely, the ambivalence and ‘‘in-betweenness’’ of contemporary consuming subjects…. Like British subcultures, these designers hold up in their minds an imagined mainstream (Thornton 1996), a kind of conceptual bogeyman who supposedly embodies everything they do not. However, it is important to keep in mind that the mainstream toward which indie designers often pose themselves in opposition is not the bland bourgeoisie of the English punk’s imagination. The middle class, by some estimates, makes up less than 4 percent of the total Indonesian population. The vast majority of Indonesians are agrarian peasants, struggling to get by on very little, and more or less indifferent to the vagaries of fashion so important to indie designers. Instead, the mainstream for indie designers is a slippery social shifter (Durham 2000), sometimes referring to the hordes of Indonesians unaware of larger trends in consumer culture, sometimes to the older generation of elite Indonesians still caught up in strictly consumerist modes of social distinction, and sometimes to the national and transnational bloc of corporations that compose the nexus of power in the era of global capital. It is this last category, I would argue, that is most relevant to us here and most evident in Indonesian indie design. 

The Cultural Logic of Cut ‘n’ Paste

There can be little doubt that Indonesian indie fashion design is… integrated with commodity production. Designers sell their work, and they do so in an increasingly competitive environment, in which standing out (tampil beda) is of critical importance. The quest for new visual ideas is ongoing, and as Dendy of 347 explains, quite urgent. In Indonesia, he told me, ‘‘Ideas only last for about a month.’’ Because of widespread piracy, ‘‘Things get stale quickly here.’’ ‘‘Outside of the country,’’ he went on, ‘‘if you come up with something new, it can last a year or so, but here, after a month, everyone’s already wearing it.’’ Bigger companies like Nike or LaCoste, he explained, will create a design, and if it does well, sell it continually until it stops selling, but 347 does not have that luxury. They only print a design once, with limited editions, before moving on to something else. They have to stay continually fresh or risk becoming irrelevant. Cutting ’n’ pasting speeds up the process of design production, makes it quick and easy to crank out new products. 
Marin of the Bandung label Monik/Celtic tells a similar story to Dendy’s. ‘‘In design,’’ he told me in well-studied English, ‘‘I don’t think about how to follow people, but how to innovate, innovate, innovate. That is the key, I think, if you are running [a] design or [other] creative business. You must change change change change. Adapt adapt adapt adapt.’’ Every season of Monik/Celtic’s products has its own tone, theme, and look. They stray into a number of directions from bright and cheerful to dark and gloomy, but they are always distinctly current. Marin goes to great lengths to keep it that way, taking annual trips to Singapore, Malaysia, and beyond to survey the world of international fashion and look for new directions for his company. He describes his company’s design concept (konsep) as ‘‘simple’’ or ‘‘pop,’’ but for Marin, this can mean any number of things, depending on what is happening in fashion more generally. It can mean disco rabbits, dancing robots, Little Red Riding Hoods making their way through an enchanted forest, owls and unicorns, towering Godzillas, and miniature poodles. 
[Monik/Celtic] borrows from anywhere and everywhere, other places and other times, from the disco 1970s of New York to the demure Victorian era of England, without any consistent allegiances or affiliations. It mimics other popular brands, pieces together divergent imagery into a range of designs for sale at distros across the nation. 
But Monik/Celtic’s work remains immediately recognizable to other Indonesian designers. It has a crisp, clean quality to it, a look that retains its simplicity even as it scavenges from diverse sources. Moreover, despite its wide-ranging content, there is a perspective that emerges from the work. It is not that of the generic capitalist manufacturer trying to cash in on a trend. Marin, like most designers in the archipelago nation, fervently denies that money has ever been a motivating factor in what he does. His push comes from somewhere else, a desire to set himself and his company apart, to ‘‘go international’’ (Coutas 2008:118) and help put Indonesia on the fashion map. It is, in other words, a perspective on global fashion put forward by someone on its periphery. 
In a sense, then, Monik/Celtic’s design work imposes a local cultural sensibility onto an imported product. This is ‘‘localization’’ (Appadurai 1996; Condry 2001; Diehl 2002; Ginsburg et al. 2002), as anthropologists and other social theorists have often discussed it, the process through which situated social actors reinvent foreign cultures according to the logic of their own. But it is important to note that Marin is not interested in adding anything particularly ‘‘local’’ to his design work. There is nothing identifiably ‘‘Indonesian’’ about what he does, let alone Sundanese, his own ethnic background, and Marin prefers it that way (see Luvaas 2009). His work ‘‘gestures elsewhere’’ (Baulch 2007), toward an international arena of music and fashion, a landscape that is much larger, both geographically and conceptually, than the bounded nation-state of Indonesia. 
Lila Abu-Lughod has argued that we can ‘‘use resistance as a diagnostic of power’’ (Abu-Lughod 1990:42), and perhaps the same can be said of bricolage in this case. Following the lead of Michel Foucault (1978), she suggests that the appearance of resistance itself helps shed light on where power relations lie, gives us a sense of where to look for inequalities and forms of domination. In the case of indie fashion design, finding the demarcating lines of power is fairly easy. 347 and Monik/Celtic are tiny companies by world standards, run by a bunch of skaters and surfers from a poverty-stricken industrializing nation, with no real expectations of ‘‘making it big.’’ They are small fish in a big sea, even if in Indonesia’s fashion scene they are about as big as brands can get. The source companies from which designers borrow, meanwhile, tend to be major players in the international economy, brands like Nike, Microsoft, and Volcom, media companies like Twentieth Century Fox, Sony, and Viacom. Their products are all over Indonesia, whereas 347 and Monik/Celtic, after ten or so years of relative success at home, have barely man- aged to begin selling their products in Singapore and Malaysia. The hundreds of other independent clothing companies in the archipelago nation are not doing nearly as well. 
This is not a case of literal domination, though. These brands have little direct power over Indonesian designers. Rather, I would argue, these transnational companies compose a matrix of global brands that assert more and more dominion into the daily lives of Indonesian youth. They dominate the aesthetic landscape of Indonesia, its roadways, its malls, its billboards, its television stations, and its Internet content. They mediate their interaction with other countries and other cultures, produce the foods they eat, the music they listen to, and the clothes they wear. These brands are all around them, compose the very fabric of contemporary life. ‘‘They are who we are,’’ Dendy told me. 
Modern life has become so deeply saturated with international brands that they are integral to the very way contemporary youth conceive of themselves. Not only in the sense that Arjun Appadurai delineates, offering glimpses into new ‘‘possible lives’’ (Appadurai 1996:53), or that Tom Boellstorff (2005) identifies, presenting new subject positions for Indonesians to occupy and live through, but in the sense of establishing a measure of their own deprivation, a recognition of how little they have in comparison to similarly situated youth in other places. 
Iyo, Chief Executive for Ripple Magazine, one of the key advertising venues for Indonesian independent clothing labels, describes the position of designers like Dendy and Marin as being ‘‘in the middle’’ (di tengah-tengah). They are not the poorest of the poor by any means, but they are not the richest of the rich either. They have a relatively decent economic position by Indonesian standards and are well educated, but by world standards they are barely middle class. And these are the most successful among indie designers. The vast majority of them remain well below the poverty line by the reckoning of any industrialized nation. They may be able to afford a cell phone (or two) and a motorbike, but they still tend to live in bleak, student housing units well after graduation, many surviving on less than US$2 a day. 
The young Indonesian designers I met while carrying out my fieldwork in 2006–7 do their best to live a cosmopolitan lifestyle of fast food and designer clothes, imported music and fashion, but even for Dendy and Marin their access is limited. Most young people involved in the Indonesian indie scene cannot afford cable television or subscriptions to foreign magazines. Very few have ever left the country. Many do not even own a TV, most do not own a computer, and they get most of their music through swapping MP3s and burning CDs. Most of them have to rent Internet access by the hour and share computers with friends and colleagues to keep costs down. This can make cutting ’n’ pasting a painfully slow process. 
Indonesian indie designers, then, are both empowered and constrained by their middle-class status. They have more money than the average Indonesian, with some degree of access to personal computers, the Internet, foreign media, and the resources of production. But they retain a marginal position in the global economy. They occupy an uncomfortable middle ground between ‘‘here’’ and ‘‘elsewhere,’’ the ‘‘traditional’’ and the ‘‘modern,’’ the ‘‘First’’ and the ‘‘Third’’ World. They can observe global youth cultures from afar, but they are not yet full participants within them. In other words, they have just enough to know how little they have. It is a frustrating position, Iyo explains, and it speaks volumes about why Indonesian designers do the kind of work they do. 

Tributes from Afar

This uncomfortable in-betweenness is particularly evident in the work of Hamid, designer for the Yogyakarta distro and clothing label Triggers Syndicate. Hamid grew up in Pekanbaru, South Sumatra, listening to bands like Motorhead, Metallica, and Slayer. He liked the hard stuff, music with attitude and grit, theatrical atmospherics composed of power chords and screams. It is the kind of music that makes you feel powerful, he told me, in the checkerboarded storeroom of Triggers Syndicate, like you can do anything. Indonesia, he says, has yet to produce bands like that, and so Hamid has always preferred stuff from the United States and the United Kingdom, the old guard of metal, with their loud, abrasive sound and larger-than-life personae. He started growing his hair long in his early teens and joined the ‘‘headbanger army,’’ those thousands of metal fans scattered throughout Indonesia (see Baulch 2007; Wallach 2008), and indeed the rest of the world, decked out in a common uniform of black T-shirts and faded jeans. Music was a big part of his self-concept back then. It still is. 
For Hamid and his metal-fan friends, though, being a fan just was not enough. He wanted to be part of the music in a more direct way, to adopt for himself something of the kind of power such bands emitted. He wanted to be more like his idols, he told me, to ‘‘have a strong character and image’’ that ‘‘endures’’ (tetap jalan) and gives other people a frame of reference for understanding who he is and what he is all about. Those of his friends with enough financial resources to do so scraped together whatever instruments they could and began playing in bands. The rest of them just borrowed their instruments from those friends. That is what Hamid had to do. His parents were civil servants, middle class by local reckoning, but by no means well off. Like most kids in his position, for Hamid sharing resources was just a fact of life (Gerke 2000). 
It worked out okay for him. He played with friends, practiced when he could. But he was never much of a musician. ‘‘I just didn’t have any talent,’’ he told me, remorsefully. He took up the guitar briefly, but the strings left his fingers stinging and his ego bruised. He tried singing, but could not muster up much of a voice. Eventually, he came to the conclusion that he just was not cut out to play music. It was a sad realization, he told me, but it turned out to be a blessing in disguise. 
Hamid moved to Yogyakarta, Central Java, in the late 1990s to study economics at the Indonesian Islamic University. He was not all that interested in economics, but his parents, always pragmatic about such things, felt it was an appropriate course of study for someone of his social stature. He was not a great student, he admits, but university life provided plenty of opportunities to pursue other passions, most significantly music. He got involved in the local hard rock and metal scene, became friends with bands, went to countless gigs, spent his evenings hanging out at local distros. 
A number of his friends at the time were beginning to get involved in clothing design, and Hamid would watch them assemble images on Corel Draw. He peered over their shoulders, trying to figure out how to do it himself, and eventually began tinkering with the program. He said to himself, ‘‘If other people can [do this] why can’t I?’’ and explained to me that ‘‘everyone is capable [of designing] if they are willing to learn.’’ 
Over the course of several months of often frustrating late nights at his friends’ boarding houses, he became quite adept at using the Corel Graphics suite, and he experimented with doing posters for his friends’ bands. He went on to design album cover art, fliers, and other band merchandise, all in the tradition of heavy metal. His work featured lots of skulls and crossbones, decomposing skeletons, and coiled snakes. Putting together such pieces took up more and more of his time, until Hamid decided, finally, to drop out of school and make design his full-time occupation. When one of his friends opened Triggers Syndicate several years back and asked Hamid to come on board as the designer, Hamid jumped at the chance. It felt like he finally knew what he wanted to do with his life. His parents were not too thrilled with this decision, but then that tends to be the way of things. 
‘‘At first, my parents questioned it all,’’ he said, ‘‘but now they support me. I was able to show them that I could support myself.’’ In fact, Hamid began to be able to support himself pretty well, bringing in a respectable 3 million rupiah a month (roughly US$312, more than the starting salary of the average civil servant). His parents saw that he was doing well and seemed happy, and eventually they even gave their consent. ‘‘They always taught me,’’ Hamid explained, ‘‘that you can do whatever you want, so long as you’re willing to accept the consequences of it.’’ Hamid was willing, and the consequences did not turn out to be all that bad. His brother Emil is now the store manager of Triggers Syndicate. The shop is becoming one of Yogya’s best-known distros and an important hangout site (tempat nongkrong) for the indie scene. 
The main theme of Hamid’s design, as he describes it, is ‘‘rock.’’ All of his work ‘‘reeks of music’’ (berbau musik). It borrows from the aesthetics of hard rock and heavy metal, occasionally even snippets from his favorite songs. He has channeled his passion for heavy sounds into a visual medium and describes his work as a form of ‘‘tribute’’ to the rock bands that have had a significant influence over his personal aesthetic. 
But more than that, he sees his work as an educational medium, a way of teaching the next generation of music and fashion fans a little something about the inspirations behind what they wear and listen to, the ‘‘roots’’ of the style, as he describes it. ‘‘Well, not teach exactly,’’ Hamid corrects himself, humble in his personal ambitions. ‘‘More like just show them.’’ 
I see a lot of kids with a skater or metal image, but if I ask them, ‘‘How come you wear that? [Or] what’s that a picture of? Do you even have any idea?’’ they’re like, ‘‘Oh, it’s just that everyone else is wearing it, so I wear it too.’’ I want to create designs that let them know [what it’s about]. 
One of his recent designs, for example, features the famous skeleton ripping through a wall motif developed by the Southern California skate company Powell Peralta. On the wall itself, he has scrawled the names of bands he likes, groups he considers deeply influential to the Indonesian indie scene, and which he feels the younger generation should be aware of. These include such American punk and hardcore standards as Suicidal Tendencies, Black Flag, and the Misfits. Beneath the image, he has printed ‘‘Inspired from Powell ‘Ripper.’ ’’ 
Another line of clothes he has recently completed includes a series of T-shirts and jackets inspired by favorite rock songs. To compose this line, Hamid would first look for inspiration from his substantial CD, cassette, and MP3 collection; then he would select a song he liked and play it repeatedly until it triggered some sort of visual idea. He then took to the Internet to look for images that could approximately represent his vision. Yahoo proved a reliable place to look, as did Google Image, a whole set of rock T-shirt websites, some graffiti art websites, and the websites of specific companies, such as the California-based skate/punk clothing brand Atticus. When he found what he was looking for—a pointing skeletal hand, perhaps, a scantily clad pinup, or a cobra ready to strike—he would attempt to re-create the image using Corel Draw. 
‘‘Obviously, if you’re talking about originality,’’ Hamid told me, ‘‘I can’t say I’m original, because I can’t even draw. . . . I’m not the one who draws these things. I take pictures [from somewhere else]. But not just randomly, not just any old thing that I have no connection with. And not without changing it.’’ This distinction is critical to Hamid. It is what separates his own appropriative practice from that of the ‘‘posers,’’ those less-invested, would-be designers who sample haphazardly from the annals of youth culture, and ‘‘pirates’’ who wholesale copy the designs of major labels. It creates a more substantial link with what he is depicting and who he is. The resulting design, he explained, is more than the inspirational image. It takes on a new composition. It becomes something else. 
For Hamid, then, the practice of cut ’n’ paste is very much about his own relationship with that which he depicts. For one, his rock-themed design is a way to participate in a musical culture he has long been involved with as a fan and enthusiast but never able to contribute to in a more direct way. It aligns him with a musical lineage beyond the range of the archipelago, gives him an honorary place within its ranks. For another, it converts him from one of many ‘‘mere’’ consumers of such cultural products—the ‘‘main- stream’’ of consumers, as it were—into a kind of expert, a connoisseur, with knowledge and understanding beyond those other kids whom he seeks to educate about the ‘‘roots.’’ Above all, it establishes his place as a creative contributor to this culture, helping determine how it is received, experienced, and understood locally. 
As a designer, he has been able to assume a more proactive stance toward the cultural products in which he had invested so deeply. He has repositioned himself within the hierarchy of cultural production. Through his ‘‘tributes,’’ he leaves his own mark on those images that inspired him. He becomes an active participant in those processes of cultural production on whose sidelines he used to stand. 

Graphic Manipulation 

… Raised by a conservative Muslim family in Riau, a relatively wealthy island off the coast of Sumatra, Ade was comfortably middle class, could have gone on to any number of professional positions in Riau’s booming oil industry, but that was never really his thing. He had always liked to draw, to paint, to create things with his mind and his hands, but his parents preferred something more practical for him, economics, perhaps, or engineering. These are the things, Ade told me, that Indonesian parents tend to want their children to do. 
Ade claims that it never really occurred to him that he could even make a career out of art—that is, until his sister moved to Yogyakarta and recommended to Ade’s parents that they send him to ISI to study design. She convinced their parents that Ade could make a good career out of design, that he could live a comfortable, respectable life as a designer. There are plenty of opportunities in that field these days, as the Indonesian economy adapts to the global market, and besides, Ade would have his sister to look after him in Yogya and keep him from getting into too much trouble. 
ISI [Institut Seni Indonesia, The Art Institute of Indonesia] as it turns out, was a good place for Ade, but not for the reasons his parents had in mind. He discovered punk at ISI, gothic fashion, and indie rock. He learned about radical European art movements like Surrealism, Dadaism, and Situationism, got involved with the House of Natural Fiber, ‘‘an informal creative community of collaborative expression’’ (http://www.natural-fiber.com/), and began taking part in large media installations that involved lots of flashing lights, disorienting imagery, and music made from scraping metal and amplifying cell phone frequencies. 
Ade quickly lost any interest he once might have had in the textbook variety of design work. He was markedly unenthusiastic about color theory and composition, making pretty little pictures that help sell products. Instead, he pursued design as a form of experimentation, in line with earlier avant-garde art movements. It became for him part of a larger project of visual ‘‘education,’’ as he put it, of ‘‘waking up’’ the Indonesian populace, challenging their thinking about the cultural universe they occupy. 
In his design work, Ade attempts to lure in his viewers with familiar imagery, then present to them something different from what they expected. In doing so, he hopes to challenge conventional thinking about what is attractive, what is good, what constitutes design in the first place. The term graphic manipulation [emphasis added] has more than one meaning here. It refers both to the manipulation of existing graphics, that is, the bricoleur aspect of his design, and the ‘‘graphic’’ nature of such manipulation, its underlying violence, its subversion of visual forms. 
Unlike Dendy, Ade stays far away from recognizable corporate symbols in his work. There is no commentary on Nike, McDonald’s, or Xerox in what he does, no challenge to corporate hegemony. Instead, his work borrows from a repertoire of dislocated imagery. For Reddoor’s in-house clothing label, Firefighter Fight!, he assembles innocuous images of woodland creatures, fire-breathing dinosaurs, cartoonish aliens, and in keeping with the name, anything having to do with firefighting (dalmatians and fire hydrants, flames, and hoses). 
But there is always something slightly off about this work, some uncomfortable juxtaposition (see Hebdige 1979) that challenges the innocuousness of what he is depicting. One of his favorite motifs involves a simple cartoon image of a deer with its antlers missing from its head. A single antler protrudes from the creature’s nose like a unicorn’s horn. It looks clumsy, its weight unevenly distributed as if it is about to fall over. He also makes frequent use of a giant lizard, borrowed from Japanese sci-fi films, breathing fire and stomping through the image. These tend to be depicted in awkward poses, perched precariously at the edge of text or slumping in the corner of a building. 
A number of his pieces also involve firefighters, those public servants who protect us from harm. But Ade’s firefighters tend to be monstrous, anonymous figures hidden behind gas masks and helmets…. In Ade’s work, the dangerous is rendered harmless. The harmless, in turns, becomes grotesque. 
But while Ade’s work is often challenging, even confrontational to its imagined viewers, it is hard to make the case that it represents any genuine ‘‘thinking outside the box.’’ This kind of visual alienation has such a long history within European art movements, even within mainstream art academies like ISI, that it borders on itself being tradition. Ade employs a familiar rhetoric of subversion and oppositionality intrinsic to modernist aesthetics, an ideology, Frank (1997) argues, that was never really at odds with the needs of advanced capitalism, but promotes instead a familiar, romanticized conception of individualism and rebellion used to sell products like Sprite and Nike. This is the ‘‘romantic ethic’’ Campbell (1987) has claimed fueled the consumerist phase of contemporary capitalism in the first place, and the individualized subjectivity characteristic of neoliberalism (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001). It not only poses no risk to the needs of the market, but it also actively serves its needs. 
If there is anything resistant about what Ade does, then, it has little to do with his designs themselves, but the way he puts them together. Namely, it is in his open disregard for the very notion of intellectual property. Ade takes his images from design books, online pamphlets and brochures, from the iconography of global commercial culture, then chops them up and reassembles them, distorts them beyond recognition. 
… [Ade] went on to describe indie fashion designers as anteaters, taking what they can from where they can, tinkering with the imagery that finds its way into their lives. He challenges the very notion that human beings are capable of any kind of original creation. All design is ultimately the work of God, he says, and no human being can truly claim ownership over it. As such, everyone else’s work is up for grabs. Design is design, and the original designer is irrelevant. 
I do not want to depict Ade’s ‘‘graphic manipulation’’ in too stark of terms, however, to assign it a stronger political agenda than it merits. Ade’s work is above all playful. It is fun, often funny, and lacks any of the markers of pious intensity that signify some sort of militancy. In his ominous firefighter series, for example, the threat of the shadowy figures is undermined with use of such light, airy English-language phrases as ‘‘Yeah, we luv Reddoor very much’’ and ‘‘how are you?’’ His work alternates between lively and impish, bright and colorful, and dark and gloomy. It demonstrates an acute knowledge of what is going on in the worlds of fashion and media, art and design, while steadfastly refusing to commit to being fully one thing or another. 

Conclusion: We Are the Brands We Consume

Anthropologists have found resistance in nearly every nook and cranny of contemporary lives … we have had a long and well-documented love affair with ‘‘the romance of resistance’’ (Abu-Lughod 1990). But despite a rather large body of critiques against the overuse of the concept, talk of resistance continues to pop up all over the place in ethnographic work. We have yet to come up with an alternative explanation sufficient for making sense of such deconstructive acts of bricolage that are becoming increasingly common in the Information Age (Castells 2000): the remixes of popular songs, the mash-ups and video collages that animate the Internet, the cut ’n’ paste designs of Indonesian indie fashion. 
There is, I would argue, an element of resistance to what distro-label designers do, sometimes explicit, sometimes more subtle, but we have to be careful about assigning resistance too liberally to youth aesthetic practice. Indie designer resistance is always an ambivalent resistance, what Kondo, following Hutcheons, has termed ‘‘complicitous critique’’ (Kondo 1997). Indie designers uphold, often even glorify the source material of their designs. 347’s Nike logo, for instance, both takes over the international brand and declares the brand something worth taking over. In fact, when I asked Dendy point-blank if there was an element of critique to his Nike design, he nodded, said ‘‘yeah’’ in a noncommittal way, then added, ‘‘But it’s not that I don’t like Nike. In fact, I only wear Nike. They’re cool shoes.’’ 
This is not, then, the kind of conscious undermining of capitalist spectacle that the Situationists advocated (Debord 1995), nor the sort of politicized ‘‘culture jamming’’ or ‘‘adbusting’’ (Lasn 1999) that has become a mainstay of urban guerilla art. In truth, the work of indie designers tends not to have a clear or consistent political agenda. It messes with other people’s brands, alters, and distorts, but not so much out of spite or ideology as a sort of playful oppositionality. These designers are not trying to throw off the conceptual shackles of cultural imperialism; they are trying to assert some degree of direct control over the new commercial world they live in. Designers like Dendy and Marin are less concerned with subverting international commercial culture than working with it, or perhaps more accurately, inserting themselves into it. 
... The principal motivation of designers like Dendy, Hamid, Marin, and Ade is not so much critiquing the source material from which they borrow as with asserting a kind of ownership over it, appropriating commercial imagery in efforts to reproduce themselves as global citizens. 
Sometimes the reconstituted aesthetic objects they produce take on subversive meanings, as in Dendy’s Xerox design. Sometimes they work to reproduce or reinforce an existing meaning, as in Hamid’s tributes to the giants of heavy metal. The most compelling feature of indie fashion bricolage, then, is not its utility as a mode of resistance, nor its complicity with the dominant culture, but the way it repositions individuals in relationship to those materials from which they sample. Bricolage is a means of taking claim of and asserting authority over cultural forms produced by other, more powerful social actors in other places and other times. It is a technology (see Boellstorff 2008; Foucault 1986) of cultural production, and what it produces is not only a new set of meanings in association with a borrowed image or idea, but also a new relationship between that image and its bricoleur. To put it in the simplest terms, bricolage is a technology by which a consumer of culture transforms herself into a producer of culture. 
Deleuze and Guattari, in their seminal work Anti- Oedipus, describe bricolage as … a form of production that grafts production onto production, that indeed carries out the productive project indefinitely, forever forestalling the possibility of conclusion. In bricolage there is no end product to be finally consumed. There is no clear distinction between production and consumption either, only a continual cycle of production and reproduction. Bricolage, then, thwarts any stabilization of the relations of production into a hierarchy of producer and consumer. It muddies the water, complicates and complexifies, restores a fluid, frenzied nature to the activity of production. For this reason, bricolage is the key productive activity of the contemporary ‘‘schizophrenic’’ subject, Deleuze and Guattari’s idealized ‘‘nomadic’’ agent, who refuses to be pinned down, resists being fully integrated into any one regime of power. 
When we see bricolage in this light, as a productive practice that maintains the activity of production indefinitely, it becomes fairly easy to understand why aesthetic forms that privilege bricolage have become so widespread in our late capitalist era. It is not simply that borrowing from other sources makes capitalism more efficient or provides ready-made models for greedy manufacturers. Rather, bricolage has become so widespread because it empowers consumers—the driving force of late capitalism—to be more than simply consumers. Technologies like Corel Draw or mash-up programs on the Internet give consumers a means of asserting more direct control over what they consume, to affect it, contribute to it, or simply take some sort of direct ownership over it. Techniques of bricolage may not threaten the smooth functioning of the capitalist economy, but they do challenge the power relationships operating within it. They destabilize the distinction between producer and consumer and help break down the barriers between professional and amateur, ‘‘Third’’ and ‘‘First’’ World, global and local.
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